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Chapter 1: Awakening
 
   A wave deposited the girl’s body onto the wet sand.  She lifted her head enough to spew salty water into the sand.  Long after the last drop came out, she continued coughing, the ache in her chest reminding her, “I’m alive.”
 
   With this thought she rolled onto her back to stare at the moonless sky.  The stars overhead whirled in her vision, smearing together into solid white lines of pain.  She cried out, but then choked the whimper.  She couldn’t let them find her.  She had to escape.
 
   But she could not move her numb limbs.  In the distance, she heard a dog howl.  She tried again to get up.  Her body did not respond.  The white lines crisscrossing her vision dimmed to gray and then black.  
 
   The howling became louder, closing in on her.  They were going to catch her…
 
   “No!” she shouted, bolting upright.  A hand reached out to touch her shoulder, but she batted it away.  She had to get out of here.  She had to escape.
 
   She tried to get to her feet, but something heavy fell onto her chest, pressing her down into the straw pallet.  She clawed at the air around her, trying to free herself.  “Get away from me!” she said.
 
   A pair of hands cupped her jaw.  She tried to swat the hands away, but they kept hold of her.  “Easy now, dear.  You’re safe,” a woman said.  “No one is going to hurt you.  Prudence, dear, get off her.”
 
   The weight lifted from her chest.  The woman lit a candle to reveal a pale face with emerald eyes that seemed familiar somehow.  The room around her was made of rough wooden planks.  She sat on a straw pallet with a white sheet thrown over it.  A stool rested next to the bed with a clay mug half-filled with clear liquid.  She reached out for the mug; the water tasted warm and sour.  The woman sat on another stool, the candlelight bringing out the red of her hair.  She squinted, trying to remember where she had seen this woman before.
 
   “Where am I?” she asked.
 
   “You’re in Eternity, dear.”
 
   “Eternity?  Am I dead?”
 
   “No, dear, I guarantee you are quite alive.  Mr. Pryde found you on the beach three nights ago.  Do you remember how you got here?”
 
   “No.”  She put a hand to her head, trying to remember.  When she closed her eyes, she saw nothing but darkness.  “I don’t remember anything,” she said.
 
   “Nothing at all?  Not even your name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh dear.  We shall have to give you a name then until you can think of your own.”  The woman thought for a moment.  “We’ll call you Samantha.  Samantha Young.”
 
   “Samantha Young?”
 
   “If you don’t like it, we can change it to something else.”
 
   “No, it’s fine, I guess.”  
 
   “Good.  A child should have a name she likes.”  The woman smiled at the newly-christened Samantha Young.  “My name is Miss Brigham.  I look after the children here.  I’m going to take care of you.”
 
   Miss Brigham ran a hand up the side of Samantha’s head to rest on her forehead.  “You feel much cooler.  When Mr. Pryde found you, I thought you would burn up.  You’re very lucky he got you here in time for the reverend to cure you.”  
 
   “Cure me?  But I’m not cured,” Samantha said.  “Why can’t I remember?  What’s wrong with me?”  
 
   “I’m not sure, dear.  In time it will all come back to you.  Until then you’re welcome to stay with us.”  Miss Brigham sniffed the air and then put a hand on Samantha’s bed.  “Oh my, you wet the bed.  We’ll have to clean you up before the morning service.  We can’t have you meeting the reverend smelling like that.  And you’ll need clothes.  When Mr. Pryde brought you in, you were naked as a plucked chicken.  Prudence, be a dear and get Samantha some clothes.  She looks about Helena’s size.”
 
   Miss Brigham glanced over at the doorway, where a fat girl cowered, her hands kneading her white apron.  She wore the same gray dress as Miss Brigham and had her auburn hair pulled back into a similar bun.  “Go on, dear, don’t stand there gaping.”
 
   Prudence left the room, leaving Samantha alone with Miss Brigham, who dried Samantha’s tears with the hem of her apron.  “Thank you,” Samantha said.  She sniffled and then wiped her nose with the back of an unfamiliar bronze-skinned hand.  She flexed the long fingers of the hand, trying to remember where she might have seen them before.  Nothing came to her.   “I’m sorry to make a mess.”
 
   “Don’t worry a hair on your pretty head about it.  We’ll get everything cleaned up good as new.  Prudence will take you down to the stream for a bath.”  Prudence stood frozen in the doorway, clutching a stack of clothes in trembling fingers.  “Prudence is a little shy.  Come here, dear, she won’t bite.”
 
   Prudence took one cautious step forward after another until she came to stand beside the bed.  She helped Samantha stand up, supporting her when her legs buckled.  “Put one foot in front of the other.  Nice and easy now.  There you go,” Miss Brigham encouraged Samantha as she took a step on her own.
 
   Prudence kept an arm on Samantha as they went through a door into a room with fifteen pallets identical to her own.  The girls sitting on the pallets all wore a nightgown identical to hers.  Miss Brigham clapped her hands twice, every head turning to face her.  “Children, I want you to meet someone.  This is Samantha Young.  She is staying with us for a while.”
 
   “She smells like pee,” said a blonde girl sitting on a nearby bed.  The other girls laughed; Samantha bit down on her lip to keep from crying.
 
   “Helena, that’s a terrible thing to say.  Samantha is our guest and you will all treat her with respect or else you’ll have to explain your sinful behavior to the reverend.  Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes Miss Brigham,” the girls said in unison.
 
   “Very good.  Now, I want you all to make your beds and get ready for morning service.”  
 
   The girls grumbled as they got off their beds and began tidying up.  Meanwhile, Samantha followed Prudence down the line of beds, keeping her eyes on the floor out of embarrassment.  She hoped she got her memory back soon; she didn’t want to stay in Eternity a moment longer than necessary.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2:  Prudence
 
   Eternity wasn’t much of a town.  The village consisted of ten low cottages with rough, wood-shingled roofs, each with the same whitewashed finish.  Samantha peeked through the windows of a couple, but saw no one inside.  “Doesn’t anyone else live here?” she asked.
 
   “Just Reverend Crane, Mr. Pryde, and the boys,” Prudence said, her voice as low as a whisper.
 
   “The boys?”
 
   “You’ll see them later.  They live in the other dormitory.”
 
   “There are only three adults?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   In the center of the cottages stood a square building made from blocks of granite.  From the steeple with a cross on top, Samantha knew this must be a church.  “Is that where the reverend lives?”
 
   “No, Reverend Crane’s house is near the caves.”  Prudence took Samantha’s arm to steer her away from the church.  Samantha followed Prudence obediently down a dirt path leading into a forest of ancient pine trees so tall they blocked out the sun.  The shadowy forest reminded Samantha of the dark beach and the dogs howling.  When a breeze rattled the tree branches, Samantha dug her fingers into Prudence’s arm hard enough to make her yelp with pain.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.
 
   “It’s fine.  We’re almost there.”  After a fork in the road, the trees thinned to reveal a wide, swift stream.  Samantha took a step back at the sight of the water.
 
   “Is it safe?” she asked.
 
   “We all bathe in here.”  Prudence set Samantha’s new clothes—a gray dress and white apron like Prudence’s—on a rock.  “Do you want any help?”
 
   “No, I can handle it,” Samantha said, although she couldn’t remember ever taking a bath before.  She took a bar of soap from Prudence, her nose wrinkling at the strong lye odor.  At the edge of the water, she stuck a toe in.  A second later she jumped back.  “It’s cold!”
 
   “If you’re quick it won’t be so bad.”
 
   Samantha reached for the hem of her nightgown.  “You aren’t going to peek, are you?”
 
   “No, I’ll wait for you over there.”  Prudence pointed to a cluster of boulders near the trees.
 
   Samantha removed her nightgown and soiled underwear, leaving them in a heap at the water’s edge.  She took a deep breath and then dashed into the water.  The frigid water stung her like a million wasps; she put a hand to her mouth to keep from crying out.
 
   Then something cold and scaly touched her leg.  She jumped back as a school of silver fish swam past.  Her feet dug into the sandy bottom, but couldn’t find purchase.  With a cry, she tumbled into the water.  The swift current took hold, carrying her downstream.  She tried to swim towards the shore, but her frenzied paddling did nothing but tire her muscles out.  She managed to keep her head above water long enough to scream.
 
   Darkness presses all around her.  A stench like that of a rotting corpse fills her nostrils, cutting off air to her lungs.  She gags on the foul air as she tries to take in enough oxygen to scream for help.  A sour taste muffles the sound that comes from her throat.  No one can hear her.  No one can help her.  
 
   A hand took hold of Samantha’s hair, yanking her back to the surface in a blaze of pain.  Prudence grabbed Samantha around the neck and then dragged her towards the shore.  Samantha squirmed against Prudence’s chokehold, but couldn’t break free.  She finally stopped trying, letting Prudence haul her onto the beach.  While Prudence dried her with a towel, Samantha looked down at the ground at her gigantic feet.  No matter how hard she bit down on her lip, she couldn’t keep from crying.  “Are you hurt?” Prudence asked.
 
   Samantha shook her head violently.  “It’s not that.  I’m ugly, I can’t remember anything, and everyone hates me.”
 
   “Everyone doesn’t hate you.”
 
   “What makes you so sure about that?”
 
   “I don’t hate you.  I don’t think you’re ugly either.”
 
   “You’re just saying that.”
 
   “Well, look at me.  I’m fat.”  She patted the stomach bulging against her apron for emphasis.  
 
   “You’re not that fat.”
 
   “I’m the fattest person in Eternity.”
 
   “Haven’t you tried to lose weight?”
 
   “I do.”  Prudence stopped drying Samantha.  “I skipped meals for a week and didn’t lose an ounce.  I’d give anything to be skinny like you.  Then no one would call me names anymore.”  Prudence blushed and then cleared her throat.  “We better get you dressed.”  Prudence handed the pile of clothes to Samantha.
 
   “Why does everyone wear the same thing?”
 
   “Everyone is treated equally in Eternity.”
 
   “Why aren’t there more adults?”
 
   “There used to be, but they disappeared.  No one knows where they went, so the reverend takes care of us.”
 
   “Everyone’s parents disappeared?”
 
   “I can’t remember mine.  They left when I was a baby.”  
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Nine, I think.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just do.”
 
   Samantha put on the clothes Prudence had brought and frowned.  The dress was too loose and too short and the shoes pinched her feet so she couldn’t take a step without wincing.  She started to take off the stockings, but Prudence grabbed her arm.
 
   “You can’t do that!”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s forbidden by The Way.”
 
   “What’s ‘The Way?’”
 
   “It’s a set of rules the reverend composed to make sure we all get into Heaven.  You’ll hear more about it during morning services.  Until then, no bare legs.  No unbound hair either.”
 
   “Are you going to cut my hair off?”
 
   “No, but we have to pull it back.  Here, sit down.”  Samantha sat on a rock and Prudence took a wire brush from her apron.  At the first swipe of the brush, Samantha yelped with pain; it felt worse than Prudence yanking her to the water’s surface by the hair.  “Sorry.  It’s really tangled.”
 
   “Can’t we leave it?  My hair won’t do anything bad.” 
 
   “I told you, it’s forbidden.  Try to sit still.”  Samantha bit down on her lip until it bled while Prudence continued to tear the brush through the wet tangles of Samantha’s black hair.  I won’t cry, Samantha told herself.  I’ve cried enough already. 
 
   At last Prudence finished tormenting her.  From the apron, she took out a pair of white ribbons and hastily tied a pigtail on either side of Samantha’s head.  “I wish Miss Brigham were here.  She knows how to do braids,” Prudence said.
 
   “It’s fine,” Samantha said, although she resolved to yank out the stupid ribbons the first chance she got.  At the sound of a bell, Prudence’s body went rigid.  “What is it?”
 
   “It’s the bell for morning services.  We’re going to be late!”  Prudence took Samantha’s hand, dragging her back onto the path towards town.  A pain worse than that of Prudence’s brushing stabbed Samantha’s feet with every step.  She wanted to stop and rest, but the way Prudence’s fingernails dug into her skin told her there was no time to rest.  Samantha sucked in a breath and ran faster.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3:  The Way
 
   By the time they reached the front doors of the church, everyone else had already gone inside.  The girls sat on wooden benches to the right and the boys to the left.  Every boy wore the same gray trousers and vests with white shirts.  The mischievous gleam in their eyes as they sized up Samantha like a cat about to pounce on a mouse made her want to bolt for the exit.  The girls whispered as she passed, some stifling a laugh by putting a hand to their mouths.  
 
   With nowhere else to sit, Prudence led Samantha to the front pew, occupied only by Miss Brigham.  “Oh, you look lovely,” Miss Brigham whispered.
 
   “Thanks,” Samantha said.  With her feet still throbbing, she felt anything but lovely.
 
   All whispering and giggling stopped the moment a side door opened.  From what Prudence and Miss Brigham had said about the reverend, she expected a stern old man.  Instead, Reverend Francis Crane’s face had smooth, tanned skin and a thick head of sandy hair.  Beneath his black suit she could tell he had a lean, firm body.  She blushed at those thoughts and looked away as Reverend Crane ascended the steps to the podium.
 
   “Blessed be thee, my children,” the reverend began.  “The Lord has brought us another beautiful morning to praise His name.  We begin today by reciting the Lord’s Prayer.”
 
   Samantha did her best to follow along, trying to mimic Prudence as she recited the prayer.  The other kids spoke the words in a rote deadpan, as if they’d been saying them their whole lives.  From what Prudence had said earlier, Samantha figured they must have been saying them their whole lives.
 
   When the prayer finished, the reverend began his sermon.  He leaned forward on the podium as he spoke, his eyes burning with passion.  Prudence kept her eyes on the floor while Samantha met the reverend’s gaze and thought she saw a hint of a smile pull at one corner of his mouth.
 
   “My children, there are many temptations in this world.  Many of them are not obvious to us.  Satan couches his evil words in the sweet and loving voice of an angel to make sins seem harmless.  He starts us down the dark path by suggesting we are only telling one small lie.  When we give in to this temptation, he sends us farther down his dark road until at last we become lost from God’s way.”
 
   “This is why we must at all times adhere to The Way for it alone will lead us to salvation.”  The reverend continued speaking about the importance of The Way, but Samantha could not pay attention.  In the pew behind her, she heard a rustling and sensed trouble a moment before something dry and rough touched her neck.
 
   She turned around to see a black snake looking back at her.  She screamed and jumped off the bench, stumbling backwards to trip over a step and crash next to the reverend’s podium.  The entire church erupted into laughter, except for Reverend Crane, who glared down at her.  “What is the meaning of this?” he said.
 
   “I saw a snake,” Samantha said.  “A black one.  It touched me on the neck.”
 
   “A serpent?  How could a serpent get into God’s house?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Someone must have brought it in.”
 
   “Indeed.”  The reverend looked over the other children as Samantha staggered back to her bench.  Prudence continued looking down at the floor as she had for the entire service, but her leg tapped against Samantha’s as a sign of support.  “One of you children has sinned in the Lord’s house.  Out with it now.  Which one of you has transported the demonic beast into God’s sanctuary?”  When no one answered, he turned to Miss Brigham.  “I want everyone to empty his or her pockets.  We will find the culprit and dole out appropriate punishment.”
 
   “Yes, Reverend Crane,” Miss Brigham said.  She commanded the boys to line up against one wall and the girls against another.  One at a time she searched each child’s pockets, looking for the snake.  Samantha studied the faces around her, seeing a satisfied grin on Helena’s face.  Among the boys, a dark-haired boy received congratulatory punches from some of his friends.  They must be working together, Samantha thought.
 
   The search of the dark-haired boy turned up nothing, nor was the snake in Helena’s pockets.  Miss Brigham completed the search and then shrugged at the reverend in bewilderment.  The reverend called Samantha to stand in front of his podium as though she were receiving a judge’s sentence.  “What is your name, child?”
 
   “Samantha Young.”
 
   “Samantha, you have disrupted this congregation and have falsely accused your fellows.  How do you answer for this?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to disrupt anything and I didn’t lie.  I saw the snake.”
 
   Miss Brigham rushed to her side and put a hand to her forehead.  “She was suffering from a terrible fever.  Perhaps she’s still a little under the weather,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   “Be that as it may, I cannot let this sinful behavior pass without due punishment.  Since you have befouled the Lord’s house with your lies, you will clean it after our service is completed.  For now, remain standing as you are and contemplate the wrongness of your actions.  The rest of you come forward to receive communion.”
 
   “But, this isn’t fair!  I didn’t—”
 
   “Be still, young lady.  You’re in enough trouble without raising your voice to the reverend,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   The children filed past Samantha one at a time to stand before the reverend.  He gave them a crust of bread, calling it the body of Christ and a drink from a silver cup, calling it the blood of Christ.  Then the children went to the back of the church, the boys and girls assembling in separate groups.  Prudence went last, followed by Miss Brigham.  She opened the church doors and led the children out, leaving Samantha alone with Reverend Crane.
 
   “Come forward, my child,” he said.  She shuffled forward in her painful shoes and knelt down as the others had.  He gave her the crust of bread and she stuck it in her mouth, nearly choking on the stale, tasteless crust.  Then he held the silver cup out to her.  It contained not blood or wine, but water.  She took a sip as the others had and marveled at how sweet it tasted.  She tried to stand, but the reverend told her to remain kneeling.
 
   He left out the side door for a few minutes.  When he returned, he carried a bucket of water and a scrub brush.  “Now, my child, time to serve your punishment.  Though you are new to our congregation, you must learn we do not tolerate those who stray from The Way.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Words are meaningless, easily twisted by Satan.  You must atone with your actions.”  Samantha took the brush from him and set to work scrubbing the floors.  Reverend Crane watched her for a little while before going out the side door again.  Samantha used the opportunity to drop the brush and search the area where she’d sat.
 
   At first glance she saw nothing out of order.  Then she looked more closely at a floorboard and found she could lift it up with no effort at all.  Beneath the floor, she found the black snake the other children had used against her.  She reached out gingerly towards it, but it never moved.  She picked up the snake’s form.
 
   She considered finding the reverend to show him the evidence, but shook her head.  He wouldn’t believe her; he’d probably think she’d planted the snake herself.  Samantha dropped the snake back into its hiding place and sat on the altar steps, wondering how this day could get any worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: The Good Book
 
   Reverend Crane never reappeared to inspect Samantha’s work, so after a while she left the bucket and brush sitting by his podium.  Outside, she found Prudence waiting for her with a pair of shoes.  “I think these will fit better,” she said.  “I got them from Miss Brigham.”
 
   Samantha blushed as she slipped into one adult-sized shoe, dreading the teasing she would endure if the shoe didn’t fit.  She sighed with relief when it did.  “These are much better.  Thank you.”
 
   “You missed breakfast,” Prudence said.  From her apron, Prudence took out an apple and gave it to Samantha.  She took a bite and nearly spit it out.  The apple tasted tart and bitter, but since she couldn’t remember the last time she ate, she devoured the apple anyway.  
 
   Once Samantha finished breakfast, Prudence took her hand and led her down the road into the forest.  At the fork in the road, they headed away from the stream.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “It’s time for studies.  We don’t want to be tardy.  Come on, I know a shortcut.”  Prudence steered Samantha onto a narrow trail overgrown with trees and brush.  Thorns and branches tore at Samantha’s new clothes, but Prudence passed through without anything touching her.
 
   “You have school out in the woods?”
 
   “Miss Brigham holds class in the meadow when it’s warm.  For cold or rainy days we stay in the dining room.”
 
   Samantha continued fighting the underbrush up a steep hill, at the top of which she found a lush green meadow dotted with yellow, white, and purple wildflowers.  Beyond this, she saw green fields stretching to the horizon.  “Those are the fields,” Prudence said.  “The boys work there in the afternoon.  Except for harvest time.  Then everyone goes out to help.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Samantha said.  She and Prudence sat down in the grass to watch as a flock of geese flew overhead in a V-formation.  “Do you ever wish you could fly away from here?”
 
   “Of course not.  Eternity is my home.”
 
   “I wish I knew where my home was.”
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened at church.”
 
   “You saw?  Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “I didn’t see them, but I know them.  They pick on me too.”  Prudence looked down at the ground with shame.  “I should have said something.  It’s sinful what they did.”
 
   “You really believe in this Way stuff, don’t you?”
 
   “I don’t want to go to Hell.  It’s a terrible place with fire and demons poking you with swords.”
 
   “That’s just a story.”
 
   “No, look.”  From a pocket, Prudence took out a black book with gold-trimmed pages.  She turned to the back and showed Samantha a picture of a screaming demon with the body of a goat and the wings of a bat surrounded by flames.
 
   “‘And the devil that deceived them was cast into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are, and shall be tormented day and night for ever and ever.’”
 
   “You can read it?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Of course.  Can’t you?”
 
   “Only the reverend and Miss Brigham are allowed to read.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “It’s forbidden until you’ve studied The Way long enough to resist Satan’s influence.”
 
   “That’s crazy!  Books aren’t evil.”
 
   Prudence searched the meadow for anyone spying on them and then whispered, “Would you read some more?”
 
   “Sure.”  Samantha flipped to another page and read, “‘For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believed in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.’”  Samantha became so engrossed with her reading she didn’t see Prudence shrink away or hear Miss Brigham lead the other children up the hill.
 
   “Samantha Young, what are you doing?”
 
   “I was reading—”
 
   “That is forbidden.”  Miss Brigham snatched the Bible from Samantha’s hands.  “Children aren’t allowed to read.  Not until you’ve had the proper training.  Otherwise, who knows what kind of smut and filth you’ll uncover?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think it would hurt anyone.”
 
   “Do try to be more careful in the future.”  Miss Brigham then turned to glare at Prudence.  “And Prudence, shame on you for encouraging her.  You were supposed to keep her out of trouble.  Perhaps you aren’t as dependable as I thought.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Brigham.”
 
   “She didn’t do anything wrong.  She tried to stop me.”
 
   “Is that true, Prudence?”  Prudence met Miss Brigham’s gaze for a second before looking down at the ground and shaking her head.  “That’s what I thought.  Samantha, your concern for your friend is admirable, but you must understand lying under any circumstances is wrong.  If you had been paying attention to the reverend’s sermon this morning instead of causing mischief, you would know tiny lies start us down the wicked path.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts, young lady.  You two follow me.  The rest of you sit here silently and seriously think about the reverend’s sermon and what it means to you.  We’ll discuss it when I return.”  Miss Brigham took Samantha by the arm and led her back down the path with Prudence following in tow like a scolded puppy.  They stopped at a small clearing, where Miss Brigham instructed the girls to kneel before a rock.  “You girls pray for God to forgive your transgressions.  Repeat after me, ‘Lord, forgive us for having sinned against you and the sacred Way you entrusted to Reverend Crane.’”
 
   Samantha and Prudence repeated the words, Samantha with no enthusiasm and Prudence with whole-hearted fervor.  “Good.  Say it again,” Miss Brigham instructed.  They repeated the phrase twenty-five times in all.  “Now, what have you learned?”
 
   “We shouldn’t read books?” Samantha said.
 
   “Yes, and what else?”
 
   “We shouldn’t tell lies?”
 
   “Yes.  Any lie at all sets us on a path to Hell.  I want you to consider this while I check on the other children.  You may return when you’re ready to behave.”
 
   After Miss Brigham stomped back up the hill, Samantha got to her feet.  “Where are you going?” Prudence asked.  “She told us to stay here and think.”
 
   “You can sit here and think until you turn blue.  I’m getting out of here.”
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “I don’t care.  Anywhere is better than here.”  Samantha started back towards town, but Prudence got in her way.  “You can’t stop me.  I’m leaving.”
 
   “You can’t go!  He’ll find you.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Mr. Pryde.  He lives in the woods and makes sure no one gets in or out unless the reverend says so.”  Prudence looked around her as though expecting Mr. Pryde to jump out of a bush.
 
   “I’m not scared of him,” Samantha said, though she didn’t remember ever seeing Mr. Pryde before.
 
   “Samantha, please, it’s not just him.  He has dogs.  They’re terrible, monstrous things, like a pack of rabid wolves.  Anyone who tries to get in or out without permission, he sets them loose.  They’ll tear you to pieces.”
 
   “I don’t care.  I’d rather get torn apart by wild dogs than stay here another second.”  Samantha crossed her arms and stamped her foot for emphasis.
 
   Tears started to stream down Prudence’s cheeks.  “Samantha, please.  You’re my only friend.  I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You don’t even know me.  I don’t even know me.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  You’re the only one who hasn’t treated me like I’m different.”  
 
   “If you lost some weight you’d have plenty of friends,” Samantha said.  At this, Prudence’s tears turned to sobs that doubled her over.  A cold lump formed in Samantha’s stomach.  Prudence had shown her nothing but kindness and Samantha repaid it by hurting her.  She put an arm around Prudence’s shoulders.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll stay.  For now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5:  The Woodshed
 
   Samantha and Prudence returned to the hilltop to find the boys clustered on one side and the girls another with Miss Brigham standing between them.  “Ah, good, Samantha and Prudence have decided to rejoin us.  Since we have a new student, I think it would be good to review the dangers that lurk all around us.”
 
   Miss Brigham held up a stone and dropped it in the grass.  “Our island is but a pebble of goodness surrounded by evil.”  Miss Brigham knelt down to draw a circle around the stone with her finger.  “Around us is the sea.  The waters here are very dangerous.  Children, you must never, ever try to swim in the sea.  If the waves don’t dash your darling heads against the rocks then the creatures that live beneath the surface will pull you down and devour you.”  The children flinched as one.
 
   Miss Brigham drew a smaller circle in the grass to the left of the rock.  “Over here, far beyond the horizon, is the mainland.  This is a very dangerous place.  There are bears and other vicious animals that would tear you to pieces.  And if those do not get you, bands of savages roam the country.”
 
   A brunette toddler raised her hand.  “Miss Brigham, what’s a savage?” the girl asked.
 
   “A savage, Rebecca, is one who does not believe in God or The Way.  They worship heathen gods.”
 
   Rebecca raised her hand again.  “What do they look like?”
 
   “They have red skin and black eyes.  They wear animal skins for clothes, when they wear clothes at all.  And they speak in their own heathen tongue.”
 
   Helena raised her hand, glancing back at Samantha as she did so.  “I think Samantha is a savage.”
 
   “No, dear, Samantha is not a savage.”
 
   “But she looks like you said they do.”
 
   “That may be, but Samantha believes in God and speaks in the Lord’s tongue.”
 
   Samantha raised her hand.  “Then where did I come from?  Are there other towns on the mainland?”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but there are no other towns like ours.  There are only the savage villages where they live in tents made of animal skins, not buildings like we have.”
 
   “Then how did I get here, Miss Brigham?”
 
   “That’s not for me to say, dear.”
 
   “She’s a savage,” Helena said.  “Samantha the savage!”  The other girls around Helena took up the chant.  Samantha’s face turned red, but she bit down on her lip to keep from crying.  Prudence reached over to squeeze her hand.
 
   “That’s enough, children.  Samantha is one of God’s children like the rest of you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Brigham,” Helena said, but then she looked back at Samantha and stuck out her tongue.
 
   “I believe now is a good time to discuss Reverend Crane’s sermon,” Miss Brigham said.  She paced from one side of the meadow to the other, her hands clasped behind her back.  “The reverend talked to us about the value of truth.  Truth is central to The Way.  It is the greatest virtue we can live by.  When we do not tell the truth, bad things happen not only to us but to those around us as well.”  Miss Brigham stopped her pacing to wave in Samantha’s direction.  The other children turned to look at her.  “Samantha lied during this morning’s service, forcing Reverend Crane to punish her—”
 
   “I didn’t lie!” Samantha said.
 
   “Young lady, during class you must raise your hand and wait for me to call upon you before speaking,” Miss Brigham warned.
 
   “I’m sorry.  But I didn’t lie about the snake.”
 
   Before she could say anything else, Prudence touched her arm and put a finger to lips.  Samantha crossed her arms and then looked down at the grass to avoid the gaze of the other children.  “As I was saying, my dears, truth is central to The Way.  We must always tell the truth, not only to keep our souls clean but to avoid hurting the others counting on us.  For instance, last week Wendell lied about stacking the firewood.  What happened after that, Wendell?”
 
   A young boy with a head of curly red hair said, “I had to sit in the shed to think about what I did.”
 
   “Yes, Wendell, that is true.  But what else?”
 
   “John had to find the firewood,” Wendell said.
 
   “That’s right, dear.”  Miss Brigham pointed to the dark-haired boy who had supplied Helena with the snake.  “John had to gather up the wood and as a result Phyllis did not have enough fuel for the oven, which delayed dinner for all of us.  So you see how a lie can affect us all.  Little Wendell’s lie nearly caused us to go hungry.  This is why Reverend Crane stresses truth above all else.”
 
   Samantha raised her hand.  She waited for Miss Brigham to acknowledge her this time.  “What if we’re lying to protect someone else?Aren’t there times when you should lie?”
 
   “No, dear, there are no good lies and bad lies.  You children must never, ever lie under any circumstances.”
 
   “Has Reverend Crane ever told a lie?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Of course not, dear.  And you must raise your hand each time you want to ask a question.”
 
   Samantha raised her hand again.  “You mean the reverend is perfect?  Isn’t God the only one who is perfect?”
 
   “Reverend Crane is not perfect, my dear, but he does not tell lies to us.  The reverend upholds The Way.”
 
   “If he doesn’t lie then how is he not perfect?”
 
   “Until you learn to raise your hand before speaking I will not answer your questions,” Miss Brigham said.  Samantha put up her hand, but Miss Brigham looked away from her.  “Now, for today I would like to quote from Proverbs.  ‘A wicked doer giveth heed to false lips; and a liar giveth ear to a naughty tongue.’  What do you think this means?”
 
   Helena raised her hand.  Miss Brigham pointed to her.  “It means we shouldn’t tell lies.”
 
   “Very good, Helena.  I want all of us to keep this in mind not only today, but every day.  The next time we think about telling a lie, we should remember the Lord’s words and think about how our lies can hurt those around us.  Now, children, let us take a moment to reflect and pray silently.”
 
   As the children prayed, Helena looked back at Samantha with a smug grin.  Samantha stuck out her tongue, but did so the same moment Miss Brigham looked in her direction.  “Samantha, what are you doing?  You’re making a mockery of prayer.”
 
   “No, I didn’t mean anything.  I thought I swallowed a bug,” she said.  Miss Brigham considered this a moment and then shook her head.  She walked down the rows of girls to stand before Samantha.  Miss Brigham looked Samantha in the eyes; Samantha met her gaze without flinching.
 
   “Young lady, we have just finished discussing the importance of truth and moments later you lie to me.  This is unacceptable behavior.  Come with me.”  Samantha rose to her feet and followed Miss Brigham down the rows of children, keeping her head high while inside her stomach churned at the thought of what terrible punishment awaited her now.
 
   Miss Brigham led her down the hill to the edge of the fields.  “I am sorry to do this to you on your first day, Samantha, but you must learn to follow The Way.  Reverend Crane does not tolerate sinners,” she said.
 
   “I did lie about the bug, but Helena stuck out her tongue first.  And she scared me with the snake this morning.”
 
   “Shifting the blame to others is worse than lying,” Miss Brigham said.  “You must take responsibility for your own faults and not expect anyone else to pay for your sins.”
 
   “Didn’t Christ die for our sins?”
 
   “You are a very trying child.  Perhaps some time in the shed for contemplation will straighten you out.”  Miss Brigham led Samantha to a square building made entirely of stone.  Inside, Samantha found stacks of wood neatly bundled, leaving only a few inches of empty space for her to occupy.  A primal fear gripped her, the darkness pressing all around her.  “Now then young lady, I want you to sit in here and wait for me to return.  Consider what you’ve done and ask God for forgiveness.”
 
   “I don’t want to go in there.  Please, Miss Brigham—”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  This is for your own good.  You must learn to respect the rules.”  
 
   “I will respect the rules.  Don’t make me go in there.”
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, nothing can hurt you in there.  I’ll return for you shortly,” Miss Brigham said.  She tried to gently shove Samantha into the shed, but Samantha took hold of the doorway, refusing to let go.  “If you keep this up, I’ll have Mr. Pryde force you inside.”
 
   The thought of Pryde and his dogs loosened Samantha’s death grip on the doorway.  She trudged inside and sat on a pile of logs next to the door.  Once Miss Brigham closed the door, an impenetrable darkness smothered Samantha.  “It’s not so bad,” she said, her voice quivering.  “There’s nothing but wood in here.  The only thing that can hurt me is a splinter.”  She tried to laugh, but couldn’t.  Tears came to her eyes instead.
 
   She jumped off the pile of logs and clawed against the door.  “Let me out!” she screamed.  “Please, let me out.  I’m sorry.  I won’t do anything bad again.”
 
   She kept scratching against the door until her fingers bled.  Then she balled her sore hands into fists to pound on the door.  She continued pleading until her voice went hoarse.  Why didn’t Miss Brigham let her out?
 
   She finally collapsed next to the door, covering her face with her apron.  Nothing in here can hurt me, she told herself over and over again.  This thought did little to comfort her.  The smell of decay from her dreams filled her nostrils and again she heard voices mumbling.  “No, don’t hurt me,” she pleaded.
 
   At last the door opened.  A hand touched Samantha’s shoulder.  She pushed it away only to hear Prudence say, “Miss Brigham said I should fetch you for lunch.”
 
   Samantha bolted out of the tool shed and hugged her friend.  “What happened to your hands?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I cut them on a log,” Samantha said.  As she left the shed, Samantha decided it was not a lie.  She was only withholding some of the truth.  As long as Miss Brigham didn’t find out, what harm could it do?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6:  Children At Play
 
   In the meadow, Samantha and Prudence stood in line to receive their lunch.  A girl almost as fat as Prudence lorded over a box of sandwiches, moving the line along with brutal efficiency.  “Next!” she barked after shoving a sandwich wrapped in paper to Samantha.
 
   “Who’s that?” Samantha asked.
 
   “That’s Phyllis, the cook,” Prudence said.  They sat down in a secluded spot near the trees, away from the whispered conversations of the other girls.  Prudence unwrapped her sandwich and took a greedy bite.  Samantha took a cautious nibble of hers, swallowing the tasteless, crusty bread and salty bit of meat with difficulty.  She wondered how Prudence got fat eating such terrible food.  “She makes all our meals.”
 
   “But she’s younger than I am.”
 
   “We all have to take part in chores.  Otherwise the town would fall apart.”
 
   “What do you do?”
 
   “I’m the seamstress.  After lunch, we’ll go to my workshop and you can help me.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about sewing.”
 
   “I’ll teach you.”  Prudence lowered her voice.  “Everyone has to contribute something if they want to stay.”
 
   “So if I don’t work, they’d make me leave?”  Prudence nodded.  “That sounds pretty tough.”
 
   “The reverend has to be tough, because the grownups are gone.  We can’t afford to have people who don’t want to work.”
 
   “What if I can’t learn sewing?”
 
   “Then we’ll find something else for you to do.  There has to be something you’re good at.”
 
   “Apparently I’m good at getting in trouble.”
 
   “It’s your first day.  You’re bound to make mistakes.”
 
   “Not this many.  I think I’m cursed.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.”  After eating a quarter of her sandwich, Samantha decided she’d had enough and offered the rest to Prudence.  “I shouldn’t.  That would be gluttony.”
 
   “Either you eat it or it goes to waste.”
 
   “No wonder you’re so skinny.  You eat like a bird.”  At this, Samantha flapped her arms and cawed like a sick crow.  Prudence stifled a laugh with one hand and used the other to yank Samantha down.  “Don’t let Miss Brigham see you doing that or you’ll get in more trouble.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Frivolity goes against The Way.  Games, jokes, and singing are all forbidden.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It distracts us from serious matters.”
 
   Samantha pointed to the other girls talking amongst themselves.  “But I hear them laughing.  Isn’t that against The Way too?”
 
   “It’s excusable if the laughter comes about from normal conversation during designated relaxation periods.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means it’s all right during breakfast, lunch, or before bed if you’re talking about something that happened.  Like you getting in trouble with Reverend Crane.”
 
   “You think that’s funny?”
 
   “I don’t, but they do.”
 
   “Oh, so mean-spirited conversations are allowable, but not harmless jokes?  That’s stupid!”
 
   “It’s the way things are.”
 
   “Maybe it’s time for that to change.”  Samantha got to her feet and despite Prudence’s warnings, started to zigzag across the meadow.  “I’m it!  Come and get me!”  None of the other children stood to chase after her as she scampered across the meadow.  Finally, Samantha stopped to catch her breath.  She stamped her foot and said, “Fine, if you won’t come get me then I’ll race you back to town.  Last one there is a rotten egg!”
 
   With that, Samantha took off running into the forest.  She veered down the shortcut she and Prudence had taken earlier, determined to make it back to town before anyone else.  The reverend and all his stupid rules.  Why couldn’t they be allowed to do anything fun?
 
   She heard a growl and stopped running a moment before a black beast leapt from the brush.  The beast hit Samantha in the center of the chest, knocking her to the ground.  She found herself looking up at rows of sharp, yellow teeth that dripped brown foam onto her dress.  A pair of yellow eyes glared at her with hatred.  The beast’s jaws snapped at her as a snarl rose from its throat.  Samantha put her hands to her face and screamed for help.
 
   “What have you got there?” a voice more like an animal’s than a human’s said.  Samantha lowered her hands in time to see a man crash through the underbrush with three other beasts like the one pinning her to the ground.
 
   A wide-brimmed hat covered most of his shoulder-length gray hair and cast a shadow over his face.  A pair of yellow eyes glared out from under the hat’s brim.  The man wore a long black coat that appeared to be the hides of some of his former hunting partners stitched together.  A foot-long knife lined with tally notches hung from his belt.  From Prudence’s description, Samantha guessed this was Mr. Pryde.
 
   “You’re supposed to be in the meadow with the others,” he said.  He let out a short bark and the dog on her chest climbed off and sat at his heels.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I got lost.  I’m sorry.  I’ll go back now.”
 
   “You’re the new one, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  My name’s Samantha.  You’re the one who found me.”
 
   “The dogs found you.  They would have torn out your throat if I’d arrived a second later.”
 
   Samantha instinctually put a protective hand to her throat.  “Then I owe you my life.”
 
   “Don’t let me catch you out here alone again.  Next time I’ll let him shred you.”
 
   Samantha gulped and nodded.  Prudence came down the path and gasped when she saw Pryde and his dogs.  “There you are.  It’s time for chores,” she said.  “Come on.”  Prudence took Samantha by the arm and tugged her through the brush and onto the main path.  “Do you know what almost happened?”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.  Thanks for looking for me.”
 
   Prudence stopped and looked Samantha in the eye.  “Samantha, you have to be more careful.  Please.”
 
   “I will.  I’m definitely not going to go running around in the forest anymore.”
 
   “This isn’t funny.  His dogs could have killed you.”
 
   “He told me that.”
 
   “Did you see the notches on his hunting knife?”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “Those are for people who weren’t as lucky as you.”
 
   “You mean people he killed?”  Prudence nodded.  “I could have been a notch on his knife?”
 
   “No, of course not.  You’re under the reverend’s protection.  He’s only allowed to kill outsiders.”
 
   “Then why didn’t he kill me before?”
 
   Prudence shrugged.  “Maybe he thought you were one of us.”
 
   “Maybe,” Samantha said, but she doubted it.  Pryde didn’t seem like the kind of man who made such mistakes.  There was something she wasn’t being told.  If only she could remember what happened to her.  
 
   As she and Prudence started back towards town, she heard the dogs howling; she and Prudence ran the rest of the way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7:  The Seamstresses
 
   Prudence led Samantha along the circle of cottages.  “How do you tell them apart?” Samantha asked.  “They’re all alike.”
 
   “There are little differences.  After you’ve been here a while you’ll understand.”  She stopped at the fifth cottage they passed and pointed to a gray blotch on the bottom of the doorframe.  “That happened when I spilled some of the dye we use on the wool.  I didn’t want to waste any of the whitewash on such a small spot.”
 
   “And it makes yours different than the others.”
 
   “That is an added benefit,” Prudence said.  She twisted the doorknob and Samantha followed her into a dark room.  While Samantha squinted to make out anything, Prudence went to the windows and opened the curtains without hesitation.
 
   Sunlight filled the room and Samantha found herself standing next to a strange contraption.  It was a wooden frame shaped like an L with strings along each side.  A bit of gray fabric hung from the lower half of the L.  “What is this?” Samantha asked.
 
   “This is my loom.  It’s how I make the clothes.”
 
   “You make everyone’s clothes with this thing?”
 
   Prudence patted the gray fabric on the loom.  “I was working on fabric to make you a new set of clothes.”
 
   “Really?  That’s nice of you.”
 
   “It’s nothing special.  I make everyone’s clothes.  I even made a suit for the reverend.”
 
   “All by yourself?”
 
   “Sometimes Miss Brigham or one of the girls will help me if it’s something complicated or important.  I’ll teach you how to use the loom so you can be my assistant.”
 
   “Assistant?  How about co-seamstress.”
 
   Prudence giggled at this and then put a hand to her mouth.  “If that’s what you want.  First, let me alter your dress so it fits better.  I need you to stand on this stool so I can take measurements,” she said.
 
   Samantha did as she was told, standing on a stool in the center of Prudence’s workshop.  Prudence went back to the windows, closing the curtains except for a crack.  She lit a fire in the hearth, dim orange light filling the room.  “Could you take off your dress, please?”
 
   Samantha shrugged off the oversized dress and shivered in the sudden cold.  Not knowing what else to do with her arms, she crossed them over her chest.  From off a table, Prudence picked up a measuring tape.  She started with Samantha’s waist, sighing at the low number.
 
   “Have you ever wanted to live in a place where you could tell jokes or sing a song or read a book?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Those are wicked things to do.”
 
   “No they aren’t.  There’s nothing wrong any of those.  Do you do everything the reverend tells you?”
 
   “He’s like a father to us.”  Prudence measured Samantha’s neck, tightening the tape until Samantha choked.  “Sorry.  You should be grateful to the reverend for letting you stay.”
 
   “I am.  But if he’s so great, why does he need a creep like Mr. Pryde and those dogs of his?”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk like that.  Mr. Pryde keeps the bad things out.  He keeps us safe.”
 
   “You think there are really monsters and savages out there waiting to swallow you up?”
 
   “Of course there are.  Why would Miss Brigham lie to us?”
 
   “But you’ve never seen any of them.”
 
   “I haven’t seen God either, but I know He exists,” Prudence said.  She forced Samantha to lower her arms to measure them.  “Even if you could leave here, where would you go?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Somewhere else.  There must be other towns with other people.  People like me.”
 
   “If you ask the reverend, he might let you go out with Mr. Pryde on one of his hunting trips to look for your parents.”
 
   “He gets to leave here but we can’t?”
 
   “He goes out to hunt game sometimes.  Deer, moose, even bears.  Last Christmas he brought back a turkey for us.”
 
   “I don’t think he’d like my company very much.  I don’t have four legs and I can’t hold much in my mouth.”
 
   Prudence giggled and again stopped herself after a second.  “He’s not friendly, but he helps us.  We wouldn’t be able to survive without him.”  Prudence finished her measurements and motioned for Samantha to get off the stool.  “I have a blanket on the chair over there you can use to cover yourself.”
 
   Samantha took a gray blanket exactly like those in the dormitory off a rocking chair and threw it over her shoulders.  From a pincushion, she took a handful of pins and turned the blanket into an improvised gown.  She spun around for Prudence.  “What do you think?  It’s the latest style.”
 
   “You better not let the reverend see you like that.”
 
   “Relax.  I’ll take it off when you finish, so the quicker you are, the sooner I’ll take it off.  In the meantime, what do you want me to assist with?”  Samantha picked up the thimbles from Prudence’s worktable, sticking one on the end of each finger.  She waggled her metal-tipped fingers at Prudence, whose face turned bright red.
 
   “What are you doing?  I had those arranged in a certain order.  Now you’ve gone and made a mess of everything.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.  She tried to put the thimbles back on the table the way she remembered them.  “What can I do?”
 
   “Just sit in the chair and watch me,” Prudence said.  Samantha did as ordered, leaning forward to watch Prudence string thread through a needle in one fluid motion.  As Prudence stitched up Samantha’s dress, Samantha tapped her feet to a beat that seemed familiar somehow, but the exact rhythm escaped her.  She opened her mouth to say something, and then thought better, seeing the look of intense concentration on Prudence’s face.
 
   Samantha reached over to pick up a ball of white yarn from the table.  She tossed it into the air and caught it in one hand.  She challenged herself to toss it higher and higher into the air, catching it every time with one hand or the other.  Emboldened by her success, she threw the ball as high as she could.  The yarn struck a rafter, changed direction, hit Prudence in the head, bounced to the floor, and then rolled across the cottage to come to rest between a stack of firewood and the hearth.
 
   “What are you doing?  Are you trying to get us in trouble?”
 
   “I was tossing a ball.  What’s so bad about that?”
 
   “You were playing a game when you were supposed to be watching me.  Miss Brigham will expect you to do this soon.  You have to pay attention,” Prudence said, her voice getting higher until it bordered on panic.
 
   “All right, I’m sorry.  But watching you sew isn’t fun.”
 
   “It’s not supposed to be fun.  Everyone’s counting on us.  You remember what Miss Brigham said about Wendell and the firewood?  One person shirking their chores affects everyone.”
 
   “I’ll watch you like a hawk from now on.  I promise.”  Samantha dashed across the cottage to retrieve the yarn.  In her haste, she didn’t see the stool she’d stood on earlier and went flying across the room.  She skidded across the floor, scraping her bare arms on the rough wooden planks and rolling against the wall like the yarn.
 
   Prudence rushed to her side, but Samantha refused to allow her to examine the red streaks on the backsides of her arms.  Samantha moved each limb, wincing with pain, but she held back any tears.  “Are you all right?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  It’s nothing.  Really.”
 
   “Samantha, don’t lie.  You know what the reverend says about telling even little lies.”
 
   “All right, my arms hurt like someone lit them on fire.  Are you happy now?”
 
   “No.”  Prudence took Samantha’s arms, studying the scrapes.  “You’ve got some splinters.  I’ll find a pin to get them out.”
 
   Samantha examined the tiny shards of wood sticking out of each scrape and bit down on her lip to keep from crying.  Prudence returned and held up a pin six inches long.  “Hold still,” she cautioned.  “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “More so, you mean.”  Samantha held her arms straight out and then turned her head away as Prudence set to work.  Each time Prudence flicked out a splinter, a lightning bolt of pain shot through Samantha.
 
   She tried to focus her attention on the hearth, counting the number of stones along the side.  Then she noticed one of the stones near the back appeared loose with the hint of something yellow sticking out.  “It looks like something is hidden over there,” she said, motioning with her head.
 
   “Hold still,” Prudence warned again.  Samantha tried to follow her advice, but curiosity got the better of her.  She pulled her arms away, the pain forgotten, and hurried over to the hearth.  She pulled aside the brick to reveal a bundle of papers torn, soiled, and yellowed with age.  “What is that?”
 
   “It’s part of a book,” Samantha said.  She unfolded the pages on Prudence’s table and heard Prudence gasp.
 
   On the papers were drawings of adult women wearing colorful clothes.  Samantha pointed to one where a woman with Samantha’s figure and hair color wore a pair of blue trousers and a pink short-sleeved shirt.  The woman posed in the picture with her hands defiantly on her hips and her hair thrown back over one shoulder.  “Look at that.  Could you make me something like that?”
 
   “No, I couldn’t.  It’s wrong.  Girls aren’t supposed to wear trousers and shirts like that.  Those are for boys.”
 
   “Why?  Because the reverend says so?”
 
   “It’s wrong.  We shouldn’t have these.”  Prudence snatched the papers away from Samantha and tore them into tiny pieces that she spread among the hearth.  Samantha sank to the floor, the pain in her arms returning at this senseless destruction.  “Forget you ever saw those.  Promise?”
 
   Samantha nodded.  She held out her arms for Prudence to work on, craning her neck so she could see the fragments of the pages in the hearth.  She wouldn’t forget what she saw.  Not ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8:  The House on the Hill
 
   By evening Prudence had finished with Samantha’s dress, which now fit her snugly instead of like a tent.  Samantha accepted the dress without a word before sitting on the rocking chair and turning to face away from Prudence.  Samantha had nothing to say to her former best friend.
 
   “I know those meant something to you,” Prudence said.  “I’m sorry to throw them away, but I had no choice.  Images like that are against the rules.”
 
   “Everything is against the rules.”
 
   “Everything sinful.”  
 
   Samantha said nothing.  She felt too sore and tired to continue arguing.  Tonight I’m going to get out of here, she decided.  She didn’t care anymore if Pryde’s dogs tore her apart; she couldn’t take another day like this.
 
   The church bells sounded and Prudence stopped working the loom.  “It’s time to turn in,” she said.
 
   “Already?  It’s still light out.”
 
   “First dinner, then evening prayers, and then bedtime.  You don’t want to be outside after dark.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Mr. Pryde’s dogs guard the town at night.  They’ll kill anything that moves without a second thought.”
 
   “Don’t they ever sleep?”
 
   “No.”  
 
   Despite this bad news, Samantha remained undeterred to escape from Eternity tonight.  She could find a way around a couple mangy mutts.  Then she would be free.
 
   She followed Prudence out of the workshop and back to the dormitories.  The dining room was situated between the sleeping areas for the boys and girls with rows of rough-hewn tables and benches packed into the room.  The girls all sat on the side near their dormitory while the boys sat on the side nearest to theirs.  For now the boys’ side was empty except for a handful of toddlers.  Prudence and Samantha sat at their own table in the back, nearest to the door.
 
   “Where are the boys?” Samantha asked.
 
   “They’re coming back from the fields.”
 
   The doors opened and the boys filed in, marching in two columns like soldiers.  They lined up at their respective tables and sat down as one.  Behind them came Miss Brigham, who gasped and hurried over to Samantha’s table.  “Oh dear, what happened to you?” she asked loud enough that everyone in the dining room turned to stare.
 
   “A little accident,” Samantha whispered.  She looked down at the table, but still felt everyone staring at her.  “It’s nothing serious, really.”
 
   “We should see the reverend about this immediately.”  Miss Brigham clucked her tongue and shook her head in Prudence’s direction.  “I would have expected you to use better judgment, young lady.  I’m very disappointed in you.”
 
   “It’s not her fault—”
 
   “Come now, dear and we’ll get you healed.”  Miss Brigham raised her voice for the other children to hear.  “I expect all of you to behave yourselves in my absence.”
 
   Samantha continued to protest as Miss Brigham dragged her from the dining room by the sleeve.  “It’s nothing.  I just need some rest.”
 
   “Nonsense.  We can’t have those getting infected.”  Miss Brigham led Samantha down a path leading away from town.  The farther they went, the more the forest thinned, replaced by clusters of granite like that used to build the church.  Samantha looked down at her shoes to keep from tripping over the stray rocks strewn about the path.
 
   “Why does the reverend live out here?  Why doesn’t he live in town like everyone else?”
 
   “The reverend needs peace and quiet to meditate so he can hear God’s words.”
 
   “God talks to the reverend?”
 
   “Of course, my dear.  How else do you think he would have the wisdom to lead us so well?”
 
   “If he can talk to God, can he find out about my parents?”
 
   “Now you’re being silly.  The Lord speaks and the reverend listens.  Reverend Crane does not pester God with questions.”  A narrow pathway wound up a hill of solid granite to a cottage like those in town with the same whitewashed finish.  Miss Brigham went up to the heavy wooden door and rapped on it with an iron knocker in the shape of a bear’s head.  Samantha stayed back, not looking forward to another stern lecture and punishment for her clumsiness.
 
   The reverend came to the door dressed like one of the boys.  “Is there a problem with the children?” he asked Miss Brigham.
 
   “Only one, sir.  Samantha has had a little accident.  Go on, dear, show the reverend.”  Samantha cautiously stepped forward and held out her arms for him to inspect.
 
   “It looks like you took quite a fall.  Come inside and I’ll take care of you.  Miss Brigham, you can go back and see to the children.  I believe Samantha and I need to have a discussion.”
 
   Samantha gulped and looked up at Miss Brigham, silently begging her not to leave.  “As you wish, Reverend Crane,” Miss Brigham said instead and curtsied to the reverend.
 
   “Now, young lady, come inside.  Nothing will harm you inside.”  He put a hand on her back and steered her through the doorway.  Inside, he led her into a sitting room and onto a rocking chair similar to the one in Prudence’s workshop.  “How did this happen?” he asked.
 
   “I was helping Prudence and I fell.”
 
   “It doesn’t appear serious.  Wait here a moment.”  After the reverend left the sitting room, Samantha got up from the rocking chair to survey the room.  Besides the rocking chair, the reverend’s sitting room contained a pair of uncomfortable straight-backed chairs and a stool.  The only decoration was an oversized cross with a bloodied Christ staring at Samantha with plaintive eyes.  She backed away, bumping one of her arms against a wall, yelping from a fresh wave of pain.  She returned to the rocking chair, holding up her arm like an injured bird.
 
   The reverend returned with a glass bottle of a white, shimmering liquid.  “This may sting a bit, but you will feel much better,” he said.  Samantha bit down on her lip as the reverend dabbed a rag with the liquid and applied it to both her arms.  As promised, her arms stung for a few moments, tears escaping her eyes despite her best efforts.  “Would you like some dinner?”
 
   She nodded and followed him down an empty hallway to the kitchen.  He motioned for her to sit on one of the stools set around a wooden table while he opened a cabinet to prepare their meal.  The kitchen was no grander than the sitting room with only a hearth and the cabinet.
 
   Before her, he set a plate with a single roasted potato, a thin slice of beef, and another crust of Phyllis’s tasteless bread along with a cup of water.  He served himself the same and sat across the table from her.  He said a brief prayer thanking God for their meager dinner and then sliced off a strip of beef with his knife.
 
   “I am sorry about being so severe with you during services this morning.  I did it not for you, but for the others.  They need to know who is in charge.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Otherwise they would become lax and our community would plunge into chaos.”
 
   Samantha stabbed at her food with her knife, but didn’t feel like eating anything.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with being able to play games or tell jokes or sing songs,” she said.
 
   “Frivolity is how the devil convinces us to neglect our responsibilities.”
 
   “There’s nothing evil about playing, singing, or reading.”
 
   “Not by themselves, no.  It is the purpose behind them that is evil.”  Reverend Crane set down his knife and folded his fingers into a tent.  “We face many difficulties in Eternity.  We are few in number and beset by evil on all sides.  If we let our guard down for a moment, it will mean our doom.”
 
   He stood up and came around the table to put a hand on her shoulder.  “I sensed from the moment Mr. Pryde found you that you were different, Samantha.  You’re stronger than the others, here.”  He tapped her chest.  “It is a tremendous gift from God if you find a way to properly harness it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Everyone here performs the task best suited to them.  You need only to find the task best suited to you.”
 
   “I can’t do anything right,” she said.  “Everything I’ve done today has gone wrong.”
 
   Reverend Crane rubbed his chin as he pondered something.  “Miss Brigham told me she caught you reading today.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t know—”
 
   “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.  I believe with the proper guidance it could be the solution to your problems.  Tomorrow, I will put you in Miss Brigham’s care during the afternoon.  In time you will be able to conduct lessons so she can concentrate on other tasks.  Agreed?”
 
   Samantha couldn’t believe what she heard.  The reverend wanted her to become Miss Brigham’s assistant!  That would make her more important than all the other children.  She couldn’t wait to see the look on Helena’s face when she heard the news.  “Yes, of course Reverend Crane!  Oh, thank you so much.”  She threw her arms around him, ignoring the pain.  He patted her on the back and smiled, his whole face seeming to glow.
 
   “You’ll find a place yet here in Eternity,” he said.  “Now, finish your meal.  I don’t want you going to bed hungry.”
 
   Samantha took a bite of her meat and then stopped.  “But, what about my family?  There must be someone out there looking to find me.”
 
   “We’ll find them.  I guarantee it.”  From his smile, she knew he meant it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9:  Exile
 
   Samantha left Reverend Crane’s house skipping until a voice echoing Prudence’s warned her she shouldn’t.  She settled instead for walking briskly, the rocky path now as soft as clouds beneath her feet.  She still couldn’t believe what had happened in the reverend’s kitchen.  When she pinched her arm, she winced and then smiled at the realization this was no dream.
 
   The sun was beginning to set when she returned to Eternity.  As she approached the dormitory, she heard a growl behind her.  Then came another one to her left, followed by one to her right.  She saw Pryde’s dogs all around, closing in on her.  Samantha raised her arms, closed her eyes, and shivered from head to toe.  “Mr. Pryde?” she called.  “Are you there?”
 
   “What’re you doing out here?” he rasped.
 
   “I was visiting the reverend.”
 
   “Don’t let me catch you out here after curfew again.”
 
   “You won’t.  I promise.”  The growling stopped and Samantha opened her eyes to see the dogs had gone.  She waited a moment to collect herself and then dashed into the girl’s dormitory.
 
   Inside, she found the girls kneeling beside their beds, whispering a prayer.  She squatted down next to the doorway, mumbling a prayer of thanks for the gifts Reverend Crane had given her.  When Miss Brigham looked in her direction, Samantha held up her arms.  By now the angry red streaks had faded to a pink blush; the reverend’s potion had cured her.
 
   “Amen,” said the girls in unison.
 
   “Goodnight children.  I shall see you in the morning,” Miss Brigham said.  She went to the doorway, inspecting Samantha’s arms up close.  “Your wounds look much better now.”
 
   “They feel better too,” Samantha said.
 
   “That’s wonderful, dear.  In the morning we’ll discuss your new assignment.”
 
   “You know?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  The reverend discussed it with me this afternoon.  I think it’s a wonderful idea to make the best use of your talents.”
 
   “Thank you, Miss Brigham.  I won’t let you down.”
 
   To Samantha’s surprise, Miss Brigham gave her a hug.  “I’m certain you won’t.  Now, off to bed with you.  We have much to do tomorrow.”
 
   Samantha nodded and bounced away, rushing over to Prudence.  “Did you hear?” she asked.
 
   “Hear what?”
 
   “The reverend wants me to be Miss Brigham’s assistant.  And he promised to find my family.  Isn’t it great?”
 
   Prudence nodded, but didn’t smile.  “It is good news.”
 
   Samantha knelt down in front of her friend’s bed.  “Aren’t you happy for me?”
 
   “I am happy for you.  But I don’t want you to get your hopes up.  There are some things not even the reverend can do.”
 
   “If he does find them, you can come with me.”
 
   “Leave Eternity?  I don’t know—”
 
   “Why not?  Don’t you want to see what’s beyond the island?  It’ll be fun.  And I’m sure whomever my family is, they’ll be more than happy to have you around.  If I like you and they’re my family they should like you too, right?”
 
   She heard someone shush her and saw Helena sitting up in bed with her arms crossed.  “Be quiet, you stupid savage.”
 
   “I’m not a savage!”
 
   “Yes you are.  You’re a stupid smelly savage,” Helena said.
 
   “If I am, then how come the reverend made me assistant to Miss Brigham, huh?  I’m going to help her teach class from now on.”  Helena’s face turned red at this announcement.  
 
   “You’re a liar.  The reverend wouldn’t make you Miss Brigham’s assistant,” she said.
 
   “I was at his house and he told me himself.  So there.”  Samantha stuck out her tongue and turned her back on Helena.  During the exchange Prudence had pulled her blanket over her head, pretending to sleep.  “Where’s my bed?”
 
   Before Prudence could answer, Helena pointed to the corner near the door.  “You sleep over there.  That’s where bedwetting babies sleep.”
 
   “I’m not a bedwetter!  I had an accident.”  
 
   Helena and the other girls laughed at this.  
 
   Samantha looked down at Prudence, who continued to feign sleep.  “Fine.  I don’t want to sleep near you anyway.”  She turned on her heel and marched down the row of beds to find an empty one pushed against the very corner.  The toddlers slept all around her, sucking their thumbs as they dreamed.  Samantha changed into her nightgown and collapsed onto the bed, pulling the blanket over her head so no one could see the pain on her face.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10:  Nightmares
 
   Darkness presses all around her.  She can’t see anything.  The smell of something wet and decaying fills her head, a wave of nausea rising from within her.  She tries to escape, but her arms and legs won’t move.  She’s trapped in this dark place with no way out. She tries to scream, but nothing comes out.  Someone help me, she thinks.  Get me out of here!
 
   Then she hears a voice that sounds distant, as though she’s hearing it from the bottom of a well.  “What do we do with her?” the voice asks.
 
   “Toss her into the sea.  By the time she washes up we will have long since departed.”
 
   She struggles against the bonds holding her, whipping her body around like a caged animal as she tries to escape.  “She’s awake,” the first voice says.
 
   “No matter.  She can’t escape from there.  Put her on board and let us be gone from here.”
 
   “We can’t do this,” a third voice says.  “We can’t kill her.  It’s not right.”
 
   “It is necessary.  Sacrifices must be made.  I thought I had made that abundantly clear to you already.”
 
   “Take her with us.  Make her one of us.”
 
   “I will not have one of her kind living with us.  She’s far too dangerous.  She could destroy us.”
 
   “But think how useful one such as her can be.”
 
   She stops struggling then, awaiting the judgment against her.  “Yes, she could be an asset, if controlled.  Very well, she will come with us.”  There’s a pause and then she finds herself suspended in midair.  A moment later she’s flying, only to slam into something solid.  Colored stars pulse and explode before her eyes as her world spins out of control.  “You had better be right about her,” the second voice says.
 
   “Stop it!  Leave me alone!” Samantha cried out.  She sat up to find herself still in the girl’s dormitory.  Around her the other girls continued sleeping.  Rebecca sucked her thumb and kicked at her blanket on the pallet next to Samantha.
 
   A familiar odor came to Samantha’s nostrils.  Samantha thought Rebecca had wet the bed until she felt a wet spot beneath her.  Samantha’s underwear and the back of her nightgown were soaked through.  Not again, she thought.  She got out of bed and went to the door to escape before the others woke up and made fun of her again.  Before she could open the door a crack, she heard the growl of one of Pryde’s dogs.  She remembered what he’d said earlier and closed the door.
 
   She crept down the row of beds to the back of the dormitory, searching for a clean nightgown and underpants to get through the rest of the night.  She couldn’t find any cabinets with spare clothing.  Where did they get clean clothes?
 
   In desperation, Samantha crawled over to Prudence’s bedside.  Prudence snored louder than Pryde’s dogs, the sound rising from deep within her flabby stomach and roaring out her nostrils.  When Samantha shook her, Prudence growled like a wounded bear.  “Prudence, wake up.  You have to help me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I need some clothes.”
 
   “I’ll make you some tomorrow.”
 
   “No, please, I need some right now,” Samantha pleaded, but Prudence had already gone back to sleep.  She didn’t stir when Samantha tried to wake her again.
 
   Samantha felt her way along in the dark to the room where she’d first woke up.  The bed was still there, a fresh sheet covering the one she’d soiled.  Samantha stripped and crawled naked into the bed, pulling the covers over her.  As much as she tried, she couldn’t sleep.  
 
   She shivered beneath the covers as she thought of the nightmare.  Could the dream be true?  Had someone abducted her from her home?  In which case, how did she wind up in Eternity?  Minutes became hours, the darkness fading to gray and then orange as the sun rose with her still pondering the dream and dreading the moment when the others found her.
 
   At the sound of the other girls stirring in the dormitory, Samantha pulled the covers over her head and curled into a ball.  “Samantha?  Where are you?” Prudence called out.
 
   “She probably ran away and got eaten by Mr. Pryde’s dogs,” Helena said with a touch of joy in her voice.  Some of the younger children squealed at this.
 
   “She’s in here!” one of the other girls shouted.
 
   She heard them gathering around the bed.  “She smells like pee again,” Helena said.
 
   “And she’s naked!” another girl said.
 
   At this everyone backed away from the bed.  “I told you, she’s a savage.  A smelly savage,” Helena said.  The other girls took up the cry of, “Smelly savage!”
 
   Samantha curled more tightly into a ball, tears coming to her eyes.  The children continued the chant, some laughing and poking her as well.  Beneath the covers, Samantha’s tears dried up, her sorrow replaced by a hatred that turned her body white-hot as if made of fire.
 
   She threw back the blankets and leapt from the bed, towards an unsuspecting Helena.  Samantha’s body spun in midair, her left leg whipping around to strike Helena in the jaw.  Helena stumbled backwards, putting her hands up to protect herself as Samantha lashed out with her right leg.  This time she hit Helena in the back of the knees, sending her crashing to the floor.  Helena lay in a sobbing heap, grabbing her left knee in both hands.
 
   Samantha turned to face the other children, who’d pressed themselves back against the wall.  The toddlers buried themselves in the skirts of the older girls, who stared at Samantha with wide, frightened eyes.  Samantha stood in the center of the room, her body quivering with unspent rage.  When someone touched her shoulder, she grabbed the offending hand and twisted it around until she heard a snap.
 
   “Samantha, what are you doing?” Prudence wailed, clutching her injured hand.  
 
   A rush of cold air seemed to wash over Samantha at the sight of her injured friend.  She saw the frightened line of girls against the wall, who cringed as one when they met her eyes.  At her feet, blood dripped from Helena’s nose down to her chin.  What have I done? Samantha thought.
 
   Outside she heard Pryde’s dogs howling and clawing at the walls.  One leapt high enough that its angry black snout appeared in the window.  The dog’s claws caught on the windowsill for a moment before it slipped and fell back to the ground.  The other girls screamed, kneeling down to form a protective circle on the floor.  Amidst all this confusion, Samantha fainted, reentering the darkness of her dream.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11:  By the Sea
 
   When Samantha awoke, she felt something wet on her forehead.  She reached up and pulled away a damp rag someone had placed there.  “You’re awake.  I thought you might sleep all day,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   Samantha sat up and found herself in a cottage like Prudence’s, but instead of a loom there was only a desk on which sat a Bible three times larger than the one Prudence had shown her in the meadow.  “Where am I?” she asked.
 
   “You’re in my house.  I thought it best after what happened.”  Samantha thought back to what had happened.  The other kids laughing at her.  A hatred building inside her until she felt ready to explode.  Kicking Helena twice until she fell down.  Breaking Prudence’s hand.  Prudence, who was only trying to help.
 
   Samantha tried to sit up, but Miss Brigham pressed her back down.  “You shouldn’t get out of bed yet, dear,” Miss Brigham said.  Miss Brigham went over to the desk and returned with a sandwich and glass of water.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Samantha said.
 
   “Nonsense.  You need your strength.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem to be a problem,” Samantha said.  Nevertheless, Samantha took a bite of the sandwich to appease Miss Brigham.  “Is everyone all right?”
 
   “The reverend is taking care of them.  They’ll mend nicely,” Miss Brigham said.  Samantha sighed with relief.  She couldn’t bear the thought of hurting someone, even Helena.  Samantha thought back to the scene in the bedroom and the rage she’d felt.  How could she have done something so terrible?
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Samantha said.  “I don’t know what happened to me.  I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”  Her eyes watered, but she bit down on her trembling lip to keep from crying.
 
   “I know you didn’t, dear.  But you must learn to control your temper if you want to remain here.”
 
   “I’ll try harder,” Samantha said.  “I don’t want to let you and Reverend Crane down.  Is he mad at me?”
 
   “No, dear, of course not.  The reverend is disappointed.  As am I.  We had hoped giving you responsibility would help you find your place, but perhaps you aren’t ready yet.”
 
   “I’m ready.  I promise, I won’t lose my temper again.  I’ll behave from now.  Give me another chance, please.”  Samantha bolted upright until Miss Brigham put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, you’ll still be my assistant as the reverend promised.  For now at least.”
 
   Samantha threw her arms around Miss Brigham.  “Oh, thank you!  I’m going to make you proud of me.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it, dear,” Miss Brigham said with a laugh.  “Finish your lunch and then we’ll see if you’re up for a walk.”
 
   Samantha did as instructed, tearing into the food with ravenous bites.  She gulped down the rest of the water and then bounded to her feet.  “Where are we going?” she asked.
 
   “Oh my, you are fit enough.  Very well, come with me,” Miss Brigham said.  She took Samantha on a tour of the cottages around town where the other girls prepared dinner, cleaned the dishes, and folded the laundry.  Samantha felt a pang of guilt that the others worked so hard while she did nothing.  “Everyone in Eternity has his or her purpose,” Miss Brigham said.  “In order for our community to thrive, we must all work together for the common good.”
 
   “What’s my purpose?” Samantha asked.
 
   “For now your purpose is to learn as much as you can from me. In time you’ll help me manage the other children to make sure everything runs as smoothly as possible.”
 
   “Why me?  Prudence or one of the others must know better.”
 
   They stopped at the window to Prudence’s cottage, where Prudence worked at the loom, her hand good as new.  “Your friend is a hard worker and has a good heart, but she’s not strong like you, Samantha.  She’s not strong inside.”
 
   “Me?  I’m not strong inside.”
 
   “You’re much stronger than you think, my dear,” Miss Brigham said.  They started down the forest path towards the meadow.  “The moment I met you, I knew there was something special about you.  You are meant for great things.”
 
   “What kind of great things?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet, dear.  There’s no hurry to find out.  You’re still young.”  Miss Brigham smiled and patted Samantha on the head like a small child.
 
   They took the path out to the meadow and then down the hill to the tool shed.  A group of the youngest boys doled out water to the older ones as they returned from the fields.  In the fields, boys Samantha’s age went without shirts for the painstaking task of weeding each row of wheat and checking for bugs.  Miss Brigham and Samantha stopped in the barns, where those not old enough for the fields fed the chickens, milked the cows, and slopped the pigs.  The smell of manure overpowered Samantha to the point where she had to hold her apron over her nose.  She didn’t know how the boys could stand it.
 
   “We have to be careful with the livestock,” Miss Brigham said.  “Their milk, eggs, and meat have to be carefully rationed to last us for the entire year.”  They went outside into a pasture, where a flock of sheep grazed.  “Before winter we shear the sheep so Prudence can turn their wool into new clothes.”
 
   Miss Brigham took Samantha on a narrow path out of the pasture and into the forest.  They stopped at the edge of a beach overlooking churning gray water.  Miss Brigham sat down on a rock, folding her hands in her lap.  Samantha found a log nearby to sit on and tried to sit as calmly as Miss Brigham, but her right foot kept twitching on its own.  
 
   Among a cluster of boulders, she saw the prow of a wooden boat.  “Whose boat is that?” she asked.
 
   “That belongs to Mr. Pryde.  He uses it on occasion for hunting trips to the mainland.”
 
   “I thought you said the mainland was dangerous.”
 
   “It’s very dangerous indeed, but Mr. Pryde can take care of himself.”  Miss Brigham pointed to an empty section of beach about fifty feet away.  “He found you over there.  You were naked as a newborn and half-mad with fever.  I didn’t think you would live out the night.”
 
   Samantha stood and went over to stand on the spot, hoping it would spark her memory.  Nothing happened.  She looked out at the sea, seeing nothing but gray water all the way to the horizon.  “That’s where I came from,” she said.
 
   “Perhaps,” Miss Brigham said.  “But the mainland is a very large and terrible place.”
 
   “Can’t you or Mr. Pryde take me over there?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, dear.  The reverend would never allow it.”
 
   “Why not?  Doesn’t he want me to find my parents?”
 
   “Of course he does, dear.  But Reverend Crane would never risk your life by sending you over there.  Even with Mr. Pryde we couldn’t guarantee your safety.”  Miss Brigham looked down at the ground and wrung her hands.  “Samantha, I know how much you want to find your family, but you must be patient.  You must not think of disobeying Reverend Crane.  He deals harshly with those who challenge his authority.  If you try to escape, Mr. Pryde will not rest until he’s brought you back for punishment.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I committed a terrible sin once.  I felt so awful I took that very boat over to the mainland so I could atone for what I did.  Mr. Pryde found me and brought me back.”
 
   “What did the reverend do to you?”
 
   Miss Brigham put a hand to her face to stem the tears that had begun to flow.  “He took from me what was most precious,” she said.  “Please, dear, promise you won’t try to leave until the reverend has found your family.”
 
   “I promise,” Samantha said.  She sat with Miss Brigham to watch the tide go out; they said nothing more to each other.  As Samantha stared at the gray water, she promised herself she would not attempt to escape until she’d given the reverend enough time to find her parents.  She owed Miss Brigham that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12:  The Woodsmen
 
   Samantha slept in Miss Brigham’s cottage that night.  The same nightmares of being trapped in the dark haunted her.  Only this time, she emerged in the church and saw Prudence’s arm hanging uselessly at her side and Helena’s face covered in blood.  “Savage!” they chanted as one.  Along with the other children, they advanced upon her to take their revenge.
 
   She awoke screaming and flailing her arms to fight off unseen attackers.  Miss Brigham grabbed her, wrestling with her until she woke up.  “It’s only a dream, dear,” Miss Brigham whispered over and over again.  She cradled Samantha’s head against her chest and stroked her hair as she said this.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.  “I wish I could make it stop.”
 
   “I know, dear.  It’s all right.  I have some clean clothes right here and there’s enough room in my bed.”
 
   “I don’t want to wet your bed too,” Samantha said.  “I’ll sleep on the floor.”
 
   “I wouldn’t hear of it.  You follow me this instant, young lady,” Miss Brigham said.  Samantha did as she was told, crawling out of bed and changing into a fresh nightgown and underwear.  As she did, she worried about what would happen if this continued to happen every night.  How long could someone go without sleep before going crazy?  
 
   Miss Brigham’s bed was twice the size of hers and soft instead of rough like the straw pallets the girls slept on in the dormitories.  “It was a gift from the reverend,” Miss Brigham explained.  “It’s stuffed with goose feathers.”
 
   “I don’t want to ruin something so nice,” Samantha said.
 
   She tried to get out of bed, but Miss Brigham grabbed her arm.  “Young lady, you lie down and go to sleep.  There is nothing to worry about.”
 
   Samantha closed her eyes, but couldn’t sleep.  Before morning came, Samantha swore to herself she wouldn’t get into any more trouble.  She would become the girl Reverend Crane and Miss Brigham wanted her to be.  And she would somehow find a way to make up for what she’d done to Prudence and Helena.  Maybe she could volunteer to do chores for them, although she didn’t have any idea how to use the loom.  Well, there had to be other things she could do to help.
 
   When the light changed from gray to orange, Samantha rolled out of Miss Brigham’s comfortable bed to fix breakfast for her teacher.  In the cupboards she found only a jar of raspberry preserves and a plate of leftover bread.  It would have to do.
 
   The jar of preserves wouldn’t open.  Samantha strained and grunted, but the lid didn’t come off.  What good is a jar that doesn’t open? she thought.  With this, she felt a surge of strength and the lid popped off with the sound of a gunshot.  Some of the preserves splattered over the front of Samantha’s nightgown and face.  Miss Brigham sat up in bed at the sound, a gasp escaping her lips.  Then she rushed over to Samantha, her eyes wild.  “What did you do?  Let me see it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.  She held out the jar of preserves to Miss Brigham, who looked as if she’d seen a ghost.  She pressed Samantha close to her again, the preserves staining her nightgown as well.
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  Come and sit down.”  They ate what remained of the preserves and bread along with some lukewarm water.  Samantha chewed her breakfast without any joy, having turned something as simple as opening a jar into a disaster.  Everywhere she went, trouble followed in her wake.
 
   She volunteered to clean up the mess she’d made, scrubbing preserves from off the floor and walls.  Miss Brigham fetched clean clothes and together they went down to the stream to bathe.  This time Samantha stayed close to the shore.  As she stood in the water, she avoided looking at her reflection.
 
   After they dried off, Miss Brigham combed Samantha’s hair—a far easier process than two days before—and pulled it back into a pair of braids.  “You look adorable,” Miss Brigham said.  She coaxed Samantha into looking at her reflection.  Samantha backed away from the water a second later.
 
   “I look like a baby,” she said.
 
   “I think you look very grown up.  Give it a chance, dear.”  Samantha doubted this, but didn’t see any choice in the matter.  After what had happened already this morning she didn’t want to hurt Miss Brigham’s feelings.
 
   When they got back to the cottage, Samantha sat down at Miss Brigham’s desk and opened the oversized Bible.  “For today you need only read about creation and the Garden of Eden.  We’ll discuss it after lunch,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   Samantha dutifully started to read from the Bible.  Right away she had questions, but Miss Brigham had already gone to attend to the other girls.  How could God make everything in six days? she wondered.  She went over to the window and looked out at the trees, plants, and clouds outside.  She didn’t see how all of that could have been made in six days.  
 
   She sat down and read the rest of her assigned reading.  Poor Adam and Eve getting kicked out of paradise for eating a silly apple.  It was one stupid apple; why couldn’t God forgive them?  She made a note to ask Miss Brigham about this after lunch.  Since she still had time, she flipped through the Bible, studying the colorful pictures of a boy and a giant, a man surrounded by lions, and a man riding a chariot into the sky.  
 
   Miss Brigham returned with a pitcher of milk and a plate of biscuits.  The biscuits had as little taste as the bread. “How was class?” Samantha asked.
 
   “It went very well.  We had an interesting discussion about the importance of hard work.”
 
   “What about Prudence and Helena?”
 
   “They are both doing fine, dear.  Prudence asked to come by later.  I think she’s worried about you, that darling girl.  She has a heart as big as her stomach.”
 
   Samantha decided to take this as a compliment about Prudence and not as an insult about her weight.  “I’d like to see her,” Samantha said.  “I wish there was something I could do to make up for what I did to her…and Helena.”
 
   “Prudence needs a friend more than anything.  I think that’s the best thing you could do for her.”  Miss Brigham shivered then and threw a log into the hearth.  “Samantha, be a dear and ask one of the boys to fetch some firewood.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Brigham.”  Samantha went outside and followed the path to the meadow and then down to the woodshed.  She found an axe resting against a stump and a bundle of logs waiting to be split, but no boys around to finish the job.
 
   How hard could it be? she thought.  She centered a log onto a tree stump and then picked up the axe, stumbling back a step at the weight of it.  Her first swing went wide, slicing into the stump instead of the log.  Before trying again, she choked up on the handle for better control.  This time she split the log right down the middle.
 
   She repeated this for another five logs, splitting each dead center.  She got so caught up in the simple rhythm of woodcutting that she forgot about returning the wood to Miss Brigham.  She finished off the rest of the logs and then looked around for more.  “What are you doing?” a boy’s voice shouted.
 
   She turned around and saw Wendell stomping towards her.  “Girls can’t cut wood!” he said, his voice getting louder.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think anyone would mind.”  She started to pick up some of the logs she’d split to carry back to Miss Brigham, but Wendell ripped them from her hands.  “What are you doing?  Those are for Miss Brigham.”
 
   “Girls can’t carry wood either!” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because boys are stronger than girls.”
 
   “I’m stronger than you.”
 
   “Are not.”
 
   “Are so.”  To prove her point, she reached down and grabbed Wendell by the waist.  She hoisted him over her shoulder, ignoring his feeble punches and kicks.
 
   “Put me down!” he wailed.
 
   “Not until you admit I’m stronger than you.”
 
   “No!”  With this she spun around and around until her head felt like it would float away.  Wendell screamed, latching onto one of her braids and tugging as hard as he could.  Finally he shouted, “All right, you win!  Now put me down!”
 
   She fell to her knees, giggling as the world spun.  To her surprise, she saw Wendell wiping away tears.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s not fair,” he said.  “Chopping wood is my job.  Stupid girls aren’t supposed to do it.”
 
   Wendell turned away so she couldn’t see him crying, but she could still hear his sniffling.  When she put a hand on his shoulder, he swatted it away.  She tightened her grip and turned him to face her.  “Wendell, could you carry this wood to Miss Brigham’s for me?”  Instantly Wendell’s tears dried up and a smile came to his face.  He got to his feet and began gathering up a pile of logs as big as himself.  Samantha bit down on her lip to keep from laughing.  As Wendell started out towards Miss Brigham’s cottage with his towering load, Samantha couldn’t hold back a smile.  At least she’d done one thing right today.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13:  The Trapdoor
 
   They made it to the meadow when Samantha heard Wendell shout followed by the sound of his logs tumbling to the ground.  She assumed he’d stumbled and spilled his load, but when she climbed up to the meadow, she saw a pair of older boys looming over him.  One was John, the dark-haired boy from church.  “You’re not supposed to carry the firewood.  You’re just supposed to stack it,” a blond boy about Samantha’s age said.
 
   John poked Wendell in the chest.  “You’re too weak to carry the firewood.  That’s why the reverend gave the job to us.”
 
   “I can too carry it.  I carried it all the way up here,” Wendell said.  He tried to gather up some of the firewood, but the blond boy kicked it away from him.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Samantha asked.
 
   “It’s none of your business,” John said.
 
   “He was helping me take the wood to Miss Brigham so it is my business,” Samantha said.
 
   “He’s doing our job.  The reverend assigned us to haul the firewood, not this weakling,” the blond boy said.
 
   “Then where were you two?”
 
   “We had to carry some over to the kitchen.  You should have waited until we got back.”
 
   “I can’t keep Miss Brigham waiting all day.  I don’t see what difference it makes who carries the stupid firewood as long as it gets there.”
 
   “It’s our job.  Not his.”
 
   “Wendell didn’t mean any harm.  Leave him alone.”
 
   “Why don’t you go wet yourself and let us handle this,” John said and took a menacing step towards her.  He stood a head taller than Samantha and weighed twenty pounds more, all of it muscle.  Still, she didn’t back away.
 
   “Wendell and I are going to deliver this firewood to Miss Brigham,” she said.  She folded her arms across her chest and planted her feet in the meadow’s soft grass.
 
   “No you aren’t,” John said.  “Now get out of here before you get hurt.”
 
   Samantha stood her ground.  When John swung at her with his left arm, she grabbed his wrist without thinking and flipped him to the ground behind her.  Then she turned to the blond boy and said, “Do you want to be next?”  The blond boy looked first at his partner and then at her before running down the hill to the safety of the barn.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked Wendell.
 
   John got to his feet and tried to take Samantha by surprise with a punch aimed at the back of her head.  She ducked under the blow and then stuck out her right leg, sending John crashing to the ground next to Wendell.  Before John could roll back to his feet, Samantha jumped on his back, pinning him to the ground.  She twisted his left arm behind his back and said, “Go on, say it.”
 
   “Fine, carry the stupid firewood.  We didn’t want to anyway,” John said.
 
   She let John up and examined his arm. “Does it hurt?”
 
   “No.  I’m fine,” he said.
 
   “Good.  Maybe now you’ve learned your lesson about picking on people.”  She poked John in the chest and added, “If I find out you touched Wendell later, I will hurt you.”
 
   “All right, I get the point.”
 
   “Now run along.  I’m sure more people need firewood.”  
 
   John’s mouth twitched as if he wanted to say something, but he took off after his comrade instead.  
 
   Samantha knelt down beside Wendell, wiping the tears from his eyes.  “They won’t bother you now.”
 
   “I could have handled them!” he shouted.
 
   “I’m sure you could have,” she said.  She helped him to his feet and then they gathered up the fallen wood.  This time she took half of it; he didn’t protest this.
 
   As they walked through the forest, Wendell stomped along; Samantha wondered if he was mad at her or the other boys.  “It’s not fair!” he said at last.
 
   “What isn’t?”
 
   “I’m big enough to carry the firewood.  I keep asking Miss Brigham to talk to the reverend, but I don’t think she does.  Everyone thinks I’m a baby.”  He spun around, his face so red she thought he might burst into flames.  “I’m not.  I don’t need you or anyone else to protect me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  She thought of Helena teasing her about wetting the bed and her reaction to Miss Brigham braiding her hair this morning.  “I don’t think you’re a baby at all.  I think you’re a big, strong boy.”
 
   “You’re just saying that.”
 
   “No, I mean it.  Why else would I let you carry the firewood?” she asked.  As he considered this, the red in his cheeks faded to pink.
 
   “Then why didn’t you let me fight them?”
 
   “Well,” Samantha began and then stopped to think of a plausible explanation.  “I wanted to even the odds.  Two against one isn’t very fair.”
 
   “They don’t scare me.”  His back straightened and as he started down the path he carried himself with more confidence.  Samantha had to bite down on her lip to keep from laughing.
 
   He led the way through town, looking from one side to the other as though he were leading a victory parade.  She supposed it was a victory for him to be allowed to carry the wood into town.  She hoped Miss Brigham didn’t get too upset with him; she didn’t know what she could do then to comfort him.
 
   But Miss Brigham was not in the cottage.  Wendell dumped the wood in a pile next to the hearth followed by Samantha.  Then he began to stack it into a neat pile with the efficiency of an expert.  “You’re really good at stacking,” she said.  “I couldn’t ever do it so well myself.”
 
   “That’s because you’re a girl,” he said.  He stuck his tongue out at her and then strutted towards the door.  When Samantha reached out to grab him, he ran.  He paused in the doorway to say, “You are pretty nice.  For a girl.”  
 
   Samantha watched him run off, shaking her head and smiling.  Since Miss Brigham had still not arrived, she took a couple logs off Wendell’s expert pile to stoke the fire.  Warmth flooded the cottage right away.  She took a seat at Miss Brigham’s table, where she found a note written in elaborate cursive script.  “Went to see Reverend Crane.  Will return shortly,” the note read.  What am I supposed to do now? Samantha wondered.
 
   She saw a broom in the corner and decided to sweep up all the wood chips from where Wendell had dumped the wood.  Boys are so messy, she thought as she swept.  She didn’t really mind, though; she thought Wendell an adorable little boy.  Even those other two weren’t so bad once they knew who was in charge.  Maybe Miss Brigham would let her look after the boys.  She definitely had a talent for that.
 
   When she finished sweeping around the hearth, she decided she might as well do the rest of the cottage.  She dragged the table into a corner and stacked the chairs up.  Lastly, she rolled up a rough gray rug in the center of the room.  As she did, she saw it had been hiding something.
 
   Beneath the rug was a door cut into the floor with a metal ring attached.  When she pulled on the ring, the door creaked open to reveal a hole, from which came a terrible smell, like the rotting smell from her dreams.  Samantha put a hand to her face, her lunch threatening to come back up.  She tried to imagine what Miss Brigham was keeping down there.  Maybe Miss Brigham had murdered everyone’s parents and stuffed them in her cellar.  That would explain their sudden disappearance.  
 
   “There’s only one way to find out,” she said.  She lit a candle with the hearth fire and then jumped into the hole.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14:  The Cellar
 
   The candle did little to penetrate the darkness.  The feeble glow from the candle showed her only walls of hard-packed dirt around her and the supporting beams of the cottage overhead.  The smell of decay was even stronger underneath the house so that she had to put her apron to her face.
 
   Ahead, she found only more dirt.  She held her breath as she released her apron and then chipped away at some of the dirt with her fingers.  Behind it was more dirt of the same gray-brown color.  Maybe it isn’t dirt at all, she thought.  She put a chip in her mouth.  Her face puckered with disgust and she spat until the taste left her mouth.
 
   With that mystery solved, she pushed ahead.  Then she saw a pair of eyes looking up at her from the floor.  She put a hand to her mouth to keep from screaming.  After a moment, she collected herself enough to realize the eyes were painted onto the face of a doll.  Samantha bent down to dig around the face until she managed to pry away a chunk of white porcelain with a tress of rough hair the same color as her own.
 
   She doubted The Way permitted owning dolls.  She dug around the area more, turning up the body of a doll dressed in plaid fabric unlike anything seen in Eternity.  The fragments of porcelain she hurled into the dark, but the dress she tucked into her apron to show Prudence later.  Her friend might know more about the fabric.
 
   The doll was only the tip of the proverbial iceberg.  The farther she crept along the cellar, the more items she found.  Broken cribs, tattered mobiles, and splintered bassinettes lay stacked in heaps, enough for at least two-dozen babies.  From the brittleness of the materials, she guessed they must have been down in the cellar for several years at least.
 
   The smell of decay increased until her eyes watered.  She crept around a stack of buggies to find a cabinet lined with clay jars.  She opened one to find it filled with a cream-colored sludge that made her gag.  She forced herself to jab a finger into the pot to taste the goo.  Baby formula, she thought.  Formula long since expired.
 
   She put the jar back on the shelf and opened a wooden box next to the cabinet.  Inside she found neat stacks of tiny white nightgowns.  A tag on the first nightgown read, ‘Prudence Elizabeth Gooddell.’  She found another for ‘Helena Marie Bloom’ and ‘Phyllis Jane Baker.’  These are their baby clothes, she thought.  Yet from the spotlessness of the fabric, they didn’t appear to have ever been worn.  She shoved Prudence’s nightgown into her apron pocket.
 
   Her head still spinning from this discovery, Samantha didn’t see the trunk until she tripped over it.  She tumbled forward, landing headfirst in the crate of baby clothes.  She sat up and then crawled back over to the trunk to examine it.
 
   The trunk was made of metal covered in a leathery substance that reminded her of the snake in the church.  On the top of the trunk was stamped the word, ‘Samsonite.’  A shiny bronze lock hung from the center of the chest to keep out prying eyes like Samantha’s.  
 
   A strange calm descended over her as she considered the situation.  If only she had a hairpin she could use to open the lock.  She could go back up and look for one, but she didn’t want to take the time.  Miss Brigham could return from visiting the reverend at any moment.
 
   She swept the candle around the basement, looking for something she could use.  The cribs and mobiles and bassinettes wouldn’t do any good.  She needed something metal, something narrow and yet strong enough.  Her eyes fell on the wheels of the buggies with their thin metal spokes.
 
   Samantha crawled over to the nearest buggy and pried a wheel loose.  The spokes had rusted from being down in the cellar, but they should do the trick.  She had little difficulty snapping them off the wheel.
 
   Then she returned to the trunk and jammed one of the spokes into the lock.  She twisted it around, listening for the click that would signal success.  Instead, she pulled out a warped and twisted piece of metal a minute later.  She threw it aside and tried the next one with the same result.
 
   She closed her eyes this time and once again felt a mysterious calm as she stuck the spoke into the lock.  She twisted the piece of metal around for a few seconds and then heard a click followed by the pop of the trunk opening.  I did it! she thought.  In the next moment her joy turned to a cold shiver that ran the length of her body.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she thought she was dreaming.  Inside the trunk she saw row after row of books.  They came in every shape, size, and color it seemed from some as thick as Miss Brigham’s Bible to others as thin as her fingers.
 
   She found not just books, but magazines as well.  She opened one and saw illustrations like the pages she’d found at Prudence’s cottage.  Samantha ran a hand over the pictures of women in trousers and short-sleeved blouses as they glared defiantly at the camera.  These women certainly didn’t live in Eternity and they weren’t savages.
 
   Samantha grabbed a book compact enough to fit in her apron and then slammed the trunk’s lid shut.  It wouldn’t stay down without locking it.  Above, came the sound not just of Miss Brigham’s voice, but Prudence’s as well.  Samantha reached out to grab one of the bassinettes and placed it on the top of the trunk.  The lid strained for a moment, but stayed down.
 
   Samantha hurried back towards the opening to the cellar, hearing the sound of voices growing closer.  At the opening, she heard the doorknob turning.  Samantha leapt through the trap door, closed it, and then rolled the carpet back over before Miss Brigham entered the cottage with Prudence on her heels.  “My word, Samantha, what is going on in here?”
 
   “I was sweeping up,” she said.
 
   “Well, you’ve done a marvelous job, dear.  I don’t see a speck of dust on the floor at all.”  After Samantha thanked her, Miss Brigham put a hand on Prudence’s shoulder.  “Someone has come to pay you a visit.  Why don’t you two go outside to chat?  I’ll rearrange this furniture.”
 
   “I’ll get it!” Samantha volunteered too quickly.  “I would feel bad about making you do that after I moved it all.”
 
   “Nonsense, dear.  You did such a wonderful job it’s the least I can do to repay you.”
 
   Samantha glanced around the room to make sure she hadn’t left any obvious clues and then met Prudence at the door.  “Let’s go over to your place,” Samantha whispered.  “There’s something I need to show you.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Samantha said nothing, instead shoving her friend out the door.  They had much to discuss.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15:  Secrets
 
   Only after they went inside Prudence’s cottage and closed the curtains did Samantha explain what she had seen in Miss Brigham’s cellar.  As Prudence listened in the candlelight, her expression changed from annoyed to shocked to horrified.  “Why would Miss Brigham have new baby clothes in her cellar with our names on them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Samantha said.  
 
   “You’re lying,” Prudence said.
 
   Samantha took out the nightgown from her pocket and tossed it to Prudence.  Prudence’s eyes widened as she read the tag.  “That’s my name,” she said.  “I don’t understand.  We should tell the reverend.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “We don’t know if he has any involvement in this or not.  Until we make sure, we have to keep this to ourselves.”
 
   “Isn’t that dishonest?”
 
   “No, it’s smart.  We’re not lying to anyone.  We’re withholding information until a more convenient time.”
 
   Prudence considered this, no doubt weighing it against The Way.  Finally, she nodded and said, “All right.  For now we can keep this between us.  But as soon as you know Reverend Crane is innocent you have to tell him.”
 
   “Of course.”  Samantha reached into her apron and first produced the plaid dress taken off the broken porcelain doll.  She held out the fabric to Prudence, who touched it as though it contained an electric shock.  “Go on, take it.  It’s yours.”
 
   “I couldn’t.  It’s against the rules.”
 
   “Why?  You’re not wearing it or making any colored clothes for other people.  Where does it say in The Way you can’t admire a piece of cloth?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “I took it for you.  Don’t you like it?”
 
   “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen, but—”
 
   “Take it and put it away someplace.”  Prudence finally took the dress and hid it in the bottom of her sewing box.  She came back to Samantha wringing her hands and looking around the cottage worriedly like she still expected God to smite her.
 
   “This doesn’t feel right,” she said.
 
   “Stop worrying.  Everything will be fine.  Tomorrow I’ll go back down there and see what else I can find.”
 
   “I don’t like this at all.  Secrets are almost the same as lies.  We’re going to Hell for this.”
 
   “Calm down.  We’re not going to Hell.”  She put both hands on Prudence’s shoulders and looked into her friend’s eyes.  “I need to know I can count on you.  Can I trust you with this?”  Prudence nodded.  “Good.  Remember, you can’t tell anyone about this, all right?”
 
   “I know.  I swear I won’t.”
 
   “I found something else down there too.”  Samantha reached into her apron again and pulled out the book she’d taken from the cellar trunk.  “It’s a book.”
 
   “A book?  Like the Bible?”
 
   “Not exactly.  It’s called Rebel of Love,” Samantha said.  She showed Prudence the book’s cover, on which a bare-chested man sat atop a motorcycle with a blonde woman.
 
   “What’s that?” Prudence asked, pointing to the motorcycle.
 
   “It’s a motorcycle.  A motorized bike.”
 
   “What’s a bike?”
 
   “A bicycle.”  When Prudence shrugged, Samantha sat her down to explain.  “A bicycle is kind of a two-wheeled carriage.  The person sits on it and makes it go with his feet.  A motorcycle is a bike where instead of using the rider’s feet, the bike is powered by an engine.  Do you understand now?”
 
   “I guess so.  How do you know all this?”
 
   Samantha thought about this for a moment.  How did she know about a bicycle or a motorcycle or how to pick a lock?  And if she knew all that, why didn’t she know her name or where she came from or anything about her family?  “I can’t explain it.  I just do,” she said at last.
 
   “Why isn’t the man wearing a shirt?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe he was working outside and got hot, like the boys in the fields.”  
 
   Prudence seemed satisfied with this answer, so Samantha opened the book and began to read it.
 
   The story began with a man named Remy LeBeau on an airplane bound for New York City.  Prudence stopped Samantha after the first paragraph to explain airplanes.  “They’re like metal birds people can ride in,” Samantha said.
 
   “Really?  You mean we could fly up into the clouds?  Do you think we’d see God up there?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  At least not unless he wants to be seen.”  Samantha continued reading, until she got to a description of New York’s skyline.  When Prudence asked her about it, Samantha’s voice took on a distant tone.  “There are a lot of very tall buildings, even taller than mountains.  Some of them touch the clouds.  When you stand on the street looking up at them it’s magical.”
 
   “Have you been there?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  She closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself on the streets of New York, looking up at the Empire State Building or the World Trade Center.  The more she tried to picture the scene, the less real it became, until everything smeared together in her mind.  “Maybe.”
 
   “Is that where savages live?”
 
   “Well, I suppose some do, but not everyone.  There are good people there too.  Lots of them.”  Maybe this is where I came from, she thought.  Maybe my family lives in one of those skyscrapers, right at the top above the clouds.  Maybe they’re looking outside their window right now for me.  She closed the book and dropped it to the floor.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I can’t read anymore right now.  Maybe later.”  Prudence picked the book up from the ground and tucked it back into Samantha’s apron.  Then Prudence put an arm around her, hugging her close.  “Why can’t I remember?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  They remained like that until the candle burned out.  Prudence got up and lit another one.  “Miss Brigham told us—”
 
   “She lied, Prudence.  She’s been lying to you all along.  There aren’t savages and monsters waiting to eat you.  There’s a wonderful world they’ve never told you about.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’re wrong!  Miss Brigham and Reverend Crane wouldn’t lie to us.  They love us.  They take care of us.”
 
   “You take care of yourselves.”  Samantha motioned to the loom.  “You do all the sewing.  Phyllis does the cooking.  The boys harvest the crops and tend to the livestock.  The reverend and Miss Brigham don’t do anything.”
 
   They glared at each other for a moment and then Prudence motioned to the door.  “I won’t have you saying such wicked things in here.  Get out!”
 
   “Fine.”  Samantha stormed out the door, slamming it behind her.  She waited at the doorway for a minute to see if Prudence would let her back in, but she didn’t.  I don’t need her anyway, Samantha thought.  She would figure this out on her own and then she would find that magical city where her family waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16:  Bedtime Stories
 
   At dinner, Samantha ate in a corner opposite Prudence with the younger girls.  She supposed this would give Helena and the others more ammunition to make fun of her with, but she didn’t care.  As soon as she could manage it, she would get off this island and begin to see the world lurking in the depths of her memory.  That liar Miss Brigham and coward Prudence could stay here and rot with The Way for all she cared.
 
   “This meat is too tough,” Rebecca said.  She threw down her knife in frustration.
 
   “Let me help you with that,” Samantha said.  She cut Rebecca’s slice of salted beef into tiny pieces.
 
   “Thank you,” the girl said.  She speared a piece and shoved it into a mouth missing all its front teeth.  The five others at their table were having the same problem and without asking, Samantha sliced up their meat as well.
 
   She watched them eat while picking at her own plate.  These poor little girls.  They were stuck here with no parents, completely ignorant of the wonders the world held.  All they knew was what Reverend Crane and Miss Brigham told them, which Samantha was beginning to recognize as lies.  If only she could take them with her so they could all see motorcycles, airplanes, and skyscrapers.
 
   Well, why not?  If she managed to get out, she could tell someone about this place.  All the girls and boys could then be rescued from here.  That is, if they wanted to be.  Some, like Prudence, would probably choose to stay.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” Rebecca asked.  “Are you sad?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain,” Samantha said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Samantha sighed.  This is what she got for sitting with the toddlers.  “Because it is, all right?”
 
   “All right.”  Rebecca looked down at her plate, her face turning red after being scolded.  
 
   “I’m sorry to yell at you, Rebecca.  You’re very sweet for asking.  I wish I could explain to you what’s wrong, but it’s a grownup thing.”  Samantha hated the condescension in her voice.  Rebecca probably didn’t like being treated like a baby any more than Wendell or herself.  “My friend and I had an argument.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “It was about someone who has been lying.”
 
   “Lying is bad.”
 
   “Yes, lying is bad.  My friend doesn’t want to believe this person is a liar.  So we had a big fight about it.”
 
   Rebecca pondered the situation, chewing slowly on her piece of beef.  Finally, she said, “Friends shouldn’t get mad at each other.  Friends should be nice.”  She nodded in agreement with herself and then turned her attention back to her plate.
 
   That’s it?  Samantha wanted to ask.  Then again, what did she expect?  That’s the last time I ask a four-year-old for advice, she thought.  When dinner ended, Samantha followed Rebecca and the other little girls to their pallets in the corner.  Samantha had so many other things on her mind that the location of her bed didn’t matter tonight.  She rolled over to face the wall and closed her eyes.
 
   As soon as she did, she saw an endless gray ocean stretching before her.  The water was perfectly smooth all around her, so smooth she thought she could walk on it if she tried hard enough.  Then she heard a clap of thunder behind her and turned to see a wave blotting out the entire sky.  She tried to swim away from it, but didn’t seem to get anywhere.  The wind howled in her ears, shouting her name and silencing her screams.
 
   Before the wave overtook her, Samantha woke up to find someone shaking her.  To her surprise and joy, her bed was still dry.  “Go away,” she muttered.
 
   “Samantha, it’s me,” Prudence said.
 
   “I said go away.”
 
   “Please, Samantha, I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Talk to me tomorrow.”
 
   “This is important.”  Samantha finally rolled over and saw the seriousness in Prudence’s face.  She threw off the covers and followed Prudence into the room where she’d first woke up.  Prudence closed the door and went over to sit on the bed.  Samantha remained standing, arms folded across her chest.
 
   “Well, what do you want?” Samantha hissed.  She thought of what little Rebecca had said, but couldn’t bring herself to apologize yet.  She’s the one who’s wrong, Samantha thought.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about what you said and what you read to me.  And, while I’m not saying you’re right, there’s a chance you might be.  Maybe if I heard more I could make up my mind.”
 
   “Now?  You want to read to you now?”
 
   “If you don’t mind.”  Prudence looked down at the floor with embarrassment.  “I know it’s late, but I can’t get these visions out of my head.”
 
   “All right.  Let me get—”  Prudence held up Samantha’s apron containing Rebel of Love.  Samantha opened it to where she’d left off at Prudence’s cottage.  After arriving in New York City, Remy LeBeau meets with an evil crime boss named Vinny Torelli, who threatens to kill him unless he pays back a large sum of money in three days.  Remy goes to the nearest bar to plot his strategy when he sees a newspaper article on the wealthy heiress Vienna Hampton, who has just divorced her husband.  Here, Prudence stopped Samantha’s reading.
 
   “What’s a divorce?”
 
   “When two people who got married don’t want to be together anymore they get a divorce so they aren’t married anymore.”  Prudence nodded her understanding and Samantha continued.  Remy figures if he can make Vienna fall in love with him, he can get the money he needs.  He meets with an old army buddy to create a foolproof scheme to make Vienna love him.
 
   “So Remy is going to lie to her?” Prudence asked.  “That’s wicked of him.  He’s going to go to Hell for certain.”
 
   Samantha was about to respond, but then she noticed the door open a crack and a pale face peeking into the room.  “Who’s there?” she said.  The face disappeared from the door.  Samantha leapt off the bed and threw open the door to see a little girl running down the aisle.  The girl disappeared between two beds.  When Samantha caught up, she saw little Rebecca curled into a ball between her bed and Samantha’s.  “Rebecca, how long were you listening at the door?”
 
   “Not long,” she said.  “Are you going to hurt me?”
 
   Samantha knelt down to push Rebecca’s hands away from her face.  “Of course I’m not.  You shouldn’t be up so late.”
 
   “Neither should you.”
 
   “Prudence and I were talking.”  She helped Rebecca up and then tucked the girl into bed.  “Go back to sleep.”
 
   “Can I hear more about Remy and Vienna tomorrow?  I promise I won’t say anything.”
 
   Samantha considered this.  She looked over to Prudence, who had turned the same color as her nightgown.  “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.  “It’s a grownup story.”  At this, Rebecca began to cry.  The girls around her stirred and any moment Samantha knew the entire dormitory would be alerted.
 
   “All right, all right.  You can listen tomorrow night, but don’t tell anyone else.  It’s a secret.”
 
   “I want to hear it too.”  The other toddlers were now all awake and staring at Samantha expectantly.
 
   She threw up her hands and said, “Fine, but maybe I should start at the beginning.”  She took the book from Prudence’s trembling hand and started over again with Remy flying into New York City.  By the time she finished, she noticed everyone—even Helena—listening with rapt attention.  “Just don’t tell anyone else,” she said to them all and sighed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17:  Acceptance
 
   “Today we’re going to start on the Psalms,” Miss Brigham said the next morning.  “There are quite a few.  Get as far as you can before lunch.”
 
   “All right, Miss Brigham.”  Samantha waited for her teacher to get down the pathway towards the meadow before she pulled aside the rug and opened the trap door.
 
   In the two weeks since her first visit, Samantha had improved the cellar.  She had smuggled in a dozen candles, which she placed at intervals along the walls.  As she crept through the cellar, she lit each candle to banish the darkness.  Rebecca had given her a bouquet of wildflowers that Samantha scattered around the cellar to improve the smell.
 
   Her explorations had yet to uncover anything about what had happened to her or the other children’s parents.  And while she could now remember highways, computers, and moving pictures, she still could not remember anything about herself.  
 
   As she had done over the last two weeks, Samantha removed the bassinette from the lid of the trunk to reveal the treasure trove of books.  She had finished Rebel of Love in three days and since then read through Rebel Heart, Rebel Dream, and Rebel Yell.  She picked up the next book on the stack, Rebel Paradise, in which Remy and Vienna flee to a tropical island to escape Vinny Torelli’s evil minions.  From looking through the trunk, Samantha knew there were ten more books in the series.  In all, she counted sixty-nine of the slim paperbacks and thirty-two magazines with titles like Vogue, Cosmopolitan, and Vanity Fair.  
 
   On their covers, the magazines promised how to get boys to like you, a subject Samantha had little interest in.  She liked the magazines for their pictures of beautiful women.  Whenever she saw one with her same hair, eye, or skin color she imagined that woman as her mother kissing her goodnight or asking about her day.  Because of this, she never showed the magazines to any of the other girls.
 
   That night, the girls all pretended to sleep on their pallets until they were positive Miss Brigham had gone back to her cottage.  As one, they threw the covers off and filed into the other room, where they sat in a semi-circle three-deep around the bed.  Samantha sat on the bed and opened the book to begin the nightly reading.
 
   The story began with Remy and Vienna landing on the island of Jamaica.  “Where’s that?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I’m not sure, but it’s far away,” Samantha said.  She described Vienna walking along the beach in a bikini.  Helena stopped her to ask about bikinis.  “They’re for swimming.  One part is like a very small pair of underwear and the other part goes over your chest.”
 
   “So you’re almost naked?” Prudence asked, her face wrinkling with disgust.
 
   “Yes.  That’s the point.”  The younger girls all shuddered at this while the older ones—except Prudence—adopted a dreamy look.  Samantha continued the story with Remy kissing Vienna and pushing her down into the sand.  She skipped over the rest of the scene, picking it back up in the hotel, where an assassin leaps out of the closet to attack Remy.  The toddlers gasped at this, some pulling their nightgowns over their heads.  Remy and the assassin roll across the floor, the assassin trying to stab Remy until Vienna breaks a wine bottle over the assassin’s head.  “That’s all for tonight,” Samantha announced to a chorus of groans.
 
   “Oh, come on, read another chapter.  Please?” Helena begged.  The other girls pleaded with Samantha to read a little more, as they did every night.
 
   “I can’t keep you up all night and have you falling asleep during class tomorrow.  Miss Brigham will get suspicious.”  Samantha put the book into her apron and then climbed off the bed.  She scooped up Rebecca, who fell asleep on Samantha’s shoulder.  She tucked the little girl into bed, kissing her on the cheek before saying goodnight the way she wished she could remember her own mother doing.  Then she lay down to get what sleep she could.
 
   When she drifted off to sleep, she found herself standing in a hotel room similar to the one in the book, only blown up to giant proportions.  When she saw herself in a mirror, she realized the room looked enormous because she was a toddler like Rebecca.  
 
   She heard footsteps in the hall outside her door.  “Mama?” she called out in a tiny voice.  “Mama, you there?”
 
   The footsteps began to fade away from the door.  “Mama!” Samantha screamed.  She tried to open the door, but it was too high up for her to reach.  “Mama, come back!” she wailed.
 
   The door opened and Samantha dashed into the hallway in time to see a woman with black hair to her waist disappearing down the hall.  Samantha ran after her as fast she could, but her chubby little legs couldn’t move fast enough.  “Mama, come back!” she howled again.  She collapsed to the floor as the woman vanished without looking back.
 
   Samantha woke up and heard the door to the dining room close.  A shape tiptoed along the beds, stopping in the middle of the row.  In the dim light she made out Helena crawling back into bed.  After a moment Samantha fell asleep again and by the morning it seemed as fuzzy as the dream.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18:  Romantic Entanglement
 
   Miss Brigham cleared her throat for the fourth time that afternoon.  “Samantha, dear, pay attention.  As I was saying—”
 
   Samantha watched Miss Brigham’s lips move, but she didn’t hear the words coming out.  She nodded when it seemed appropriate and stared at the pages of the Bible.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t concentrate this afternoon.  In the cellar this morning she had found something too disturbing to focus on her studies.
 
   She had opened the trunk and begun looking at the novels.  She finished Rebel Paradise the night before and wanted to try something different.  Several of the slim novels piqued her interest until she held up one called Forever Young.  On the cover, a raven-haired woman stood defiantly in a field, her eyes looking skyward.  This didn’t look much different from the sixty-eight other covers, but when she read the description on the back, the book fell from her numb fingers.
 
   In Forever Young, a widowed woman named Samantha Young arrives in the town of Amaranthine, Kansas to start a new life on her own.  Almost immediately, Samantha comes into conflict with Frederick Casey, a railroad baron who owns almost everything in town.  When Samantha refuses to sell her farm or open her heart to Casey, it leads to a dramatic showdown.
 
   Samantha had thought Miss Brigham came up with the name Samantha Young randomly, but had she intended it as something more?  The parallels between the book and her real-life situation seemed too many to be coincidence.  Samantha in the book came to a small town with no family, just like her.  Then there was Frederick Casey, who ran the town and had the same initials as Reverend Francis Crane.  Was Samantha’s name supposed to be a hidden message?
 
   Instead of reading Jeremiah this morning as she had been assigned, she read Forever Young.  The more she read, the more she saw herself as the novel’s heroine.  In the book, Samantha Young never knew her parents, who had died in an Indian raid when she was three years old.  The other women in town all made fun of Samantha behind her back because she was foolish enough to think she could manage the old Conner farm on her own.  That is except for her chubby neighbor Gertrude, who helped Samantha through the rough first days.  This is me! Samantha thought.
 
   Now she heard Miss Brigham snapping her fingers and realized she’d lost focus once again.  “I’m sorry, Miss Brigham, I’m not feeling well today,” Samantha said.
 
   Miss Brigham put a hand to her forehead, pulling it away a minute later.  “You don’t feel warm.  Is there something else bothering you?  Are the other girls giving you a hard time?”
 
   “No, everyone’s been wonderful.  But I’ve been here two weeks and I still don’t know who I am.”
 
   “I know, dear, but it will come back to you.  You have to give it time.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Samantha looked down at her lap, where the book rested in her apron.  “How did you come up with my name?  I mean, how did you know I was a Samantha and not a Gertrude?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, dear.  You looked like a Samantha to me.  I can call you Gertrude if you want, although I think Samantha is a far prettier name.”
 
   “I do too.  I thought maybe you had a reason for my name.”
 
   Someone knocked timidly on the door.  Miss Brigham got up to answer it.  “Annie, aren’t you supposed to be helping Phyllis?” Miss Brigham asked a sandy-haired toddler.
 
   “She says we’re almost out of towels and Helena hasn’t brought over the laundry yet.  She’s not in her cottage either.”
 
   “Did you check by the stream, dear?  She may still be washing the laundry.”  Annie shook her head.  “Very well, Samantha and I will find her.  I will check by the stream.  Samantha, go out to the meadow and see if perhaps she is drying the laundry out there.  Annie, tell Phyllis to use spare aprons or bedding if she must.  On you go, dear.”
 
   Annie scampered away to relay the message while Miss Brigham and Samantha hurried out of town.  “That girl is becoming most unreliable,” Miss Brigham said.  “Why just the other day I had to send Prudence to assist her with the laundry or we would have gone naked the next day.”
 
   “Maybe she’s ill.”
 
   “Perhaps.  I fear I will have to speak to the reverend about her.  We cannot allow this to go on.”  They split up at the fork in the road, Samantha hurrying towards the meadow.  As she did, she remembered the night she woke up from her dream and saw Helena sneaking back into bed from the dining room.  What has she been up to? Samantha wondered.
 
   A bush rattled nearby and Samantha froze, preparing for one of Pryde’s dogs to lunge at her.  Instead, she heard Helena’s voice say, “I should get back to the stream before Miss Brigham finds out I’m gone.”
 
   “Just a couple more minutes,” said a voice Samantha recognized as John’s.
 
   “I can’t.  I have to go.  I mean it.”
 
   “Come on, one more time.  Please.”
 
   Helena laughed and said, “You can’t get enough, can you?”
 
   “You’re addictive,” John said.
 
   Throughout the exchange, Samantha crept nearer to the bushes.  When she got close enough to peer through the leaves, she had to put a hand to her mouth to keep from crying out.  Lying on a rock were Helena and John’s clothes.
 
   The two children lay in the grass.  As Samantha watched in shock, John kissed Helena on the lips like Remy and Vienna in the books.  After the kiss, they lay in the sun, holding hands and looking up at the sky.  “I love you,” Helena said.  “But what if someone finds out?”
 
   “No one’s going to find out.  We’ve been careful.”  As if in response, the bushes to their left rustled.  Helena and John sat up at the same time a hand clamped over Samantha’s face.  She tried to elbow the attacker, but he yanked her down to the ground and stuffed a rag into her mouth.  Like in her nightmares, she found her arms and legs bound.
 
   “I warned you,” Pryde growled into her ear.
 
   The bushes all around the lovers came to life.  Pryde’s dogs appeared from every direction, snarling and advancing slowly on the couple.  They closed within six inches of Helena and John, cutting off any hope of escape.  With nowhere else to go, Helena fell sobbing into John’s arms.
 
   Pryde shoved the underbrush aside and snapped his fingers.  At his signal, the dogs backed away, only their snouts visible in the bushes.  Pryde grabbed the clothes off the rock and tossed them to Helena and John.  “Get dressed.  You’re going to see the reverend.”
 
   “No, please, we’re sorry.  We didn’t mean to do anything wrong.  Please, let us go.  We won’t do it again!” Helena pleaded.  Pryde said nothing.  He waited for them to dress and then bound their hands and jammed gags into their mouths as he’d done to Samantha.  He pushed them forward through the bushes and onto the path, where Helena’s eyes met Samantha’s.
 
   “You’re coming with me too,” Pryde said.  He untied the bonds on her legs, but kept her hands tied.  He jerked Samantha to her feet by one of her braids, the rag muffling her scream.  With the dogs forming a circle around them, they started towards Eternity.
 
   Miss Brigham met them at the fork in the road and flew to Samantha’s side.  “What is the meaning of this?  Unhand her, you brute!”  Miss Brigham said.  She started to untie Samantha’s hands until one of the dogs snapped at her.  Pryde threw Miss Brigham to the ground as though she weighed nothing.
 
   “Don’t interfere.  They’re mine now.”
 
   “Reverend Crane will hear about this, you can be sure of that,” Miss Brigham said, but her voice sounded shaken and weak.  She followed them silently into town, at one point risking a reassuring pat on Samantha’s shoulder.  “It will be all right.”
 
   Samantha glanced at the dogs surrounding them and then at Pryde before looking down at the ground.  She couldn’t believe Miss Brigham’s kind words.  They were doomed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19:  Prudence Iscariot
 
   Pryde left Miss Brigham and the children at the church door, shoving the children inside.  Pryde left for the reverend’s house, leaving one dog to stand guard.  The remaining dog sat on the steps, its muscular black frame poised to strike down anyone foolish enough to open the door.
 
   Her hands still bound and her mouth gagged, Samantha could do nothing but collapse in the front row to await her punishment.  She didn’t think she did anything wrong this time, but she supposed watching two naked people kiss was against The Way.  Helena would certainly tattle on her about the books from Miss Brigham’s cellar to save her own skin.  She imagined the reverend’s outrage when he found out about that.  Pryde would feed her to the dog outside.
 
   The door opened and Samantha jumped, but it was not Reverend Crane.  Miss Brigham untied Samantha’s hands and took the gag from her mouth.  “Samantha, what happened?  Did that monster hurt you?”
 
   Samantha worked saliva back into her mouth and then spat out the awful taste of the rag before she said, “I was on my way to the meadow like you said.  I heard a noise and then I saw them kissing.”  She pointed to Helena and John lying by the altar, close enough together to kiss again.
 
   “Kissing?  This is most serious indeed.  You didn’t kiss anyone did you, dear?” Miss Brigham asked her.
 
   “No, I saw them and then he grabbed me.”
 
   Miss Brigham took the gag from Helena and John’s mouths. “Is this true?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, Miss Brigham,” Helena said.  “We wanted to know what it was like.  That’s all.”
 
   “You children know better.  I’m very disappointed in both of you.  This will not do at all.  The three of you stay here while I talk to the reverend.  Perhaps I can persuade him to be lenient.  Then we will have a long discussion about this.”  Miss Brigham gave them a hard look before she hurried out the door.
 
   “What do we do?” Helena said.  “He’s not going to be lenient no matter what Miss Brigham says.  We’re doomed.”
 
   Samantha couldn’t disagree with Helena’s assessment.  “Maybe she’ll get him to exile us instead of executing us,” Samantha said.
 
   “This is your fault,” Helena said.  “You and those books of yours.  If you hadn’t started reading them to us none of this would have happened.”
 
   “My fault?  I didn’t tell you to go around kissing boys.”
 
   “What did you expect?  It sounded wonderful in the books.”  Helena started to sob.  “And now it’s going to get us killed!”
 
   “What books?” John asked.
 
   Samantha patted her apron pocket and took out Forever Young.  “I found these in Miss Brigham’s cellar,” she said.  “But we can’t say anything about it or else everyone is going to get in trouble.  Right, Helena?”
 
   “They shouldn’t get in trouble.  You should be the only one punished.  You’re the one who started reading them.  The rest of us just listened.”
 
   “That isn’t going to matter,” Samantha said.  “He’s going to punish us all, even the little ones.  Is that what you want?”
 
   This struck a chord with Helena.  Her sobs eased and after a moment she shook her head.  “No,” she said.
 
   “Good.  When the reverend asks what happened, you two say I told you about kissing.  Maybe he’ll go easier on you then.  But don’t mention the books, all right?”  They agreed to this too quickly for Samantha’s taste.  Now if only she could find somewhere to hide the book.
 
   She looked around the church, but couldn’t find anywhere to conceal the book from Reverend Crane’s watchful eyes.  Then she looked over at Helena and remembered her first service when Helena had scared her with the dead snake.  Samantha jumped behind the bench and got down on all fours.  She pried the board loose and dropped Forever Young onto the dead snake.  She returned to the bench and folded her hands in her lap as though nothing had happened.
 
   The front door to the church opened, but again it was not Reverend Crane.  This time a pale-faced Miss Brigham led all the children of Eternity into the church.  The boys took their seats on one side and the girls on the other.  Miss Brigham sat next to Samantha, putting a trembling hand on her knee.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I did what I could for you, dear.”
 
   From her apron, Miss Brigham took out a handkerchief to dab her eyes.  Samantha gave her hand a squeeze.  “It’s all right.  I’ll be fine,” Samantha said.
 
   The back door to the church opened and Reverend Crane entered, dressed in his black suit.  He strode to the podium and then glared down at the assembled children.  “My children, a terrible sin has brought us here today, one that cannot be allowed to go unpunished.  Three of our community have defiled The Way and made a mockery of its holy teachings.  Now they will receive the Lord’s judgment.  Samantha, Helena, and John, rise.”
 
   The trio did as instructed, all three looking down at the floor to await their fates.  “Helena and John, is it not true you engaged in the sinful activity of kissing?”  Helena and John nodded.  Behind them, the others murmured in disbelief.  “And is it not true you also were naked in each other’s presence?”  Again they nodded.  This time the other children gasped with horror.  “And were you not—”
 
   “Reverend, may I speak?” Samantha said.
 
   “Young lady, I will get to your part in this in a moment.  For now, be still and seek the Lord’s forgiveness.”
 
   “But, Reverend Crane, I have something to confess.  This is my fault.  I’m the one who compelled them to do those things.”
 
   “You?  Very well, explain yourself.”
 
   “I told them about kissing.  It was something I remembered.  I must have made it sound so good they felt the need to try it.  So you see, it’s my fault.”
 
   “Is this what happened?”  Helena and John nodded once again.  Reverend Crane scanned the other children’s faces, his gaze coming to rest on Prudence.  “My child, you appear troubled.  Do you have something to add to this account?”
 
   Prudence’s entire body trembled with fear.  She could only shake her head in reply.  “Prudence, you know lying in any form violates The Way.  To lie in God’s house will most certainly earn you a place in the fiery pit.  Tell me, do you have something to add?”
 
   “I told her not to do it, Reverend.  I told her it was wicked, but she wouldn’t listen to me,” Prudence said.  She fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands.
 
   “Prudence, don’t!” Samantha shouted.
 
   Reverend Crane dismounted from the podium and went down the aisle to kneel beside Prudence.  He put a hand on her back, patting it gently.  “There now, my child, confess your sins and receive the Lord’s forgiveness.  Tell me what happened.”
 
   Prudence told him everything.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20:  The Sacrifice
 
   The reverend waited a moment to make sure Prudence had finished.  Then he patted her on the head and straightened to his full height.  “Thank you, my child.  You have cleansed your soul with this act of contrition.  God bless you,” he said.  He then looked around the church, everyone cringing as they prepared for the worst.  “My children, this is truly a sad day for our community.  We have brought the devil into our midst.  He did not come in the form of a black angel or a serpent, but in the form of an innocent girl, whom we adopted into our bosom as one of our own.  Instead of repaying our kindness with gratitude, she sowed chaos and deception everywhere she went.”
 
   Reverend Crane approached Samantha, who stood her ground not out of courage, but terror.  Even as the reverend closed within a foot of her she could not get any muscles in her body to function.  To her surprise, Reverend Crane put an arm around her shoulder as he had in his kitchen.  “My children, this girl we named Samantha Young is none other than Lucifer himself.  She has told you fabulous lies from her unholy books.”
 
   Samantha at last found the courage to shake off the reverend’s arm and shout, “They weren’t lies!  You’re the one who lies to them about savages and monsters.  You don’t want them to know the truth because they might get the courage to leave this place.”
 
   “This girl—if this demon-spawn can be called a girl—has deceived you all.  She has told you these tantalizing lies to steer you from the true path.”  The reverend clamped one hand on Helena and the other on John.  “She has caused these children to sin against the Lord and The Way.  She has sullied the soul of every girl in this community with her lies.”
 
   “Samantha isn’t evil!  She’s nice,” Rebecca called out.
 
   Reverend Crane shook his head.  “Her influence has corrupted you more than I thought.  Very well, then.  I will bring your souls back to God as I have been charged to do.  As the Lord has instructed, we must remove the infected flesh from our bodies to cleanse our souls.  This cancer must not be allowed to spread any further.”  With this, Reverend Crane grabbed Samantha by the arm and dragged her down the aisle towards the front door.  Miss Brigham threw herself in front of the doorway, barring their way.
 
   “Reverend Crane, I too would like to make a confession,” she said.  Her eyes met Samantha’s and a sad smile came to her face.  “Samantha has done only as I instructed her.”
 
   “Miss Brigham, no!  Don’t listen to her.”
 
   “My dear, there’s no point in carrying on this charade any longer.  Those books came from my cellar.  They belong to me.”
 
   “You brought this plague into our community?”
 
   “These books aren’t evil,” Miss Brigham protested.  “They’re full of adventure and magic and love.  I wanted the children to share in this, so I gave the books to Samantha and asked her to read them to the other girls.”
 
   “No, she’s lying.  Reverend, please, she’s—”
 
   “Quiet, you wicked child,” the reverend snapped.  His face turned dark, his lip twisting in a snarl.  “Once more you have defied The Way and you have defied me.  I entrusted you with the care of my flock, but I see now you are a wolf in disguise.”
 
   Reverend Crane released Samantha.  She rushed forward to throw herself between the reverend and Miss Brigham.  “Don’t do this,” she pleaded with Miss Brigham.  “This isn’t your fault.  It’s mine.  I’m the one who found the books and read them to everyone.  I’m the one who deserves to be punished.”
 
   Miss Brigham reached down to wipe the tears from Samantha’s eyes.  “I’m sorry, dear, but this judgment has been a long time coming.  I’m proud of you, Samantha.  No matter what happens, never forget that.”  She looked around at the other children, a smile once more on her face.  “Goodbye, children.  I will see you again.”
 
   Reverend Crane tore Samantha away and then escorted Miss Brigham out the door.  Samantha tried to follow, but found someone holding her back.  “Don’t,” Prudence said.  “There’s no good in you getting killed.”
 
   “This is your fault!” Samantha wailed.  “I was going to take the blame.  Why did you tell him everything?”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice.  I don’t want to go to Hell.”
 
   “Miss Brigham is going to be punished, maybe even killed.  How can you stand here and accept that?”  Prudence said nothing, looking down at the floor in shame.  “Come on, we have to find some way out of here.”
 
   “But Mr. Pryde is out there,” Wendell said.
 
   “And his dogs,” Rebecca added with a shiver.
 
   “So what?  There are thirty of us and five of them.  We can do this if we all stick together.  Who’s with me?”  No one came forward or said anything.  “Fine.  I’ll do it by myself.”
 
   For at least the next hour Samantha paced furiously from one end of the church to the other, searching for a way out.  In vain she threw herself against the door and against the windows, but they refused to budge.  She tried to pry boards loose from the floor, but couldn’t.  Meanwhile, the other children resumed their seats, staring ahead to wait for the reverend’s return.
 
   The door at last opened and a collective gasp went up at the sight of Pryde standing on the top step with one of his dogs at the heel.  “Reverend wants you all in the square,” he said.  The children shuffled towards the door, Samantha leading the way.  She imagined finding Miss Brigham crucified like Christ or perhaps something even worse.
 
   Miss Brigham was nowhere to be found in the square.  Instead, Samantha saw a pile of firewood in the center of the square.  The books and magazines from Miss Brigham’s cellar topped the pile.  Samantha’s heart sunk; she knew what would happen next.
 
   Reverend Crane stood next to the pile bearing a torch.  “My children, the symbols of Miss Brigham’s treachery must be eradicated.  This fire will cleanse their evil from our community forever.  Once more Eternity will become a shining example of God’s way.”  With this, the reverend lit the pile.  As the fire grew higher, Reverend Crane instructed the children of Eternity to bow their heads.  Samantha positioned herself between Rebecca and Wendell, squeezing their hands to reassure them nothing bad would happen to them.
 
   “Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name,” Reverend Crane began.  Samantha mouthed the words to the Lord’s Prayer as she watched the books start to burn through teary eyes.  When the flames reached the top of the pile, Rebecca pressed her face into Samantha’s skirt, no longer able to witness the destruction.  Samantha patted her on the back and vowed to save Miss Brigham from a similar fate.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21:  The Siege
 
   When the fire burned down to ashes, Mr. Pryde brought forth three wooden posts, planting them deep in the ground within a foot of each other.  “My children, the corrupt items Miss Brigham brought into our community have been purged.  But we must still deal with those who sought to flaunt their defiance of The Way.  Samantha, Helena, and John must atone for their crimes,” Reverend Crane said.  
 
   Pryde yanked one of Samantha’s braids, tearing her away from Rebecca.  He unbuttoned the back of her dress to expose her back before lashing her arms and legs fast to the center post.  He repeated this procedure with Helena and John, binding them to the other posts.  From his robes, Reverend Crane produced a coil of leather.  “Those who defy God must feel the sting of the lash to be given a taste of what awaits them in the afterlife if they continue their evil ways.”
 
   Reverend Crane came to stand behind Samantha.  Her back stiffened in anticipation of the whip.  With a crack like lightning, the end of the whip raked across her back.  Despite preparing herself for the pain she couldn’t keep a scream from escaping her lips.  Behind her, the toddlers whimpered.  
 
   She had no time to prepare herself for the next blow, this one digging even deeper into her back.  She bit down on her lip to keep from screaming again as the reverend continued to slash her flesh with the whip.  When tears came to her eyes, she thought of poor Miss Brigham who faced an even worse punishment.  I won’t give him the satisfaction of crying, she thought.
 
   Twenty-five times the whip tore into her back.  Blood trickled down her lip and into her mouth from where she’d bitten into it.  Her back crackled with pain to the point where the world around her spun and dimmed, but she never screamed again after the first time nor did she cry.  “You have borne witness to God’s punishment of evildoers.  Know you now what awaits you if you continue on the dark path,” the reverend said.  
 
   “Please don’t do this!” Helena wailed.  “I’ll do whatever you want.  Just don’t hurt me.”
 
   “I am sorry, my child.  It is for your own good I must do this,” Reverend Crane said.
 
   “Let me take them for her,” Samantha croaked.  “I’m the one who led her astray.  Her sins are mine.”
 
   “A noble idea, but I’m afraid the judgment cannot be changed.  She must accept the sentence the Lord demands.” With that, Reverend Crane yanked the whip back and then brought it down hard across Helena’s back.  Her scream echoed throughout Eternity, causing Pryde’s dogs to howl in response.  At last tears came to Samantha’s eyes.
 
   “Stop it, please!  Leave me alone!” Helena shouted.  When Reverend Crane stopped after five lashes Samantha thought he might be finished.  Instead, he waited for Pryde to gag Helena and then continued carrying out the sentence.  Samantha managed to turn her head enough to look into Helena’s eyes and see the terror in them as the whip stung her again and again.  Tears flowed openly down Helena’s face, bringing a wave of grief crashing down upon Samantha for having caused this.
 
   Helena received fifteen lashes in all.  She passed out after the thirteenth one, her unconscious body recoiling the final two times as if she had been stabbed with a hot poker.  Reverend Crane put a hand to her forehead, brushing hair from her face.  “Sleep, my child.  May Almighty God share his wisdom with you in your dreams,” he said.
 
   When it came time for John’s turn, the reverend handed the whip to Pryde.  Samantha couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw a smile cross the man’s lips.  The reverend gagged John before the first lash.  When it came, the whip ripped into John’s back with a fury that caused fresh pain to lance through Samantha’s wounds.
 
   Pryde used the whip with such brutal efficiency Samantha thought he might stay at it all day.  John did not last half as long as Helena, passing out on the fifth lash.  This didn’t bother Pryde.  The reverend finally grabbed Pryde’s hand after twenty lashes, taking back the whip.  “It is finished,” the reverend announced.  “Now my children, return to the dormitories and prepare yourselves for bed.  There will be no dinner.”
 
   “What about them?” Prudence asked, her voice trembling.
 
   “You may take them with you.  They have received enough punishment for one day.”  Reverend Crane started across the town square, then paused and stooped before Samantha.  “Miss Brigham has purchased your freedom this day, but any further disruptions and you will share her fate.”  He turned his back before Samantha could reply.
 
   When her bonds came loose, Samantha pitched backwards only to fall into the arms of Prudence.  “Leave me,” Samantha said.  “Let me stay here.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde’s dogs would tear you apart.”
 
   “That’s what I deserve.”
 
   “You don’t mean that.  We must get you in bed to rest.  In the morning you’ll feel better.”  Samantha didn’t have the strength to put up a fight.  She let Prudence walk her through the town square and into the dormitory.  Phyllis dragged Helena while two boys carried John between them.  Pryde watched the scene from the church steps, a satisfied grin on his face.
 
   In the girl’s dormitory, Samantha found her bed torn apart as if by Pryde’s animals.  A group of older girls stood nearby, straw from the pallet clinging to their dresses.  “What is the meaning of this?” Prudence asked.
 
   “She can’t stay here.  This is her fault,” Phyllis said.  “Her and her stupid books got us in trouble.”
 
   “They were Miss Brigham’s books.  And you didn’t seem to mind when Samantha was reading them to you,” Prudence said with a venom Samantha had never heard in her voice before.
 
   “We didn’t know any better.  She tricked us like the reverend said.  She’s evil,” Phyllis said.
 
   Prudence took Samantha down the aisle and into the room where she had first woke up in Eternity.  This time she had to lie on her belly, her head facing the wall.  The pain in Samantha’s back continued to burn like a plate of hot coals.  Prudence brought a damp cloth to dab at her wounds.
 
   “You don’t have to do this because you feel guilty,” Samantha said.  “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I’m doing this because I’m your friend.  Friends look after each other,” Prudence said.  She left the room for a few minutes, returning with her pallet.  She sat by Samantha’s side, moistening the cloth as needed.
 
   Then came the sound of a hammer pounding near the window.  “He’s locking us in,” Samantha said.  Prudence went to the window and reported that Mr. Pryde had boarded up the windows.  She went to the door in the main room and found it blocked as well.  “We’re trapped,” Samantha said.  She tried to get up, but the pain in her back made it too difficult.
 
   “Lie still.  The reverend will let us out in the morning.”
 
   Samantha wanted to argue, but didn’t have the energy for it.  She fell into a deep sleep, waking later to the sound of the whip in her ears.  She gasped until the stiffness in her back reminded her of where she was.  Rebecca had taken over for Prudence, who slept next to Samantha.  “Are you all right?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I’ve been better,” Samantha said.  She tried a smile, but it turned to a wince a moment later.  “Thank you for asking.”
 
   “Could you tell me a story?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I don’t have a book.”
 
   “Please?” another voice pleaded.  Samantha turned her head a little and saw that the other toddlers had brought in their beds.  “We can’t sleep without a story.”
 
   This time a smile took root on Samantha’s face, erasing the pain from her back.  “All right,” she said.  “There once was a beautiful princess named Rebecca—”
 
   “No fair!” one of the girls shouted.
 
   “A beautiful princess named Rebecca who lived in a tower at the top of a mountain so tall it was higher than the clouds,” Samantha began.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22:  Chaos
 
   Samantha awoke shivering and heard the toddlers whispering amongst themselves.  “Where are the bells?” Rebecca said.
 
   “What do we do?” Annie asked.
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “There’s no reason to worry,” Prudence said.  “Reverend Crane wants to give us more time to learn our lesson for defying him.  Everyone kneel down and we’ll pray like Miss Brigham taught us.”  Samantha closed her eyes, pretending to sleep as Prudence led the others in prayer.  After they finished, Samantha tried to get off the bed.  She felt as though someone were stabbing her with a thousand pins all at once and collapsed back onto the pallet.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked through chattering teeth.
 
   “The doors and windows are still boarded shut.  We don’t have any food and it’s time for morning services,” she said.
 
   “He’s going to let us out, isn’t he?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “Of course he is,” Samantha said.  “He has to at some point or nothing around here will get done.”  The little girl accepted this explanation and went to sit with the others.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” Prudence asked.
 
   “A little.  Can you put that blanket over me?”  Prudence draped the blanket over Samantha’s back.  She felt a sting for an instant, but then a surge of warmth.  Prudence put a hand to Samantha’s forehead, grimacing when she pulled it back.
 
   “You’re burning up.  We have to get word to the reverend so he can cure you,” she whispered.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a priority of his right now.”
 
   “He wouldn’t let you die.  That would violate The Way.”
 
   “What about Helena?”
 
   “She’s still asleep, but I think she’ll be fine.  Her cuts aren’t as deep as yours.”
 
   “Lucky for her.”  Samantha took a deep breath that brought on a fresh surge of pain.  “Have you tried banging on the door and screaming for help?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to upset the others,” Prudence said.  She looked down at Samantha and then added, “But I can try.”  She went to the window and beat against the boards.  “Hello?  Can anyone hear me?  Help us, please!  People are sick in here.  We need medicine.  Hello?”
 
   The only answer came in the form of a dog growling.  “We’re all going to die!” Annie said.
 
   “I don’t want to die!” Rebecca howled.
 
   “No one is going to die,” Samantha said.  “We have to be patient.  Reverend Crane will be here eventually.”
 
   “Of course he will,” Prudence said with false confidence.  “There’s nothing to worry about.  Why don’t you girls tidy everything up so when he does come it doesn’t look like a pigsty?”  The girls didn’t look convinced, but did as they were told, leaving Samantha and Prudence alone.
 
   “What else can we do?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Nothing.  Try to keep everyone calm until he comes.”  Prudence said something else, but Samantha didn’t hear her.  She fell asleep then, lapsing into a vivid dream.
 
   She finds herself sitting against a wall, her hands and feet no longer bound.  The room is so dark she can’t see anything.  A blinding light interrupts the darkness and a figure appears in the doorway.  She tries to see who this person is, but a shadow masks his face.  When she tries to ask, she finds her mouth too dry to make anything but a wheezing sound. 
 
   “Drink this,” a voice rumbles.  He places a clay jar in front of her.  She picks up the jar and puts it to her lips.  The liquid inside tastes sweet, sweeter than anything she’s ever known.  She drinks it all in one swallow.  “Very good.”
 
   The man takes the jar from her hands and leaves the room, plunging her into darkness once again.  After he’s gone, she feels a tingle all over her body as if every limb has gone to sleep.  She screams into the darkness—
 
   Samantha woke up to the sound of a door opening.  The door to the dining room yawned open on its own, a rotten egg smell wafting through the dormitory.  “What’s that?” she asked.
 
   “It smells awful,” Rebecca said.
 
   “You girls stay here with Samantha.  I’ll find out what’s going on,” Prudence said.  She gave Samantha a worried look before leaving the room.  The older girls were already pushing through the door, anxious to find the source of the smell.
 
   “What do you think it is?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Samantha said.  The girls speculated among themselves with theories ranging from fish guts to manure.  Prudence returned a few minutes later with a clay bowl filled with a thin gruel.  She offered it to Samantha, who stuck a cautious finger into the bowl.  The gruel tasted sweet, sweeter than anything she ever tasted.
 
   In a panic she swatted the bowl away, shattering it against the wall.  “What are you doing?” Prudence asked as the other girls began to cry.
 
   “It’s poison!  He’s poisoning us!”
 
   “What?  The reverend wouldn’t do that to us.  He loves us.”
 
   “Prudence, you have to believe me.  You can’t let anyone eat this or something terrible will happen.”
 
   “How do you know?” she asked.
 
   “Please, trust me.  Something bad is going to happen.”
 
   “I don’t know—” Samantha crawled towards the edge of the bed.  She swung her legs around over the edge and bent them until they touched the floor.  Then, biting down on her swollen lip, she straightened in a blaze of pain.
 
   She brushed past Prudence, limping into the dining room, where she found the other girls clustered around a metal pot filled with the gruel.  They jostled with each other to stick their bowl into the pot.  On the other side of the dining room, the boys gathered around a pot of their own, elbowing and shoving each other for position.  
 
   “Stop!  You can’t eat this.  It’s poisoned!” she shouted.
 
   No one heard her.  She charged into the group of girls, knocking bowls to the floor.  Hands clawed at her, trying to force her back.  “You can’t eat this.  He’s trying to kill us all!” she screamed.  Someone wrapped an arm around her throat and dragged her away from the pot.  She elbowed her attacker in the ribs but the girl didn’t let go.
 
   “Why should we believe you?” Phyllis growled in Samantha’s ear.  “You’re the one who got us locked in here to start with.”  The fighting over the gruel escalated into pushing and hair-pulling.  Samantha continued struggling against Phyllis, but in her weakened state couldn’t free herself.
 
   Then the grip around her neck loosened, replaced by a tender arm across her shoulders.  “Come on, let’s get you back to bed,” Prudence said.  “When everyone’s done I’ll bring you some food and you’ll see there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “No, Prudence, you can’t.  You can’t eat this.  You have to believe me.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I’ve tasted it before, in a dream.  Or maybe it wasn’t a dream.  It was so real, like I was really there.”
 
   Prudence put a hand to her forehead again.  “Samantha, you’re ill.  You need some rest.”
 
   “No!  You can’t let this happen, Prudence.  You can’t let him do this!”  Prudence started to lead Samantha back towards the bedroom.  Samantha looked across the room to where the boys had begun taking swings at each other to get their share of the food.  In the midst of the fighting, little Wendell crawled along the floor with a bowl.
 
   “Wendell, don’t!”  Samantha broke away from Prudence and raced across the dining room, her pain forgotten.  She reached Wendell as he raised the bowl to his lips.  She dove forward, the tips of her fingers knocking the bowl from his hands.
 
   “That was mine,” Wendell said.  “Get your own.”
 
   She grabbed the little boy by the hand.  “I’m sorry, but you can’t have any of that.  It will kill you.”
 
   “What do you know?  You’re just a stupid girl.”
 
   “Wendell, please, you have to believe me.  I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”  She pinched his cheek, prompting a shy smile from him.  “Let’s go.”
 
   In a corner she found the other little boys cowering as they waited for the older ones to clear away from the pot.  They refused to move.  Samantha touched the shoulder of a black-haired boy.  “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
   “David,” he said.
 
   “David, we have to go.  You aren’t safe here.”
 
   “But I’m hungry.”
 
   “I know.  We’re all hungry, but this food will hurt you.”
 
   “You’re making that up so you can get it before us.”
 
   “Please, David, you have to believe me.  I want to help you.”  He shook his head and then turned away from her.  The fighting around the pots intensified; she saw a bloody gash across John’s cheek.  There was no more time to argue.  She picked David up, ignoring his kicks and screams.  The other little boys followed her back to the bedroom, crowding in with the girls.  She supposed it was too late for everyone else, including Prudence.
 
   After Samantha settled back onto the bed, her wounds bleeding again, Prudence knelt down beside her.  She held out a bowl of water.  “I believe you,” she said.  This made the musty water taste sweeter than the liquid in her dream.
 
   Later, after she told the other children a bedtime story, she heard screams coming from the dining hall.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23:  The Morning After
 
   The screaming continued through the night, growing more plaintive as time wore on.  Prudence went to the door once, but Samantha told her, “There’s nothing we can do for them now.”
 
   The other children, unable to sleep with the wailing going on around them, sat in the corner farthest from the dining room.  “What’s going on?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I wish I knew,” Samantha answered.  During the night she added a scream of her own, her back tingling like someone had sprayed it with acid.  Prudence knelt down beside her and then her eyes widened in disbelief.  “What is it?”
 
   “The cuts on your back.  They’re disappearing,” Prudence said.  “It’s like magic.  How is this possible?”
 
   Samantha thought about it and then saw the stain left by the bowl of gruel she’d thrown against the wall.  Of course, she’d tasted from the bowl.  She remembered the scrapes on her arm and the clear liquid the reverend had used to make the cuts disappear.  Last, she thought back to her dream and the clay jar she’d drank from.  “It is magic,” she said.
 
   By morning Samantha could get out of bed without pain, the marks from the whipping erased by the gruel’s secret ingredient.  She went to the door and motioned for Prudence to follow.  “Are you sure it’s safe to go out there?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Something odd is going on here.  We have to find out.”  Samantha glared at the children in the corner.  “You all stay here and wait for us to come back.  Don’t move a muscle.”
 
   “I don’t want you to go,” Rebecca said.  “I’m scared.”
 
   “There’s nothing to be scared about.  Nothing out there is going to hurt us.  We’ll be back soon.”  Samantha opened the door and then stuck her head out to look around.  She saw nothing in the dormitory.
 
   As she crept towards the dining room, she heard a whimper coming from a nearby bed.  Samantha started towards the bed, pausing as the whimpering changed to sobbing.  Someone lay curled up on the bed, the blanket covering her.  Samantha reached down, pulled back the blanket, and then jumped back.
 
   “Mommy?” Helena asked.  But this was not the Helena from the night before.  This was a toddler no more than three years old with white-blonde hair and apple cheeks lined with tears.  Helena still wore her nightgown, but now it dwarfed her.
 
   “No, I’m not your mommy,” Samantha said.  “Helena, don’t you remember me?  It’s Samantha.”
 
   The girl’s crying intensified.  “I want Mommy!”
 
   “I know you do.  We’ll find her,” Samantha said.  She reached out to pick Helena up, the smell of urine on the girl’s nightgown giving her pause.  Helena had wet the bed.  “You smell like pee,” Samantha said.  She regretted her spiteful comment when Helena’s cries became ear-splitting screeches.  “I’m sorry!  You smell very nice.  Come on, let’s find Mommy.”
 
   Helena buried her face against Samantha’s neck, her sobs fading to sniffles.  Prudence kept her distance, as though worried Helena might be contagious.  “What happened to her?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’m not sure, but it was something in that food.”
 
   “You mean they could all be like this?”  Samantha nodded.  She and Prudence approached the dining room door with caution.  Then Samantha reached out to turn the doorknob and nearly dropped little Helena in shock.
 
   The situation was worse than Samantha had feared.  Some of the children, having gorged themselves on the gruel, had now become infants unable to escape from their own clothes.  Samantha’s stomach twisted at the sight of three bloodstained piles of clothes with no one in them.  “I don’t believe it,” Prudence said.  “He killed them.  Reverend Crane killed them.”
 
   “They weren’t supposed to eat so much.  There were supposed to be more people eating from these pots,” Samantha said.
 
   “This is horrible.  Why would the reverend do this to us?”
 
   “I don’t know, but we have to find out.”  At that moment, they heard the doors to the dining room being unlocked.  “Run!”
 
   Samantha and Prudence scampered back into the dormitory, crouching behind a bed.  The door opened at last.  “Oh my, what a mess,” Miss Brigham said.  “And look at all these darling children lying around as they please.”
 
   Samantha left Helena on the bed and leaned against the doorway to the dining room.  The person she saw was Miss Brigham and yet she was not.  This woman—a girl really—had a body thinner than Samantha’s, red hair in braids to her waist, and a face studded with even redder pimples.  She knelt down to pick up one of the infants.
 
   Phyllis, who had so effectively held Samantha back the night before, could no longer take more than two steps on her own without falling down.  She made her way two steps at a time to Miss Brigham and asked, “Are you my mommy?”
 
   “No, dear, my name is Molly Brigham.  I’m here to take care of you since your mommies and daddies left.”
 
   “Left?”
 
   “Yes, dear, that means they are gone and they are not coming back.  Oh, I’m so terribly sorry about that.  I know how awful you must feel.”  Phyllis had already started to cry, wailing even louder than Helena.  This set the other children to crying as well until Samantha had to put her hands to her ears to block out the noise.  Miss Brigham patted little Phyllis on the head.  “I know.  It’s very sad, but you mustn’t worry.  We’re going to get on very well, you and I.  We’re all going to be one big family, just as the reverend said.”
 
   Miss Brigham stood and began to go around the room.  “Let me see, fifteen, sixteen, twenty.  There’s so many more here than I thought.  I don’t know how I’m going to manage.  But how wonderful the reverend thinks I can handle this on my own.  I’m going to make him so proud of me.  Then he’s sure to fall in love with me and we can get married.  It will be so grand.”
 
   Samantha listened to all this with another knot tightening in her stomach.  The reverend had somehow turned wise, noble Miss Brigham into a bubbly, scatter-brained teenager.  He had killed her not in body, but in spirit.  It was Samantha’s fault for snooping around in the cellar.
 
   She came around the corner, surprising Miss Brigham.  “Oh my, you put such a fright into me.  Who are you?”
 
   “I’m Samantha.  Samantha Young.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “My dear, how could I remember you?  I only just got here.  Unless we met somewhere before this, but I think I would remember someone with skin like yours and such lovely dark hair.  It’s so much nicer than this awful red hair, don’t you think?”
 
   “Miss Brigham, please, you have to remember.  You were my teacher.  You gave me my name from one of your books.  Don’t you remember anything?”
 
   “I’m terribly sorry, but you must be confusing me with someone else.  What a pleasing thought that someone out there might look enough like me to be confused with me.  I should like to meet her sometime.  Perhaps you can introduce me.”
 
   Samantha grabbed Miss Brigham by her narrow shoulders and shook her.  “This isn’t you.  You’re a grown woman.  You saved my life!  Can’t you remember that?”
 
   “Listen, Samantha Young, I have had quite enough of this.  I don’t know why you’re even here.  Reverend Crane told me all the children here would be no older than three.  You’re much too big to be three unless you’re some kind of giant.  You aren’t a giant, are you?”
 
   “No, of course not.  I’m not sure how old I am.”
 
   “You should feel lucky you aren’t thirteen like me.  Thirteen is such a frightful age.  I have these awful spots all over my face.  I should rather be twelve again, but I suppose there’s nothing I can do about that.  At any rate I shall have to talk with the reverend about you for I specifically remember him saying—”
 
   Samantha took the baby from Miss Brigham with one hand and used the other to punch the teenager on one pimpled cheek.  Miss Brigham tottered for a moment and then collapsed to the floor.  “What did you do that for?” Prudence asked from the doorway.
 
   “We can’t let her tell the reverend he didn’t get everyone.  Come on, help me find something to tie her up with.”
 
   “Tie up Miss Brigham?  We can’t do that!”
 
   “We don’t have any choice.”  Samantha searched the room until she found John, Helena’s former boyfriend, nestled snugly in his shirt, sucking his thumb.  She took the britches he no longer needed and used them to tie Miss Brigham’s hands.  Another pair of pants went around her ankles and then a sock into her mouth.
 
   “What do we do now?” Prudence asked.
 
   “We wait,” Samantha said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24:  Escape Plan
 
   After Samantha and Prudence rounded up all the children remaining in Eternity, they discovered they were now the oldest.  They also found themselves as caretakers for ten infants and nine toddlers with no memories.  Plus they still had another dozen toddlers in Rebecca, Wendell, and the others waiting in the bedroom.
 
   The first challenge became finding a place to put everyone.  The babies they decided to lay two-across on pallets in a corner they dubbed “the nursery.”  As soon as one of the babies cried, the others woke up and followed suit, filling the dormitory with noise.  With no food or diapers and little water, Samantha and Prudence could do nothing for the babies when they cried except rock them and whisper encouragement. 
 
   As for Helena, Phyllis, and the other new toddlers, Samantha and Prudence gathered them in an opposite corner, where the children sniffled and whimpered for their missing parents.  “I know you miss your parents very much and I know they miss you the same,” Samantha began, “but they’ve gone away for a long time.  In the meantime, they’ve asked Prudence and I to take care of you.  We’re going to make sure nothing bad happens to you until they come back.”
 
   “I want Mommy!” Helena wailed, her chubby face turning red.
 
   “I know you do,” Prudence said.  She hugged the child close, stroking her hair.  “She’s going to be back very soon, I promise.  Until then you have to be a brave girl.  That’s what Mommy would want.  Can you do that for her?”
 
   Helena nodded and said something muffled by Prudence’s shoulder.  “Everything is going to turn out fine.  Don’t worry your pretty head about it,” Prudence said.
 
   Samantha and Prudence did what they could to find clothes for the toddlers, but they didn’t have enough to go around.  This meant most of them still had to shuffle around in their old clothes, though Samantha did manage to find Helena something dry to wear.  She recoiled with surprise when the little girl hugged her as Samantha put her down for a nap.  “Oh, thank you.”
 
   “You aren’t going to leave us, are you?” she asked.
 
   “No, of course not.  No one is going to leave you again.  Now close your eyes and go to sleep.  When you wake up I’ll be right here.”  Helena did as she was told and before long was happily sucking on her thumb.  Samantha watched her sleep for a minute, regretting anything bad she’d ever thought about Helena.
 
   Samantha found Prudence in the dining room then, trying to clean up some of the mess.  She wore rags over her hands to keep from touching any of the spilt gruel.  Prudence looked up from her work, her lower lip trembling as she tried to keep from crying.  “This is so horrible,” she said.  “Those poor children.  Do you think he’s done this before?  To all of us?”
 
   “I think so.”  Samantha thought back to the dreams she’d had since waking up in Eternity.  “I know he did it to me.”
 
   “But why?  Why is he doing this?”
 
   “I wish I knew.”  Samantha looked over to where they’d left Miss Brigham.  “Maybe we can find out.”  She sat Miss Brigham upright and shook the girl until her eyes opened.  “I want you to promise me you won’t scream when I take this gag off.  If you do, something very bad will happen.  Do you understand?”
 
   Miss Brigham nodded, her eyes wide with fear.  Samantha removed the gag from her mouth and Prudence gave her a share of their remaining water.  “Oh, thank you.  That gag tasted so dreadful.  I don’t think I shall ever get that taste out of my mouth.  Perhaps now you can untie my hands and feet before the reverend finds out what you’ve done and you all get in terrible trouble for harming a poor girl only trying to do her job—”
 
   Samantha slapped Miss Brigham across the face.  She hated to do it, but they didn’t have time to listen to the girl’s ravings.  “We’re going to ask you some questions and you’re going to answer them.  If you don’t—” Samantha raised her hand to illustrate her point.  Miss Brigham flinched and nodded her understanding.  “Good.  Now, how long have you been here?”
 
   “I woke up here this morning.  The reverend was sitting by my bed.  What a wonderful way to face your first day in a new place.  He’s so terribly handsome.  I always thought ministers were old, grouchy people, but he’s so handsome and nice.  I can’t wait until I marry him—” Samantha cut her off by raising a hand to strike again.
 
   “If you got here this morning, then where were you before?”
 
   “I’m not sure where I was before today, but I’m certain it was somewhere very far away and very unpleasant.”
 
   “What about your parents?  Your family?  Isn’t someone out there looking for you?”
 
   “I wish there were, but I’m afraid not.  I’m an orphan, you see.  My parents died when I was a very small girl.  I can remember them a little bit.  My mother had such lovely dark hair.  Not as dark as yours, more of a brown, but I remember it was so shiny and soft.  I used to wish I could sleep in her hair at night.  What a wonderful bed that would make, so soft and warm and how comforting to have my mother right there next to me if I had a bad dream.  My father was very plump and he had a long beard down to his waist, a red one like my hair.  His whiskers tickled when he picked me up to kiss me.  That’s really all I can remember about them.  I don’t remember any brothers or sisters.  How sad.  I should really like to have a lot of brothers and sisters.  When you have siblings you never have to worry about having someone to talk to because there’s always someone around.  Don’t you think so?”
 
   “So if you came here from far away, who sent for you?”
 
   “Why, what a silly question.  The reverend sent for me.  He needed someone to help him take care of the children.  You can’t expect that Mr. Pryde to do it, can you?  Not that I have anything personal against Mr. Pryde because I hardly know him, but he doesn’t seem like the type at all you want raising children.  He’s so snarly and quick-tempered.  And he has those dogs with him all the time.  Not that I have anything against dogs either, but they are not very clean.  They’re always tracking mud around.  You can’t have children playing with filthy dogs all the time or they’d need a dozen baths a day.  That would be so much work and their skin—” Samantha slapped her across the face again, this time not quite as hard.  Still, tears came to Miss Brigham’s face.  “You are such a wicked thing, Samantha Young.  I don’t like you one bit.  It’s so awfully rude to slap a body who’s only trying to answer your questions.  If you’re going to slap me for answering your silly questions I don’t think I shall answer any more.”
 
   Samantha considered slapping the teenager again, but thought better of it.  She went over to Prudence and whispered instructions into her ear.  Then Prudence knelt down beside Miss Brigham, wiping her tears away while Samantha glowered at them from nearby, arms folded over her chest.  “I’m sorry, Miss Brigham,” Prudence said.  “My friend and I are only trying to find out what’s going on here.  You see, those children you saw this morning were about the same age as Samantha and I last night.  Do you know anything about what the reverend gave them?”
 
   “No and I think you must be mistaken.  I clearly heard the reverend say I wouldn’t find any children over three here.  He didn’t say anything about mean-spirited girls punching me and tying me up and slapping me.”
 
   “Think about it very carefully, Miss Brigham.  Did he tell you anything about why he needed you to care for the children?”
 
   “He said their parents had all gone away and he needed some help raising them according to God’s way.  I could never forget anything Reverend Crane said.  He’s so wonderful and kind.”
 
   “Did he say where the parents went?”
 
   Miss Brigham hesitated until Samantha charged forward to grab her by the front of her dress.  “He said they went to Hell with all the other heathens and sinners.  They’re gone, but he’s going to save the souls of their children.  He’s such a wonderful man to want to save other people’s children—”
 
   Samantha slapped Miss Brigham across the face, this time with actual menace.  She threw Miss Brigham to the ground and continued slapping her and shouting, “How dare you!  He killed them.  He killed their parents and he tried to kill us.  You stupid twit—”
 
   Prudence pulled Samantha off and quickly stuffed the gag back into Miss Brigham’s mouth.  Samantha fought against Prudence for a moment, until the terror on Miss Brigham’s face eased her rage.  “I’m sorry to lose my temper like that.”
 
   “I’m sure he didn’t kill your parents Samantha.  They’re still out there looking for you.”
 
   “No they aren’t,” Samantha said.  She sat down at a table, burying her face in her hands.  “They’re dead.”
 
   Prudence joined her at the table, her lip twitching again as she fought against crying.  “How could he do this?  How could a man of God be so cold-blooded?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I think it’s time we put a stop to it.”
 
   “Us?  We can’t.  We’re too little.”
 
   “Then you stay here and watch the children.  I’ll find out what he’s been doing and stop him somehow.”  Samantha stood up and started towards the front door.
 
   Prudence stopped her before she could open the door.  “You can’t do this alone.  I’ll go with you.”
 
   “It’s nice of you to offer, but someone needs to stay here with the children.  And I can do this better on my own.”
 
   “Rebecca can watch the children.  Please, Samantha, I can’t let you do this alone.  You’ll be killed.”
 
   “All right, you can come with me.”  They went back to the bedroom to tell Rebecca to watch the babies and under no circumstances to let Miss Brigham out of the dining room.
 
   “Do you have to go?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I’m afraid so.  The reverend has done some very bad things and someone needs to make him stop,” Samantha said.  She put an arm around Rebecca’s shoulders.  “You’re a big girl now and I know you can handle this.  I’m counting on you.”
 
   “I won’t let you down,” Rebecca said.  Samantha hugged her one last time and then said goodbye to Wendell and the others.  On her way out, she paused at Helena’s bed, where the little girl still slept peacefully with her thumb in her mouth.  Samantha hated to break her promise, but made a new one:  no child in Eternity would ever wake up again wondering who she was or from where she came.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25:  The Chase
 
   When night descended, Samantha opened the dining room door a crack.  Right away she heard one of Pryde’s dogs growling nearby.  “How are we going to get past them?” Prudence asked.
 
   Samantha considered their options.  They didn’t have any food to offer the dogs as a bribe.  They could try splitting up, but Pryde had more than enough animals to track the two of them down.  And with the other doors and windows barricaded they didn’t have any other way of getting outside.
 
   Samantha’s eyes fell on Miss Brigham and a plan formed in her mind.  She untied Miss Brigham’s hands and feet, but left the gag in her mouth.  “You’re going to get us out of here.  Tell Mr. Pryde you’re taking us to see the reverend.  If you try to betray us, I’ll make sure you never see daylight again.  Do you understand?”  
 
   Miss Brigham nodded, so Samantha removed the gag from her mouth.  “You don’t have to be such a brute,” Miss Brigham said.  “It’s so unbecoming for a girl your age to act this way.  It’s unbecoming for any girl to act this way.  It’s not your fault, I suppose.  You weren’t raised properly.  You don’t have any idea how a lady should conduct yourself.  Well, I can tell you it isn’t by threatening people and slapping them whenever the mood strikes you.  You should learn from your friend, here.  She conducts herself with grace instead of like a savage.”
 
   Prudence interposed herself between Samantha and Miss Brigham before the former could slap the latter.  “Stop arguing, both of you.  There are more important things at stake here,” Prudence said.  She helped Miss Brigham to her feet, who in an unladylike way stuck her tongue out at Samantha.  
 
   Samantha followed behind Miss Brigham and Prudence, wishing she had a weapon of some kind in case things went wrong.  The dogs began growling from the shadows as soon as they stepped foot outside the dining room.  “Oh my, those beasts sound so terrifying.  Can’t we wait to do this in the morning?”
 
   “Call for Mr. Pryde,” Samantha hissed.
 
   “Yes, of course.  Mr. Pryde?  Are you there?  It’s Molly Brigham.  Would you mind calling off these dogs of yours?”
 
   Pryde appeared out of the darkness like a ghost.  He touched Miss Brigham’s acne-scarred cheek with one hand.  “You’re looking mighty pretty now,” he said, following it with a chuckle that sounded like dry leaves rustling.
 
   Miss Brigham swatted his hand away.  “Now really, I’ve had quite enough of people manhandling me today.  I am not a piece of meat to be poked and prodded at will.”
 
   “What are you three doing out here?”
 
   “If you must know, I am taking these two heathens to visit the reverend.  Please let us pass unmolested by these infernal creatures of yours,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   “I’ll take them.  You go back inside and play house.”
 
   Samantha’s muscles stiffened as she readied to fight her way out should it come to that.  Before she could try to say something, Miss Brigham responded for them.  “I am perfectly capable of taking them on my own.  I don’t know what I did to deserve such abuse heaped upon me like this.  I’ve made a dreadful mistake coming here.  I expected to come here and take care of sweet, innocent babies and all I’ve found are foul-tempered little girls and a bully with a pack of mangy dogs.”  Miss Brigham crossed her arms and rooted herself where she stood.  “Mr. Pryde, I will take these girls and what’s more I will make sure Reverend Crane knows what an odious person you truly are.  You can kill me if you like, but I’m sure the reverend would be terribly disappointed to need a new caretaker after only one day.”
 
   Pryde responded by cupping Miss Brigham’s jaw in one hand and beginning to squeeze.  “Speak to me like that again, girl, and there won’t be enough of you left to feed my dogs.  Get out of my sight.”
 
   Miss Brigham said nothing, hurrying away down the path towards the reverend’s house.  She rubbed her jaw and took a few test bites of air.  Samantha hoped Pryde had done enough damage that they wouldn’t have to hear any more of Miss Brigham’s prattling.  “That vile man!” Miss Brigham shouted, dashing Samantha’s hopes.  “The audacity of him calling me ‘girl’ and making light of my acne.  Really, I don’t know why Reverend Crane can’t find better help.  An ape has more courtesy.”
 
   As Miss Brigham continued to rant about Pryde, Samantha grabbed a sturdy branch hanging down and tore it free.  She took a couple practice swings with the club, judging it heavy enough to serve as a primitive weapon.  For a final test, she used it on the back of Miss Brigham’s head, just hard enough to stun the teenager in the middle of a sentence.  Miss Brigham wobbled for a moment and then collapsed to the ground.
 
   “Why did you do that?” Prudence asked.
 
   “We can’t have her following us around,” Samantha said.  With the pair of pants and gag they’d used earlier, Samantha bound Miss Brigham to a nearby log and stuffed the gag back into her mouth.  “We’ll come back for her later.”
 
   Prudence looked skeptical about this, but didn’t say anything.  They continued down the path towards the reverend’s house.  “What do we look for when we get there?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  Some kind of potions or powders, I guess.  Something he could have mixed into the gruel.”
 
   “But aren’t potions and powders witchcraft?  Wouldn’t that make the reverend a heathen?”
 
   “People aren’t always what they seem.  Like the reverend said in church, evil can take all kinds of forms.”
 
   “Reverend Crane can’t be evil.  There has to be an explanation for this.”
 
   “How can you still think that?” Samantha said.  She turned around and put both hands on Prudence’s shoulders.  “He killed your parents.  He killed at least three of the children.  He turned most of the others into babies.  And you saw what he did to Miss Brigham.  How can you still think he’s innocent?”
 
   “You don’t understand.  He’s been like a father to me.  There must be a reason for him to act this way.”
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have let you come along.”
 
   “I—”  A growl from the trees interrupted their argument.  One of Pryde’s dogs leapt out from the brush, knocking Prudence over.  Samantha swung her club, hitting the dog in the side of the head, but it didn’t seem to notice.  The beast snapped at Prudence’s throat and raked its claws across her dress.  Samantha hit it again in the head, knocking the dog off.
 
   “Get out of here.  I’ll hold it off!” Samantha said.  The dog turned its attention to her, nipping at the end of the club.
 
   Prudence gave Samantha a long look and then bolted as fast as her chubby legs could carry her.  Samantha, meanwhile, swung the club once more; this time the dog jumped back to avoid the attack.  Its jaws grabbed Samantha’s arm, teeth sinking into her flesh.  Her scream echoed through the night air.  When the beast let go, Samantha bolted into the forest.
 
   She couldn’t see anything in the dark, branches lashing against her face as hard as the reverend’s whip.  Still she kept running, the dog charging through the brush behind her and gaining fast.  When she risked looking back, she saw the monster’s yellow eyes glowing with rage.
 
   She burst through the trees and tumbled down a bank onto the beach along the sea.  The waves roared as they pounded into the shore.  Samantha froze with indecision, her knees weakening at the sight of the roiling water.  She looked back and saw Pryde’s dog at the edge of the trees, readying itself to leap down and finish her.
 
   With no other way of escape, Samantha ran into the water and paddled as hard as she could.  Her feeble strokes did nothing against the current and soon she was exhausted.  Waves plunged her down into darkness and then flung her into the air like a cork escaping a bottle.  The current tore her away from the shore, carrying her out into open water.  The last thing she heard was the mournful howl of Pryde’s dog.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26:  In God’s House
 
   Once again Samantha found herself waking up in an unfamiliar room.  This time Reverend Crane sat on a chair next to the bed she lay on.  The moment she saw his face, Samantha sat up in bed and looked for a mirror.  “What did you do to me?” she demanded.  She threw off a quilt to examine herself.  As far as she could tell, nothing had changed.
 
   “Be still, my child.  No one is going to hurt you,” Reverend Crane said.  He reached out to take her hand, but she snatched it away.  “There’s no need to be afraid.  You’re safe.”
 
   “Liar!  You already killed three children.  Now you’re going to kill me too.”
 
   “It was an unfortunate accident what happened to those children.  But they received due punishment for their gluttony.”
 
   “And what about Miss Brigham, was that an accident?”
 
   “For betraying the community and importing evil influences she deserved to meet the Lord’s final judgment.  I spared her life because she has served me well for many years and will do so now for many more.”
 
   “You made her into a fool.”
 
   “I changed nothing of her personality.  She merely reverted to her adolescent state.”  Before Samantha could say anything else, Reverend Crane held up a hand.  “I know this troubles you, my child.  I did not want this to happen, but you brought it upon our community.  Your influence over Miss Brigham and the children left me with no choice but to take drastic action.”
 
   “You have no right to do this!  We aren’t your puppets.  We’re human beings.”
 
   The reverend stood and began to pace his sparsely-furnished bedroom.  “We have received a wonderful blessing in Eternity.  An opportunity to make Heaven here on Earth.  We have the ability to be as perfect as the Lord Himself.  It is my responsibility to make sure my flock stays on the right path, that they live according to The Way.”
 
   “Your responsibility?  Shouldn’t they decide how to live their lives?”
 
   “They were prepared to abandon The Way and ally themselves with savages.  I did what was necessary to preserve the sanctity of my congregation.  I cleansed their souls and kept them on the true path until your arrival.”
 
   “You took away their identities and their families.  You took away their lives!”
 
   “Their lives were worth nothing before I intervened.  They were sinners bound for Hell, every last one.  I transformed them into model servants of God.  I created them as the Lord created Adam from clay, fashioning them in His image.”  He pointed at her and continued, “As for you, your life was an empty void until you came here.”
 
   Samantha’s mouth opened, but no words would come out.  She thought back to her dreams and could now hear the reverend’s voice sparing her life.  “You brought me here.  You did this to me.”  She leapt from the bed, her outstretched hands clawing for his throat.  Reverend Crane didn’t move.  An instant before she would have wrapped her hands around his neck, Pryde burst into the room and hauled her down onto the bed.  No matter how hard Samantha struggled, she could not break Pryde’s grip.  He tied her to a bedpost and then looked over at the reverend, who dismissed him with a nod of his head.
 
   “I did not intend to bring you here, but Miss Brigham insisted you could be of use.  I see now she was correct.  You are indeed strong.”  Reverend Crane sat down on his chair again.  “I offer you a choice:  serve me willingly as you are or join the others and serve me anyway.”
 
   “I’m not going to serve you!”
 
   “My child, please consider this.  Do you want to end up in a crib, unable to walk or speak or feed yourself?”  The reverend looked into her eyes, his voice taking on the friendly tones he had used in his kitchen.  “At the moment Miss Brigham is useless to me except to change diapers.  The children need a teacher, a leader they can look up to.  You can be that leader.  Imagine it, all the other children would admire you as their mother.  And I can make certain they stay that way forever.  Accept my offer and you will be respected and loved.  Deny me and spend eternity as a toddler wailing for her mother.”
 
   Samantha didn’t need a moment to consider his words.  “I’ll never serve you.  Go ahead and make me a baby.  I’ll uncover your evil all over again and next time I’ll stop you.”
 
   “Perhaps you need time alone to think about this more carefully,” Reverend Crane said.  He snapped his fingers and like one of his dogs, Pryde appeared on command.  He untied Samantha from the bedpost and lashed her hands behind her back.  “I will give you twelve hours to consider your fate.”
 
   Pryde dragged Samantha out of the room and opened the door to what she assumed was a closet.  Instead, she saw a staircase made of stone spiraling into the darkness.  Pryde threw her over his shoulder like a sack of grain, lit a torch, and then descended the steps.  At the bottom she found a hallway paved with ancient bricks and cells on either side.  
 
   Pryde stomped down the hall to the last cell on the left and opened the wooden door.  He dumped her to the ground like a sack of grain and then untied her hands.  “I’ll be back soon,” he said with another dry-leaf chuckle.  The door slammed shut, plunging Samantha into darkness again.
 
   Her entire body shook at a memory of waking up in this room before.  
 
   After the tingling in her body subsides from drinking the jar, she puts a hand to her head.  She follows her hair down to the middle of her back and gasps in panic.  She hasn’t worn her hair that long since…she couldn’t complete the thought.  In the dark she runs a hand over her body, the panic rising.  Her chest feels so flat and thin.  “This can’t be,” she says into the darkness, her voice smaller than it should be.  
 
   She gets to her feet and throws herself against the door, pounding as hard as she could.  “What have you done to me?” she screams.  “Let me out of here!”
 
   She pounds the door for hours until her bony fists ache.  She collapses to the floor in a sobbing heap, hugging her unfamiliar body.  “This isn’t me,” she says until she falls asleep.  Later, she hears someone open the door and a man’s voice say, “You may take her.”
 
   A woman kneels down beside her and pushes hair away from her forehead.  “Oh, my poor dear.  I’m so sorry for what’s happened to you.  At least now you’ll be safe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27:  Prison Break
 
   Samantha didn’t know how much time had passed in the cell.  She tried to count the seconds, but stopped after reaching three thousand.  “I can’t sit here and wait for him,” she said into the darkness, her voice echoing in the cell.
 
   She had to find a way out of here before Reverend Crane returned to make her a baby.  She got to her feet and started to walk around the cell, searching for anything that might help her escape.  She found fragments of the clay jar she’d drank from scattered across the floor.  A wedge-shaped fragment pricked her finger hard enough to draw blood.  She picked it up and tucked it into the pocket of her apron.  If she couldn’t find any other means of escape, she might be able to take the reverend by surprise.  The odds were against her, but they gave her a small amount of comfort.  She would go down fighting at least.
 
   The cell contained no furniture, but in the far corner she found a pile of straw.  Samantha tapped the pile with her foot and felt something soft.  She got down on her knees and felt a tight knot of hair.  When she touched a bulging stomach, she said, “Prudence!  Are you awake?”
 
   Prudence said nothing.  Samantha shook her, but still Prudence didn’t wake up.  In desperation, Samantha rolled Prudence flat on her back and slapped her across the face as hard as she could.  “Ow!  Who’s there?” Prudence said.
 
   “It’s me, Samantha.  Do you remember?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m still nine.  Why?”
 
   “I thought he might have poisoned you like the others.  Are you hurt?”
 
   “My head feels a little sore from where Mr. Pryde hit me.”  Samantha found Prudence’s hand and helped her sit up.  “What happened to you after we split up?”
 
   Samantha told her about the fight with the dog, the chase through the forest, diving into the sea, and waking up in Reverend Crane’s bedroom.  “He’s going to make us babies like the others,” she said.  “We have to escape before then.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but there has to be a way out.  No jail is escape-proof.”
 
   “Even if we escape, they’re going to capture us again.  There’s nothing we can do,” Prudence said.  She curled back up on the pile of straw to wait for the end.
 
   “We can’t give up.”
 
   “Why not?  We can’t beat the reverend and Mr. Pryde.  They’re too strong.  They’re adults and we’re children.”
 
   “Just because we’re littler than him doesn’t mean we have to let him push us around.”  Samantha rolled Prudence back towards her.  “He only has the power we give him.  If no one ever stands up to him, he’ll always be able to control us.”
 
   “We did the best we could, Samantha.  If we try anything else he might kill us.”
 
   “Do you want to be a baby again?”
 
   “No, but at least I’d still be alive.”
 
   “What good is living if you can’t read or sing or play?  What’s the point of being alive if you aren’t free?”
 
   “The point is to be alive.”
 
   “Fine, you lie there.  You may as well get used to it since that’s all you’re going to be doing for the next year.  I’m going to find a way out of here.”  Samantha got to her feet and started to feel the walls for any weaknesses she might be able to exploit.  None of the bricks moved or chipped no matter how hard she pounded against them.
 
   Next she tried the door.  She searched for a crack that might allow her to pick the lock on the outside.  The door was made of solid metal without any imperfections.  She threw herself against the door until she tired herself out and collapsed onto the floor.
 
   Tears came to her eyes again as she thought of the people she had let down.  Poor Miss Brigham who had to go through a second adolescence for saving Samantha’s life.  Helena and the others who had to suffer the pain of losing their parents again for listening to Samantha’s stories.  And of course Rebecca, Wendell, and the other children she had promised to help but couldn’t now.  What would happen to them?  
 
   Prudence put an arm around her shoulder.  “It’s going to be all right,” Prudence said.  “It won’t be that bad to grow up again.  You and I can be best friends from the beginning this time.  You might not be so skinny this time and I might not be so fat.  We’ll get to start over again.”
 
   “I don’t want to start over,” Samantha said through her tears.  “I’ve already lost my memory and my family once, I don’t want to have it happen again.  I don’t want to forget the friends I made and the good times we had.  I don’t even want to forget Helena making fun of me.”
 
   “I know, but there isn’t anything else we can do.”
 
   “No, there has to be something.  There has to be something we can do.”  Samantha took the clay fragment from her apron and ran over to a wall.  She furiously clawed at the stone, trying to chip away the brick until the clay shard broke in half.  
 
   Samantha stamped her foot against the floor in disgust and felt the brick tremble.  She stamped her foot again, this time as hard as she could.  The brick shifted beneath her feet.  “The floor here isn’t stable.  Jump on it with me.”
 
   “It’s your imagination.”  Prudence took Samantha by the shoulders again.  “Let’s sit down and talk.  I’d like to hear a story before Reverend Crane comes back.”
 
   “I’m not imagining anything.  Come on, we’ll jump on it at the same time.”  Prudence tried to protest, but Samantha put a hand over her mouth.  “Please, try it.  For me.”
 
   They put their arms around each other and Samantha counted down from three.  “Jump!” she commanded.  They jumped into the air as one, coming down on the brick at the same time.  To their surprise, the brick gave way, creating a gaping hole in the floor.  Samantha and Prudence hung in the air for a moment and then plunged through the hole.
 
   Samantha and Prudence clung to each other as they fell, landing with a splash in water.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28:  The Chamber
 
   Samantha tried to keep hold of Prudence as the water swept them through the dark.  She clung to Prudence’s left hand, her fingernails digging in hard enough to draw blood.  The current drove them along faster, Samantha’s fingers losing their grip on Prudence’s hand.  First her pinkie, then her ring finger let go.  With a final scream, Samantha’s thumb and index finger lost their grip.  She reached out to grab anything she could, but came away with only air.
 
   She tried to fight against the current and find the shore, but again her feeble paddling did nothing against the water.  When she had exhausted herself from struggling, she let the current sweep her through the dark.  She tried to call Prudence’s name only to swallow a mouthful of musty water.  She tried to spit the water out, but more filled her mouth until she thought she would choke.
 
   Still battling to get air into her lungs, she smashed into something hard.  Samantha tumbled over a boulder, landing on solid ground.  For a few minutes she knelt on the stone, spitting out water and trying to catch her breath.  When she recovered enough to stand, she set out to find Prudence and figure out where the river had taken them.
 
   She felt her way along the rocky shore, stumbling around with arms outstretched like a blind person.  She called for Prudence, but heard only an echo in response.  Above her came the screeching and beating wings of bats.  One flew close enough to graze the side of her head.  She screamed and swatted at it with her hand long after it had streaked away.  In the process, she tripped over what she thought was a rock until it groaned.  “Prudence?”
 
   “Samantha?  Are we dead?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  We’re underground somewhere,” Samantha said.  She helped Prudence to her feet.  They wrung the water from their hair and clothes as much as possible.
 
   “What if there isn’t a way of here?  We’ll be buried alive!” Prudence shouted, her last words echoing ominously.  
 
   “There has to be some way out.  We just have to find it.  If we follow the river it might lead us to the sea.”  They held hands as they walked through the darkness, going slow to avoid tripping over any hidden obstacles.
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened in that cell,” Prudence said.  “You saved us.”
 
   “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
   Prudence laughed.  “This extra weight was finally good for something after all.”
 
   “It sure was,” Samantha said.  They continued laughing until Samantha kicked a piece of wood.  She heard it skitter across the ground and managed to track it down to a cluster of rocks by the shore.
 
   “What is it?” Prudence asked.
 
   “It’s a torch.  Maybe we can light it and see where we’re going.”  Samantha felt around until she found two rocks, each as big as her hands.  She brought them together, but no sparks flew.  She tried again and again with no results.  With a last desperate scream she smashed the rocks into each other.  Sparks flew in all directions, some falling onto the torch.  A flame sputtered for a moment and then grew into a steady light.
 
   Samantha raised the torch and waved it around her head.  A narrow, fast-moving river flowed to their left, surrounded by high walls of granite.  To the right, Samantha saw a passage carved between two walls.  A rotting wooden door guarded the entrance to the passage.  Samantha started to walk towards it, but Prudence held her back.  “I don’t want to go in there,” she said.  Her entire body quivered as she spoke.
 
   “That might be the way out.”
 
   “No, there’s nothing good back there.  I can feel it.”
 
   “I won’t let anything bad happen,” Samantha said.
 
   “I don’t want to.  Please don’t make me.”
 
   “Prudence, whatever’s down there is probably something Reverend Crane doesn’t want anyone to find.  It could be the secret to how he’s poisoning the others.  We have to find out.”
 
   “You go ahead, then.  I’ll stay here and wait for you.”  Samantha wanted to argue further, but could see from the way Prudence trembled she wouldn’t go a step farther.
 
   “All right, you stay here.  I’ll make sure it’s safe and come back for you.”  Prudence curled up beside the doorway, rocking herself back and forth.  Samantha hesitated a moment at the sight of her friend so distressed, but then slipped through the wrecked door.
 
   The passage stretched as far as the torchlight allowed her to see with only two solid walls of granite on either side.  She counted her steps as she went, getting up to a thousand before she glimpsed the end of the passageway.  She looked back towards where Prudence waited and then pressed ahead.
 
   At the end of the passage, she found a near-circular chamber.  In the chamber, were the remains of a pallet lying to one side, the fragments of wood covered in moss.  On the other side were rusted pots and pans and a table with only two legs.  In the center was a round indentation lined with soot from numerous fires.  She stretched her torch out to the farthest part of the chamber and saw a spinning wheel like the one in Prudence’s workshop.
 
   A bit of gray thread clung to the spinning wheel.  The spindle on the wheel lay on the ground at Samantha’s feet.  When she reached down to pick it up, the torchlight caught an inscription carved into the rock.
 
   “No matter how great the obstacle, with God on our side we will prevail,” read the text, all done in thin, unsteady letters that looked as if written by a child.  Samantha found one additional line that read, “—PEG, 1655.”
 
   1655!  That can’t be right, Samantha thought.  Her amnesia and the lack of any calendars prevented her from knowing the exact date, but she knew it could not possibly be 1655.  How long had Reverend Crane been keeping these children here?
 
   She considered the word ‘PEG’ next to the date.  What kind of peg?  She looked at the entire inscription again and then the realization struck her like a gust of cold air in the face.  PEG didn’t refer to the word ‘peg’ but a name.  She knew no one in Eternity named Peg.  She should ask Prudence.
 
   “Oh my God,” Samantha whispered.  P.E.G, not Peg.  Prudence Elizabeth Gooddell.  The spinning wheel, the cloth, and Prudence’s fear made sense now.  Prudence had written the note!
 
   As if she’d known Samantha was thinking of her, Prudence appeared in the passageway.  “Prudence, you have to see—”
 
   “Someone’s coming!” Prudence hissed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29:  Dogs of War
 
   Samantha doused the torch, plunging the chamber into darkness.  Prudence came to stand beside her, trembling now out of fear not of the chamber but of whoever lurked outside the passageway.  “Did you see who it was?” Samantha asked.
 
   “No, I only heard footsteps.”
 
   Samantha crept to the mouth of the passageway to look for any sign of whoever might be approaching.  The footsteps echoed along the passage and the chamber, but from the clicking sound to them, Samantha knew these footsteps did not belong to Pryde or Reverend Crane.  A pair of yellow eyes appeared, confirming her worst fear.
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here,” Prudence said too loudly, her terrified voice bouncing off the walls.
 
   Samantha put both hands on her friend’s shoulders to steady her.  “We have to be very quiet.  They might pass us by.”  Prudence said nothing, but continued to quake with fear.
 
   The yellow eyes looked right at Samantha, who flinched, but couldn’t turn away.  The dog growled and, to Samantha’s horror, started to creep forward down the passage.  It paused at the door to the passage, snorting and then growling again.  The beast jumped through a hole in the door and continued down the corridor towards the chamber.
 
   Prudence started to whisper the Lord’s Prayer.  Samantha couldn’t think of anything comforting to calm her friend and silently joined her in the prayer.  Meanwhile, the dog kept making its way down the path, inexorably stalking its prey.  It paused once to snort and then quickened its pace.
 
   Samantha looked for a weapon and then remembered the pots lying along one wall.  “I’ll be back in a second,” she whispered into Prudence’s ear.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To fetch a pot.”  She fumbled around in the dark until she found the largest and heaviest one she could lift.  She took it by one handle and returned to the mouth of the chamber.  The yellow eyes were so close Samantha could almost make out the shape of the dog’s snout ready to bite into her.
 
   The yellow eyes were only inches from Samantha’s waist when she raised the pot over her head and brought it down.  The metal pot hit Pryde’s dog square on the head.  It yelped with pain and staggered to one side.  The beast growled, its eyes focusing on Samantha.  She waited for it to lunge and then swung the pot again.  The blow connected with the side of the dog’s head this time and sent it crashing into the wall, where it lay motionless.  Samantha finally risked putting a hand out to touch the dog’s rough fur.  “I think it’s dead,” she said to Prudence.
 
   She dropped the dented pot and then grabbed another to take with her.  With her other hand she took hold of Prudence and dragged her friend down the passage.  “Where are we going?” Prudence asked.
 
   “That dog got in here somehow and I doubt it was by diving in the river.  So there has to be a way out of here.  We have to find it before more of them show up.”
 
   But the rest of Pryde’s dogs waited for them near the entrance to the passage.  Three sets of yellow eyes glared at them and three mouths snarled in unison.  Prudence screamed, the sound freezing the dogs for a moment.  Then they spread out to encircle the girls.
 
   “What do we do?” Prudence asked.  She positioned herself behind Samantha, her fingernails digging into Samantha’s neck.
 
   “I’ll hold them off, you try to get to the river.”
 
   “The river?”
 
   “The current will get you out of here.  Try to get to shore as soon as you can and run.  I’ll follow you.”
 
   “You’ll be killed!”
 
   “Do as I say, please,” Samantha pleaded.  “When I tell you, run as fast as you can to the river.”
 
   The dogs formed a triangle around the girls to prevent them from escaping.  Samantha hoisted the pot to shoulder-level, the calm she felt when picking the lock flooding back to her.  “Go!” she shouted at the same time she swung the pot in an arc.
 
   The dogs backed off for the moment Prudence needed to break away from Samantha and run towards the river.  Samantha heard a splash and then found herself alone with Pryde’s dogs.  They closed in, preparing to make the kill.
 
   Instead of swinging the pot again, Samantha threw it as hard as she could at the dog in front of her.  The pot missed, bouncing across the ground, but the sound of it distracted the dogs long enough for her to dash towards the river after Prudence.  She had nearly reached the bank when her foot caught a rock and she tumbled forward, landing on her back.
 
   When she tried to stand, her left ankle throbbed with pain.  “No,” Samantha moaned.  “Not now.”  She fell to her knees and started to crawl towards the river.  Behind her, she heard the dogs approaching, savoring their next meal.
 
   She rolled over to sit against a boulder near the shore and waited for the dogs to close on her.  She felt the area around her until she came up with the rocks she’d used to light the torch with earlier.  She cupped one in each hand, preparing for her last stand.  The dogs growled and snapped at each other to determine which went first, the one in center winning the honor.
 
   The dog charged forward, its jaws going straight for her throat.  Samantha swung her left arm, the rock in her hand knocking the dog’s muzzle aside.  She followed with her right hand.  The dog collapsed to the ground at her feet.
 
   With the demise of their leader, the other two dogs came at her simultaneously.  One lunged for her chest while the other went for her injured leg.  Samantha raised her hands as the first dog neared her chest.  She clapped her hands together; the dog collapsed onto her, its weight almost crushing her.
 
   The remaining dog snapped at her legs.  She kicked it once with her right foot and then hurled both stones at it.  One of the rocks hit the mark while the other sailed wide to hit the ground.  The dog was startled enough for Samantha to push its comrade off her chest and then pull herself up and over the boulder she’d been resting against.
 
   She dropped into the river and this time let the current take hold to carry her away.  The last dog howled with rage at losing its prey.  Samantha turned around in time to watch the yellow eyes climb over the boulder and dive into the water after her.  The dog whimpered like a newborn puppy as it tried in vain to stay afloat.  The yellow eyes sunk beneath the water.
 
   Samantha tried to make her way to shore, but her sore ankle prevented her from making headway.  After a minute of struggling, she no longer had the strength to stay afloat.  Her head started to sink beneath the water when she suddenly found herself suspended in the air by one of her braids.
 
   “I got you,” Pryde growled.  He held up a torch so she could see Prudence lying in an unconscious heap behind him. “Time for you two to see the rev.”
 
   Samantha swatted and kicked at Pryde, but his grip was as strong as the river’s current.  He ended her struggle with a blow to the back of her head.  She saw flashes of white light in her vision and then everything went dark once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30:  The Water
 
   Samantha didn’t stay unconscious for long.  She awoke to find herself slumped over Pryde’s left shoulder.  He dragged Prudence behind him, using her apron as a makeshift rope.  Samantha kicked Pryde in the chest as hard as she could with her right leg, but he didn’t break stride.  “Keep that up and I’ll skin you and that sack of lard alive.  I don’t care what the rev says,” Pryde said.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!” Samantha spat back, but she didn’t doubt Pryde would kill her and Prudence to avenge his dogs.
 
   “Why don’t you try me and find out?”
 
   From what she could tell, Pryde followed a steep path along the river.  The path was well-maintained, clear of any debris or rocks like the one she’d tripped over.  Samantha guessed Pryde must have visited this area often.  “Where are you taking us?”
 
   “To the water.”
 
   “If you’re going to drown us, why not throw us into the river?” she asked.  She hoped she hadn’t given him ideas.
 
   “I’d like to, but the rev has plans for you.” 
 
   As Pryde continued carrying them up the path, Samantha tried to think of a plan for escape.  With her bad ankle and Prudence being unconscious, she couldn’t think of anything.  Then she saw the hilt of the knife at his belt within inches of her fingertips.  If she could only shift herself a little bit, she could reach the knife.
 
   “Why are you doing this?  Don’t you know it’s wrong?”
 
   “I leave deciding what’s right and wrong to the rev.”
 
   “You know who I am, don’t you?  You were with Miss Brigham when she found me.  If Reverend Crane’s going to kill me anyway, couldn’t you tell me?”  She wiggled her hips in his grasp enough to get an inch closer to the knife.  Another inch and she could reach the hilt.
 
   “You were someone sticking her nose in other people’s business.  For all the trouble you’ve caused me I should have slit your throat when I had the chance.  The rev thought he could tame you.  I knew better,” Pryde said, saying more than she ever remembered hearing before.  As he spoke, she wiggled closer to the knife until her fingers wrapped around the hilt.  
 
   She pulled the knife from its hilt and in one fluid motion stabbed it into Pryde’s back.  He howled in pain and then pitched her into a wall.  The knife flew from her hand, disappearing over the path and into the river below.  Samantha tried to get up, but couldn’t on her ankle.  She crawled up the path as fast as possible until Pryde seized her by the injured ankle.  Samantha screamed as he squeezed the ankle until she heard bones crack.
 
   Pryde grabbed her by the neck and raised her high into the air so that her head brushed against the roof of the cavern.  “I ought to kill you right now,” he said.  Samantha felt lightheaded, stars exploding before her eyes as Pryde cut off the air to her lungs.  He hurled her against the wall again and then stomped down to where Prudence lay.  “But I think I’ll kill the pig first.”
 
   “No!  Don’t hurt her.  I promise I won’t do anything else.  I’ll be good,” she said.
 
   Pryde didn’t seem to hear her.  From his belt he took a second knife, smaller but no less dangerous.  He held the knife over Prudence’s throat as she continued to lay unconscious.  Samantha crawled towards him, but she knew there was nothing she could do.  At the last moment Pryde raised the knife and instead of slitting Prudence’s throat, he hacked off her bun.  He stuffed the ball of hair into a pouch on his belt.  “I’ve wanted to kill this one for so long,” he said.  “I don’t know why the rev insists on keeping her around.”
 
   “If you don’t like Reverend Crane, why don’t you kill him and do whatever you want?” Samantha asked.  She stopped crawling towards Prudence and settled herself against a wall to rest.
 
   “I owe the rev.  Some of us believe in loyalty.”
 
   “But you don’t believe all this about The Way, do you?”
 
   Pryde gave another of his dry-leaf chuckles.  “Heaven and Hell don’t interest me.”  He held up his knife and waved it at Prudence.  “But it makes my job easy.  Keeps everyone in line.”
 
   Pryde reached into another compartment of his belt for a silver flask.  He unscrewed the top and took a sip, throwing his head back as he did so.  Then he stood and walked over to Samantha.  She thought he might finish her off, but instead he offered her the flask.  “Take a sip.  Just a sip.”
 
   “What is it?  Poison?”
 
   “I’m tired of carrying you.”  He held the knife within an inch of her throat.  “Drink it.”
 
   Samantha took a cautious sip and tasted the same sweet water as she remembered from the gruel.  “What is this?” she asked.  “Some kind of magic potion?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough.”  He snatched the flask from her and stuffed it back into his belt.  When he turned around, she saw the knife wound had healed.  She felt a tingle in her ankle and got to her feet without pain.
 
   Before she could think about running away, Pryde slammed her against the cavern wall.  He held his knife over her ear and in one deft motion sliced off her braid.  “A souvenir,” he said with a satisfied grin.  “Now, see if you can wake Fatty and we’ll pay a visit to the rev.”
 
   Samantha went over to Prudence, kneeling down beside her.  She shook Prudence until her friend stirred.  “Where are we?” Prudence asked.  She touched her head where Pryde had cut off her hair.  “What happened?”
 
   “We have to get moving.  Stay close to me.”  She helped Prudence up and put an arm around her shoulders.  Together they walked up the path to where Pryde waited.
 
   “You two keep going.  Try anything funny and I’ll slice you in half,” Pryde said.  Prudence gulped at this, but Samantha met his gaze, her eyes narrowing.  
 
   She and Prudence continued up the path with Pryde following behind, his knife at the ready.  “Where are we going?” Prudence asked.  “Is he going to kill us?”
 
   “I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you,” Samantha said.  She glanced over her shoulder at Pryde.
 
   “What happened to my hair?”
 
   “He took it.”  
 
   The path ended in an arched opening carved from the rock.  Beyond this was a chamber several times bigger than the one where Prudence had written her message.  A white light danced off the walls, illuminating stick figures painted around the chamber.  One sequence of figures showed a baby, a child, an adult woman, and an elderly woman.
 
   The white glow came from a pool of water sunk into the center of the room.  Samantha stepped up to the edge of the pool and found more hieroglyphics etched there.  In the surface of the water she saw not her actual reflection, but reflections of herself from a baby to a little girl.  “What is this?” she asked.
 
   “This,” Reverend Crane said from behind them, “is the Fountain of Youth.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31:  The Fountain
 
   “The Fountain of Youth,” Samantha repeated.  “So that’s how you’ve been doing it.  That’s what happened to the children in the dining room.  You put this water in the gruel.”
 
   “Of course, my child.”
 
   “Is that how you erased their memories?  How you erased my memory?” Samantha asked.
 
   “The fountain only affects the body.  The mind requires a chemical Mr. Pryde acquired from the savages.  Even they can serve the Lord’s purposes from time to time.”
 
   “Why?” Prudence asked.  “Why would you do this?”
 
   “How else could I keep all of you in check?  As adults you could rise up and resume your heathen ways.  As children, I am free to mold you in His image.  I am able to make certain you follow The Way.”
 
   “But what about our parents?  What did you do to them?”
 
   Reverend Crane snorted.  “There were no parents.  They died long before you ever came to this place.”
 
   “We were grownups?”  Prudence held her hands up to her face as if trying to imagine them as a woman’s hands.  The reverend came over to pat her shoulder.
 
   “Prudence, I did it to save your soul.  You were all bound for Hell.  I had no choice but to take this dramatic step.”
 
   “But, you lied to us.  You told us a lie—any lie—is wrong.  You said lies violate The Way.”
 
   “I am sorry, my child, but I had to protect you.  I didn’t have the heart to tell you about your parents.  I wanted to spare you that pain,” Reverend Crane said.
 
   “He didn’t want to tell you they were dead so you’d think they might come back,” Samantha said.  “He didn’t want you to try running away or else he might have to find some new help.”
 
   “Is that true?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Of course not, my child.  I love you as I would my own flesh and blood.  I have done everything to protect you.”
 
   “He’s lying!  Prudence—”  Pryde cut Samantha off by covering her mouth with his hand.  Prudence looked up at the reverend, her eyes darting back and forth as if calculating a difficult math equation.
 
   “But the children in the dining room.  Some of them died.”
 
   “I know, my child.  It was an unfortunate accident.  I never meant for any harm to befall them.  Perhaps it was God’s will that they be punished for their gluttony.”
 
   “They were hungry,” Prudence said.  She patted her bulging stomach.  “They didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “Prudence, you must trust me.  Everything I’ve done has been with the best interests of your immortal soul in mind.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Do not worry anymore about it, my child.  Soon these issues will no longer trouble you.”  Samantha tried to warn Prudence, but it was too late.  The reverend cinched a rope around Prudence’s waist and then pushed her backwards into the pool.  The reverend motioned for Pryde to bring Samantha closer.
 
   In the water, white light covered Prudence’s entire body.  As Samantha watched, Prudence’s body shrank into the dimensions of a little girl’s.  The reverend hauled Prudence out of the water, stepping back to avoid getting any of the water splashed onto himself, Samantha, or Pryde.  Samantha wanted to run over and check on her friend, but Pryde held her back.  “You don’t want to touch her right now,” Reverend Crane said.  “The water in its purest form is extremely potent.”
 
   The glow surrounding Prudence faded, revealing a chubby little girl swamped by a wet gray dress.  Pryde let go of Samantha’s shoulder so she could at last rush over to Prudence’s side.  Samantha brushed her finger along a constellation of freckles that had appeared across the bridge of Prudence’s nose.  Prudence opened her eyes and started to cry when she held up a sleeve now many sizes too big.  “I’m little,” she said.  “You said nothing bad would happen, Samantha.  You promised.”  Prudence put her head against the ground and continued to cry.
 
   “Do not worry, my child.  Soon all this will be forgotten.”  From his pocket he took out a glass vial filled with red liquid.  
 
   Samantha waited until he brought the vial in range and then swatted it from his hand.  The glass shattered against the cave wall, spraying its contents over the hieroglyphics.
 
   “That was a foolish thing to do,” Reverend Crane said.  “And it accomplishes nothing.  I have more.  You have only delayed the inevitable.”
 
   “I won’t let you erase her memory like you did to me,” Samantha said.  She grabbed Reverend Crane and shoved him against the wall.  Before she could do anything else, Pryde wrapped an elbow around her neck.
 
   “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice,” the reverend said.  He went back over to Prudence and began untying the rope from around her waist.  Pryde kept his elbow locked around Samantha’s neck, squeezing until she gasped for air.  “Don’t kill her.  I have plans for her.”
 
   Pryde let up enough for air to trickle back into Samantha’s lungs.  As she tried to catch her breath, the reverend approached her with the rope dangling from his hand.  She didn’t have any more time to spare.
 
   The calm she’d felt earlier came over her once again.  She whipped her right leg back to trip Pryde.  He stumbled, his grip loosening around her neck.  She used the opportunity to grab his left arm and toss him over her shoulder.  Pryde landed at the reverend’s feet.
 
   “I’m going to finish you now,” Pryde growled.  He pulled out his knife and charged towards Samantha.  She stood her ground, waiting for him to slash at her with the knife.  When he did, she took hold of his wrist in both hands and twisted it around.  The knife dropped from his hands, but still he didn’t give up.  He tried to punch her with his free hand; Samantha calmly ducked and tossed him back to the ground.
 
   “Come and get me,” Samantha said.  She squatted down on the ground and motioned to him with an index finger.  Pryde snarled like one of his dogs, his hands curling into fists.  He came at Samantha again, fury burning in his eyes.
 
   She leapt into the air as he neared her, rising over his head and twisting in mid-air to land on her feet facing him.  She kicked him square in the back, sending him stumbling towards the fountain.  For a moment he teetered on the brink and then plunged over the side and into the water.
 
   Pryde tried to raise himself from the fountain, clawing at the sides in desperation.  His fingers caught the lip of the fountain, but then shrank into those of a boy scrabbling in the air.  He flailed in the water, his anguished screams echoing through the chamber becoming those of an infant.  And then silence.
 
   Samantha turned to face Reverend Crane only to find him holding Prudence to his chest as a human shield.  At her throat he held Pryde’s knife.  “One step closer and I will have no choice but to kill your friend.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32:  Final Reward
 
   “You wouldn’t kill her,” Samantha said.
 
   The reverend pressed the knife against Prudence’s neck until blood trickled down her throat.  “When the Lord tested his faith, Abraham was prepared to sacrifice his own son.  I will sacrifice this child’s life if I must to prove my worthiness to God,” Reverend Crane said.  The hardness of his face indicated to Samantha he would have no qualms about killing Prudence or anyone else.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Take the rope and tie it around your waist.  Then dive into the fountain.”
 
   “All right, I’ll do it.  Just don’t hurt her.”  Samantha walked forward slowly to pick the rope up off the ground.  She wrapped it around her waist.  As she tied it, the reverend eased his grip on Prudence.  She gasped for air, her entire face a violent shade of red.
 
   “Samantha…don’t,” Prudence said between gasps.  “Don’t do this.  You have to…you have to stop him.”
 
   “I won’t let him kill you,” Samantha said.
 
   Prudence shook her head.  “You were right earlier.  In the cell.  I would rather die than forget my best friend.”
 
   Samantha’s fingers hesitated in tying the knot around her waist.  The reverend pressed the knife to Prudence’s neck again.  “She will die if you do not do as I say.”
 
   “Don’t,” Prudence mouthed.
 
   “I’m sorry, Prudence.  I have to do it.”  Samantha finished tying the knot and then raised her arms.  “Now, let her go.”
 
   “When you enter the water I will release her.”
 
   “How do I know you’ll keep your word?  How do I know after I go in there you won’t kill her?”
 
   “I am a man of God, Samantha.  I swear to you in the name of almighty Jesus no harm will come to this child.”
 
   “You’ve already lied too many times before.  Let her go.”
 
   “You are not in a position to make demands.”
 
   “Aren’t I?  If you kill Prudence, then I’ll kill you.  You already saw what happened to Mr. Pryde.”
 
   “I am no fool, my child.  You will not let me kill your friend.  Step into the water.  I will pull you out so you may undertake your new place in Eternity.”
 
   Samantha studied the reverend and Prudence.  She needed to find a way to get the knife away from him.  If she could keep him talking, maybe she could get close enough to bat the knife away.  “What are you going to do with me?” she asked, taking another step towards the reverend.
 
   “You are going to take your place at my side,” he said.
 
   “I wouldn’t join you, even if you erase my memory.”
 
   “No?  This time I will raise you myself from infancy.  You will be my adopted daughter and you will love me as your father.  Together we will make certain all the souls under our care follow The Way forever.”
 
   During this speech, Samantha had advanced within six feet of Prudence.  A few more feet and she could try to take the knife from the reverend.  “I would never love you, even if you raised me,” Samantha said.  She took another step forward.  “For all your talk about recognizing Satan, you’ve never looked in the mirror and seen him staring back at you.”
 
   “Blasphemer!  I am a servant of God.  I serve the cause of righteousness!”  The knife trembled in the reverend’s hand as his rage built.  “You presume to call me wicked?  You’re nothing more than a savage.  You kill with as little thought as Mr. Pryde.  You were an animal before I brought you here and you’re still an animal now.”
 
   This last sentence brought Samantha to a halt.  “That’s not true,” she said.  “I didn’t mean to kill Mr. Pryde.”
 
   “Didn’t you?”  Reverend Crane sneered from behind Prudence.  “The night you came here, you were not trying to help Miss Brigham.  You were trying to attack her.  Out there, in the heathen wilderness, you were a murderer and a thief.  You were a blight upon God’s creation.  I brought you to Eternity to reform you and put your skills to a useful purpose so you might atone for your life of sin.  But look at you now, poised to strike down a man of God.”
 
   “You’re lying!  I’m not a murderer or a thief.  I couldn’t be,” Samantha said.  The words sounded hollow even to her ears.  Prudence looked at her with wide eyes, as if seeing her in a new way.  “It can’t be true.”
 
   “Can’t it?  I have the proof in my house.  I have the history of all your misdeeds.  I know everything about you.”  Samantha didn’t notice what the reverend was doing until Prudence cried out a warning.  The reverend shoved her aside and lunged at Samantha with the knife.
 
   Samantha stepped aside in time for the knife to cut only the fabric of her left sleeve.  She spun around to punch the reverend in the back.  He stumbled, but regained his footing.  They circled each other, the reverend swiping the knife at the air to keep Samantha at bay.  “Will you kill me now, savage,” he hissed.  “Then what will you do?  A creature like you can’t live amongst civilized people, not without my spiritual guidance.  There is still time for you to join me.  You can still save your immortal soul from the fires of Hell.”
 
   Samantha waited for him to slash at her with the knife again and then chopped the blade from his hand.  She wrapped an arm around his neck and pulled him close to her.  The reverend scrambled to free himself, but her grip was too strong.  “I don’t need your spiritual guidance.  I have people who care about me.  They’re my Way.”
 
   “What do you intend to do with me?  Kill me like Pryde?”
 
   “I’ll lock you up until we can decide what to do,” Samantha said.  She dragged Reverend Crane away from the fountain, towards the entrance.
 
   “No!  Prudence, you must help me.  Save me from her, I beg you.”  Prudence stared at them, her body shaking with indecision.  “My child, please.  I’ve loved you as a father.  You must help me now in my hour of need.  Don’t you want to go to Heaven?  Pick up the knife, Prudence, and bring it to me.”
 
   Prudence stared down at the ground.  She looked back up at the reverend and then went over to pick up the knife.  “Prudence, no!” Samantha shouted.
 
   That was the opening the reverend needed to free himself from Samantha’s grasp.  He shoved her down and then snatched the end of the rope she still had tied around her waist.  He dragged her towards the fountain with Prudence looking on, still clutching the knife.  Samantha clawed at the ground, but couldn’t find any purchase.  She managed to sit up enough to reach the rope and work at the knot.  She had gotten part of it loose when Reverend Crane reached the fountain.
 
   “Now you will be mine,” he said.  With a final heave, Samantha slid across the ground and towards the fountain.  She screamed as she dropped towards the water.  “It is finished,” the reverend said.
 
   He went to the edge of the fountain, his face turning white with surprise.  Samantha’s fingers gripped the edge of the fountain, her waist contorted at a painful angle to keep her feet hovering an inch over the water’s surface.  “Such foolish heroics, my child,” Reverend Crane said.  He raised his foot to stamp on the fingers of her right hand.
 
   An instant before his boot could land on her fingers, she swept her hand behind his foot.  The reverend teetered on the edge a moment before toppling over Samantha.  His hands sought something to grab, latching onto Samantha’s left leg.  She screamed in pain as he wrenched her leg down into the water.
 
   A flash of white light blinded her for an instant.  Her fingers clutched onto the edge of the fountain, digging into the rock until her nails bled.  “Prudence, help me!” she shouted.  Her vision cleared enough to see a white glow had crept up the length of her body to the tips of her fingers.  They shrank bit by bit until Samantha could no longer hold onto the edge of the fountain.  Her fingers slipped from the stone, leaving her clawing at air.
 
   Her legs sank into the water, but then a hand took hers.  Samantha looked up to see Prudence at the edge of the fountain, straining to pull her up.  Samantha kicked at Reverend Crane with her free leg, but the chubby little boy that had been the reverend would not let go.  “Don’t let go of me!” he wailed.  “I don’t want to die!”
 
   “Prudence, hurry!”  
 
   Prudence looked down at them with tears in her eyes.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  A moment later, Pryde’s knife appeared in her hand.  She handed it to Samantha, who plunged it into the reverend’s arm.  He screamed, letting go of her and disappearing beneath the water.  Prudence hauled Samantha up and they lay in a tangled heap next to the fountain.  “It’s over,” Prudence said.
 
   “No, it’s only beginning,” Samantha said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33:  An Uncertain Future
 
   Samantha got unsteadily to her feet and held up the sagging arms of her dress.  She had to hike up the tattered hem of her dress several inches to find her feet, which hadn’t seemed to shrink at all.  “How little am I?” she asked Prudence.
 
   “I don’t know.  How little am I?”
 
   Samantha squinted to find Prudence’s chubby body amongst the folds of the dress that now fit her like a tent.  “Five, I’d guess.  So that must make me six…and a half.”  
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I just do.”  Prudence said nothing more to dispute Samantha’s arithmetic.  Samantha stood at the edge of the fountain, seeing only reflections of herself as a chubby toddler and the infant Reverend Crane wanted to make her into.  “I can’t remember being a little girl before.  Maybe it won’t be so bad.  At least I’ll still have you as my friend.”
 
   Samantha and Prudence embraced and then started to search for the cave’s entrance.  They wandered around in the dark, walking slowly to avoid tripping on a rock or their skirts, until they saw a shaft of light coming through an opening above their heads.  In the light they found a set of steps carved into the rock that led to an opening so small they had to stoop to get through.
 
   The opening came out within sight of Reverend Crane’s house.  Samantha remembered what he had said about the proof to her prior life being inside and steered Prudence in that direction.  “Are you sure we ought to look through the reverend’s things?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I have to find out,” Samantha said.  She opened the front door to the reverend’s house and began searching for any clues in the sitting room.  She flipped over the chairs, stomped on the floorboards, and felt along the walls for anything he might have hidden.  She found nothing in the sitting room and then moved on to the kitchen, flinging pots, pans, cups, and plates from their cupboards.
 
   In the bedroom, she needed Prudence’s help to lift up the mattress.  They found nothing there or in any of the cabinets or dressers.  This left only one room:  the reverend’s study.
 
   On a simple wooden desk, Samantha studied the reverend’s papers.  Most were future sermons dealing with The Way and avoiding temptation.  She opened a leather-bound ledger sitting next to Reverend Crane’s Bible and gasped.
 
   “What is it?” Prudence asked.
 
   “It’s a census,” Samantha said.  “It has the name of every child in town on here.”  Samantha ran her finger along the list, stopping at the name of Prudence Elizabeth Gooddell.  Beside her name was listed the entry: ‘Born 3 February, 1625, Wessenshire, England.’  When Samantha read this to her, Prudence put a hand to her lips and took a step back.
 
   “What does this mean?” she asked.
 
   “It means you were thirty years old when Reverend Crane first poisoned you.”  Samantha turned through the pages, finding a census taken in 1700 that listed Prudence’s age as three.  Through the censuses, Samantha determined a pattern.  “Whenever anyone might start to remember anything or question anything, he poisoned you and wiped your memories so you had to start all over again.”
 
   “How long?  How long has this been going on?”  Samantha turned to the last page of the ledger with writing on it, a projected census with the date of 31 May, 1999.  It listed Prudence and Samantha as newborns.  “He’s been doing this for almost four hundred years?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”  Samantha turned back to the previous census taken in 1991.  Her name was not included on the list.  This disheartened her more than if learning she—like Prudence and the others—had been a pawn of the reverend for the better part of four centuries.
 
   She closed the ledger and searched through the rest of the study, but found nothing.  Nothing that might have given her a clue to her real identity or tell her where to find her family.  She sagged to the floor and put her head in her hands.  “It’s useless,” she said.  “He was lying.  I should have known.  I’ll never know who I am or where I came from or find my family.”
 
   Prudence sat down next to her and put an arm around her shoulders.  “But you have a family, Samantha.  We’re your family now.  All of us:  Miss Brigham, Rebecca, Wendell, even Helena.  We love you, Samantha.”
 
   “But do you think all those things he said are true?  About me being a murderer and a thief?  How else would I be able to do what I did?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter who you were and what you did.  All that matters is who you are now.  You’re my best friend.”  They embraced again, both of them crying.  They stayed on the floor of the reverend’s study until their tears dried up.
 
   “We should go back to town and tell the others what happened,” Prudence said.
 
   Samantha shook her head.  “No, we can’t tell them about this.  The little ones wouldn’t understand.  They still think their parents are coming for them.”
 
   “But, isn’t that lying?”
 
   “It’s not lying.  It’s withholding the truth,” Samantha said with a smile.  “Someday, when they’re older, we’ll tell them.  Until then, it’s our secret.”
 
   “What about Miss Brigham?  Should we tell her?”
 
   “It might be hard to explain to her right now.  Let’s give her a little while to adjust.”
 
   They left the reverend’s house and found Miss Brigham still tied up in the woods where they’d left her.  Samantha hesitated before pulling the gag from Miss Brigham’s mouth.  “Oh, thank heavens you girls came along.  I don’t know what happened to those other two.  I ought to give them a talking-to for leaving me out here all night with nothing to lie on by this hard ground.  I ought to give them a real piece of my mind.”
 
   “Miss Brigham, it’s us.  Prudence and Samantha,” Prudence said.  Miss Brigham stared at them, her eyes narrowing.
 
   “Oh my, what’s happened to you two?  You’ve become such darling little girls.  My, look at those adorable freckles and you have such lovely dimples now.”  She pinched Prudence’s cheeks until Prudence winced in pain.  Then Miss Brigham turned to Samantha.  “You look better now with a little more meat on your bones.  And what gorgeous dark hair you have.  Oh, won’t you please let me braid it for you?”
 
   Samantha touched the back of her head, feeling the tangled hair that went down past her waist.  “I think I’ll leave it the way it is,” she said.
 
   “I really must thank the reverend for making you two into such adorable little creatures,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   “I’m afraid you can’t,” Samantha said.
 
   “Whyever not?  Is he still sleeping?  I’d hate to bother a reverend, but I could come back later after breakfast.”
 
   “Reverend Crane is dead.  So is Mr. Pryde,” Samantha said.
 
   “Dead?  No, that can’t be.  Whatever shall we do now without the reverend?  Who will look after us?”
 
   “We’ll have to look out for each other,” Samantha replied.  For the first time in her second adolescence, Miss Brigham had nothing to say.  Samantha took her hand and started to lead her back into town.  She stopped at the church to open Helena’s hiding place, where she found the copy of Forever Young.
 
   She handed the book to Miss Brigham, who took it as though it were a dead snake.  “What do I do with this?” she asked.
 
   “Read it to us at bedtime,” Samantha said.  “You don’t have to worry about The Way anymore.”
 
   “Oh my, I’m not sure I should—”
 
   “Please,” Samantha and Prudence pleaded as one.
 
   “All right.  I can’t resist such adorable little girls.”  Samantha and Prudence hugged Miss Brigham, who patted them gently on their heads.  “I suppose we should check in on the others and see how they’re faring.”
 
   “I’ll race you there,” Samantha said to Prudence.  The two girls flew towards the dormitories, laughing all the way.
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   Chapter 1:  Sleepwalking
 
   It was still dark outside when Samantha Young crawled out of bed.  She went over to the door of her room and put her ear to the wood.  She couldn’t hear much of anything over the sound of Prudence’s snoring, which was even louder than the growling of Mr. Pryde’s pack of dogs had been.  Samantha opened the door slowly so the hinges wouldn’t squeak.
 
   To her relief she saw the other girls all still asleep.  Prudence was on the pallet of straw closest to Samantha, her snoring even louder without the door to muffle it.  As Prudence stopped snoring, Samantha paused, her heart starting to thump loudly.  Her friend rolled onto her left side with a piggish snort and then resumed her snoring.
 
   Samantha crept past the line of beds, the girls in the beds getting younger the closer she got to the door.  As she reached for the door, Samantha sniffed the air.  Someone’s pallet would need fresh straw later.  With any luck it would only be one.  Five years ago she and Prudence had been forced to change almost every pallet each morning.  Now that they no longer had any babies and very few toddlers that chore was much simpler.
 
   At last Samantha made it outside.  She breathed a sigh of relief upon emerging into the air that still had the crispness of spring.  Real summer lasted only a month or two on Eternity, while the winters seemed to never end.  Did the summers last longer on the mainland?  She had wondered about that for the last five years, but still didn’t have an answer.
 
   The rest of the village was silent as she passed through it.  Five years ago she never could have walked this freely through town at this hour, or else Pryde’s dogs would have torn her to pieces.  The dogs and their owner were gone now, though every now and then a howl could be heard from the forest.
 
   Samantha quickened her pace as she reached the edge of the forest.  She wanted to hug herself to ward off the cold, but she couldn’t.  Whenever she did, she felt the things on her chest.  She broke into a quick trot instead; the activity would keep her warm against the chill.
 
   When she reached the stream, Samantha paused to listen again.  She didn’t hear anything rustling in the bushes or the trees.  She didn’t hear anyone on the path either.  For a few minutes she could be alone.
 
   Samantha had grown used to the coldness of the stream.  Even at the height of Eternity’s short summer the water never got anywhere near room temperature.  She had learned the best way to face it was to just plunge in.  She bit down on her lip to keep herself from gasping at the coldness of the water.  She waded in until the water covered her up to her neck.  She planted her feet into the muddy bottom of stream so she wouldn’t fall.  Despite Rebecca’s patient teachings, Samantha still couldn’t swim.
 
   She gave herself a moment to acclimate to the cold.  As she did, she closed her eyes, allowing herself to indulge in the fantasy that her body had not betrayed her, that she was the same as she had been.  That moment ended far too quickly.  Then she took out the bar of soap and set to work on scrubbing this strange new body.
 
   It had all started shortly before her twelfth birthday.  Prudence had asked her to come into her shop to have her try on a new dress to wear for the party.  Ordinarily Prudence’s dresses fit without needing alterations.  This time when Samantha tried on the dress, something was wrong.  The dress felt tight around her chest, as if someone were squeezing her there.  That was when she really noticed the two new bulges on her chest.
 
   In the last two months, she had noticed other changes as well.  She grew at least four inches seemingly overnight.  Even the shape of her body seemed to be changing, her hips widening and waist narrowing.  And there was hair where she hadn’t had any before.
 
   At that point she stopped bathing with the other girls.  She didn’t want them to see her monstrous new body without clothes to disguise it.  When Prudence or Rebecca asked about it, Samantha said only she couldn’t sleep.  They accepted this, at least for the moment.  She didn’t know how long she could keep fooling them.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Prudence called out, “Samantha?”
 
   Samantha ducked back into the water, keeping only her face above water.  Prudence stood on the edge of the shore, still wearing her nightgown.  Her body had changed as well in the last five years, getting ever pudgier.  Her fat cheeks were still bright red from the walk and despite the chilliness, sweat plastered red hair to her forehead.  
 
   “What are you doing here?” Samantha asked.
 
   “I woke up and you were gone.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “I thought maybe you were feeling ill.”
 
   “No, I just couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “I was thinking, perhaps we could go pray in the church.  That always helps me when I can’t sleep.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Prudence looked down at her feet.  “I suppose while I’m here, I might as well take my bath as well.”
 
   Prudence started to take off her nightgown until Samantha snapped, “Can’t you give me a few minutes alone?  Why can’t I ever have any privacy around here?”
 
   Prudence’s face reddened, though this time not from exercise.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I thought we were friends.”
 
   “We are, but that doesn’t mean I need you around me every second of the day.”
 
   “I’m terribly sorry.  I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
   “It’s all right.”  Samantha waited a moment for Prudence to take the hint.  Finally she said, “Could you go away please?  I’ll be done in five minutes.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  I’m sorry.”  Prudence finally turned and then started up the path.
 
   Samantha waited until her friend was out of sight before she stood up in the water to finish bathing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2:  Lessons
 
   Samantha didn’t see Prudence in the dining room for breakfast.  That meant her friend must have gone to her shop to brood.  She would have to come out eventually and then Samantha could smooth things over with her.  For the moment, Samantha had to help get the other girls ready for the day.
 
   The older girls like Rebecca didn’t need much help anymore.  The younger girls—only five or six years old—still needed some help to make sure they put their dresses on the right way and to get their shoes on the right feet.  This had all become so routine that most didn’t make much of a fuss.
 
   Except for Helena.  Though she was eight years old, she still whined like a sullen toddler every morning.  Every morning she would at least once stamp her feet and cry.  She would then bawl, “You’re combing too hard!” or “These pigtails are lopsided!” or “I wanted it braided!”  She would carry on until Samantha fixed her with a stern look and said, “Helena, stop it.  Act like a big girl.”
 
   Once the girls were ready, Samantha went over to the boy’s dormitory.  They were even more difficult than Helena.  Every morning Samantha would have to break up at least one fight.  This morning she found David wrestling with Mark on the floor.  David had the clear advantage in height and weight, which he was putting to good use.
 
   “Come on, say it,” he snarled.
 
   “Uncle,” Mark said.
 
   “Louder.”
 
   “Uncle!” he wailed.
 
   “You two knock it off,” Samantha said.  She gave David the same stern look as Helena.  He got to his feet, sauntering off with a victor’s swagger.  Samantha offered a hand to Mark and then pulled him up to his feet.  “The rest of you get ready for services.”
 
   She waited in the adjoining room while they changed, keeping one ear to the door in case hostilities resumed.  After a few minutes she called out, “Are you ready?”
 
   “We’re ready,” David answered for the rest of the boys.
 
   Only then did Samantha come out of the room.  She verified the boys were all properly dressed, their shirts buttoned and vests facing the right direction.  “Let’s go, then,” she said.
 
   As it had been under Reverend Crane, the boys sat on one side of the church while the girls sat on the other.  Samantha took her seat in the front row, noting Prudence was not there.  She would probably sneak in the back once she was certain everyone else was here.
 
   Miss Brigham came in through a side door, the reverend’s Bible tucked under one arm.  She set the book down on the podium and then opened it.  While she flipped the pages, she said, “Good morning, children.  Let us all thank the Lord for another beautiful day in Eternity.”
 
   “Thank you, Lord,” the children said in unison.  
 
   “Now let us bow our heads and pray silently.”
 
   While the others prayed, Samantha heard the front doors of the church open.  As expected, Prudence slipped into the last row of seats.  Samantha flashed her a smile, but her friend gave no sign of recognition.  So she was still upset; this would be harder than Samantha had thought.
 
   After the prayer, Miss Brigham began her sermon.  As always, it quickly devolved into a rambling, disjointed speech punctuated with frustrated sighs.  She finished by saying, “Well then, I’m sure you all know what I mean.  In any case, let us finish by saying the Lord’s Prayer.”
 
   Samantha hoped to get Prudence alone after services, but Miss Brigham took her arm before she could leave.  “Could you lead the children’s lesson today, dear?  I’m feeling a bit out of sorts today.  I don’t think that stew last night sat well with me.  We really shouldn’t let an eight-year-old do our cooking for us.  Not that I’m saying Phyllis is a bad cook—”
 
   “I know what you mean,” Samantha said.  “I can handle the lessons.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.  I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 
   Samantha cleared her throat.  “Actually, that’s something we need to talk about.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I suppose I know what this is about.”  Miss Brigham motioned for Samantha to sit down next to her on the front pew.  “I suppose you want to go to the mainland to look for your family.  I can’t say as I blame you.  They are your family, after all.  I should think if I still had a family I would want to go look for them.  Oh how surprised they would be when they saw me!  I would hug and kiss them until they begged me to stop.”
 
   “So you understand then?”
 
   “Of course I do, dear.  But are you sure now is the right time?”
 
   “Yes.  The children are old enough now.  And you’ve got Prudence and Rebecca and David to help you manage them.  You don’t need me anymore.”
 
   “That may be, but no one is better than you at managing the children.  They look up to you.  They admire you, and so do I.”
 
   “Thank you, but I’m sure you can get by without me.”
 
   “Perhaps we can, but I would hate to lose you.  And crossing the sea is so dangerous.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde did it.  If he can, then so can I.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde was a mean old man.  You’re still a little girl.  The sea is no place for a little girl all by herself.”
 
   “Couldn’t you come with me?  It wouldn’t be so dangerous then, would it?”
 
   “Perhaps, but then I would have to leave the children alone.”
 
   “Prudence and Rebecca can look after them.”
 
   “They are both very responsible girls, but they’re still so young.  If something happened to me—”
 
   “You just don’t want me to go.  You want me to stay here forever!”
 
   “Samantha, please, that’s not what I meant—”
 
   “Is too!  You’re just like Reverend Crane.  You want to keep us all here forever!”  Samantha launched herself from the pew and then stomped out of the church.
 
   Along the way to the meadow, she wiped at the tears in her eyes.  It wasn’t fair.  For five years she had put off looking for her family to help take care of the children on Eternity.  It had made sense since she was still a child herself; as Miss Brigham had said, the sea was no place for a little girl by herself.  But Samantha wasn’t a little girl anymore.  Maybe she wasn’t a grown-up either yet, but she was close enough.  She didn’t want to put it off any longer.  Her real family was out there, waiting for her.  By now they might have given up hope of ever seeing her again.  She couldn’t wait anymore.  If Miss Brigham wouldn’t let her go, then she would have to do it on her own.
 
   The children had gathered in the meadow for lessons as they did when it was warm enough to do so.  The sky had turned gray, the dark clouds reflecting Samantha’s mood, but it hadn’t started to rain yet.  She supposed they would have to hurry today’s lesson so they could get the chores done before it did rain.
 
   “All right children, settle down,” Samantha said.  “Miss Brigham is ill today, so I’ll be conducting the lesson today.  Now yesterday Miss Brigham talked about some words beginning with ‘A,’ so today we’ll be talking about words beginning with ‘B’ and try to spell them.  Who wants to start?”
 
   Rebecca raised her hand.  Samantha nodded to her.  “Bible.”
 
   “How is that spelled?”
 
   “B-I-B-L-E.”
 
   “Very good.  What else?”
 
   One of the youngest children, Annie, raised her hand.  “Bee,” she said.  “B-E-E.”
 
   “That’s good.  And what sound do bees make?”
 
   “Buzz, buzz, buzz!” Annie shouted and giggled.
 
   “How would you spell that?”  When Annie only shrugged, Samantha looked around at the other children.  “Who can spell it?  Prudence?”
 
   “B-U-Z-Z,” Prudence said in almost a whisper.
 
   “That’s good.  Who else has one?”
 
   Samantha heard Helena giggle.  She whispered something into Phyllis’s ear, which prompted her to laugh as well.  “Helena, do you have something to add?”
 
   “I was just telling Phyllis I know another word that starts with ‘B.’”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Boobies!”  The older children, especially the boys, snickered at this while the younger children only stared with confusion.  Prudence and Rebecca said nothing, but their faces turned bright red in unison.  Samantha felt her own face turning warm.  She bit down on her lip to keep the tears at bay.
 
   “That is not a nice word,” Samantha said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It just isn’t.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Shut up!  Or else I’ll send you down to the woodshed.”
 
   Helena met Samantha’s glare for a moment, as if daring Samantha to punish her.  Then she looked down at the ground.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Good.  Now, let’s get back to the lesson.”  Samantha managed to get through the rest of the lesson without crying.  After dismissing the children, she hurried into the forest, finding a thicket in which to be alone.  There she let the tears flow at last.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3:  Skirmishes
 
   When Samantha had first come to Eternity, Reverend Crane had tried her in a couple of jobs.  She had first tried helping Prudence in her shop, but Samantha soon found she didn’t have the skill or patience for sewing.  Then, since she was the only child who could read, Samantha had worked with Miss Brigham.  That ended once the reverend erased Miss Brigham’s memory and used water from the Fountain of Youth to make Miss Brigham a scatter-brained teenager.  
 
   After the Reverend’s death, Samantha had been forced by necessity to perform a variety of tasks.  With most of the children of Eternity reduced to babies or toddlers, Samantha, Prudence, and the older children who had remained had been forced to do everything, including jobs previously relegated solely to the boys.
 
   Samantha found she enjoyed the chores of the boys far more than those of the girls.  Cooking, cleaning, and sewing held little interest to her.  She preferred to work with her hands out in the fields or around the barns.  When she was seven she had helped one of the cows give birth by reaching inside the womb to turn the calf around.  Not even the boys had wanted to do that, but when the newborn calf licked Samantha’s face, she found it worthwhile.
 
   Now that most of the children were older, Samantha had taken on more of a supervisory role.  She spent most of the day making rounds from the fields to the barns to the stream and then into the village in order to make sure no one was loafing.  Once she finished crying over the lesson in the meadow, she forced herself to get back to business as usual.
 
   She started in the fields, where she found the crops growing on schedule.  In another two months the corn would be taller than her—unless she had another growth spurt.  The wheat was still green, but by harvest time it would be golden brown, ripe for milling into flour that would help see them through another long winter.
 
   She made her inspection at a brisk pace, not wanting anyone to pay any attention to her.  Still, she thought she heard the boys snickering in her wake.  Though she couldn’t be certain, she thought one of them had said, “There goes Boobies.”  She walked faster.
 
   Next she inspected the livestock.  She had helped deliver many of the animals herself and thus had always felt a kinship with them.  She usually enjoyed spending a few minutes petting the horses and cows and even scratching the heads of the sheep.  The chickens she stayed away from; they pecked at her as if they thought she were made of corn.
 
   Today she didn’t find much comfort in visiting the animals.  The horses tossed their heads when she tried to pet them, as if they didn’t recognize her.  The cows similarly shied away from her.  Sarah, the first calf she had delivered, lowed at her but wouldn’t come close.  “What’s wrong, girl?  It’s me.  It’s Samantha.”
 
   Sarah only lowed at her again.  She glanced down at her feet.  Then she knew why the animals shied from her:  they didn’t recognize her anymore.  She had changed so much they thought she was a stranger.  “It’s not fair,” she muttered.
 
   When she had first come to the island she had been an outcast.  Her bronze skin had marked her as different from everyone else.  Since Reverend Crane and Pryde had died, she had thought she was making progress.  That had been an illusion.  Now that she was more different than ever from them, they laughed at her all over again.
 
   She watched one of Sarah’s calves nuzzle her and had to bite down on her lip to keep from crying.  She imagined herself as the calf, nuzzling against her mother once they were reunited.  If only she could leave this place, then they could be together again.  As she often did, she tried to imagine what her parents looked like.  She always pictured her mother as tall and strong, with bronze skin and glossy black hair like her.  Her father she always thought of as a little shorter and heavier, his dark hair receding.  Sometimes she imagined brothers and sisters, a whole gaggle of them, some older and some younger.
 
   Samantha caught her reflection in a bucket of water and frowned.  Would they even recognize her?  Not only from the changes in her body, but when she had washed up on Eternity she had been about ten years old.  By all rights she should be fifteen or perhaps sixteen by now.  How would she explain being only twelve?  Maybe she wouldn’t have to; maybe they would be so happy to see her it wouldn’t matter.
 
   “Would not!” she heard Wendell shout.
 
   “Would too,” David growled.  “I have a better chance than you, Wendy.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!”
 
   “What are you going to do about it?  You going to tell her like a little baby?”
 
   “I’m not scared of you.”
 
   When Samantha heard them grunting and growling like a pair of dogs fighting over a bone, she hurried out of the barn.  As expected, she found David and Wendell wrestling on the ground.  “What is going on here?” she shouted.  “David, I told you earlier to stop this.”
 
   “He started it.”  David stood up, kicking dust at Wendell.
 
   “I don’t care.  There’s no fighting.  Understood?”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  
 
   She watched David stomp away and then helped Wendell up.  He came up only to her armpits despite they were about the same age.  Between that and his skinniness, he found himself the target of even the younger boys.  She brushed some of the dust off his clothes and then looked him in the eye.  “Wendell, you know better than to fight, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he muttered.  “I won’t do it again.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Come on, Wendell, you can tell me.  We’re friends, aren’t we?”
 
   “We are?”
 
   “Of course.  Now—” Wendell interrupted her by getting on his toes to kiss her on the lips.  She cuffed him on the side of the head hard enough to stagger him.  “I’m sorry.  Are you all right?”
 
   He began to cry, but when she tried to touch him, he stepped away.  “I thought you said we were friends?”
 
   “We are.”
 
   “Then why can’t I kiss you?  That’s what boyfriends and girlfriends do.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “David.  He says when girls get boobies then you’re supposed to kiss and hug them.”
 
   Samantha noticed Wendell’s eyes focusing on her chest as he said this.  She put an arm over the bumps on her chest.  “Well, he’s wrong,” she said.
 
   “You’re just saying that because you don’t really like me.  You like him.”
 
   “Wendell, no.  I like you both, but not like that.  These things don’t make anything different.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Look, I’m not any different now than I was last year.  Not on the inside.”
 
   “But you’re so pretty now.”
 
   This froze Samantha for a moment.  “I am?”
 
   He nodded to her.  “You’re even prettier than Miss Brigham.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s very sweet of you.”
 
   “Does that mean I can be your boyfriend?”
 
   “What?  No.  I…I have to go,” Samantha said and then took off running.
 
   ***
 
   In lieu of finishing her rounds, Samantha went the one place no one would look for her:  the cave with the Fountain of Youth inside.  She had been in the cave only a few times since Reverend Crane and Pryde had both drowned in the fountain.  Those times she had always come with Prudence or Miss Brigham to fetch some water for emergencies.  
 
   Samantha avoided going to that place alone; the cave had too many bad memories for her.  Whenever she went there, she could feel Reverend Crane and Mr. Pryde’s presences there, despite that she knew they were dead.  Today she sat alone by the fountain, staring down at her reflections.
 
   In the water she saw not her current hideous form, but herself as a little girl, a toddler, and a baby.  She couldn’t help noting how much happier all three faces looked.  They were blissfully unaware of how deformed she would become.  “It’s not fair,” she muttered.  “I didn’t ask for this to happen.”
 
   Looking her younger selves in the eye, she knew she could always end this pain.  All she had to do was dip her foot into the fountain and she would shrink into that adorable little girl she had been.  Perhaps she could make herself a toddler so she would have a long time before this happened again.  And then she could be the youngest and have the others take care of her instead of her taking care of them.
 
   She shook her head.  No, she couldn’t do that.  If she were little again, how would she ever find her parents?  She had spent too much time here already.  No, she had to get off this terrible island and find her parents.  They would help her through all of this with their love.
 
   “Samantha?  What are you doing here?” Miss Brigham asked behind her. 
 
   “I was just thinking.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Miss Brigham sat down next to Samantha, her reflections joining Samantha’s in the water.  Miss Brigham pointed to the face of herself at thirteen, a face scarred with angry red spots.  “Oh my, can you believe I used to look like that?  I’m so glad my skin finally cleared up.  At least most of it.  There’s still a pimple or two on my forehead I can’t ever seem to get rid of.  At least I can cover those up.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Miss Brigham put an arm around her shoulders.  “Rebecca told me what happened in the meadow.  You shouldn’t feel ashamed about it.  You’re growing up, that’s all.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to grow up.”
 
   “Now I know that’s not true.  In time you’re going to become a beautiful young woman.  If you’re lucky you won’t have all these nasty pimples like I did.”  Miss Brigham touched Samantha’s cheek.  “You have such lovely skin.  Those pores aren’t going to get full of grease like mine.”
 
   “But why is this happening to me?  Why not Prudence or one of the others?”
 
   “You’re the oldest, dear.  They’ll all go through it too, even that nasty little Helena.  You’ll see.  That is unless you’re leaving us.”
 
   “Is that why you came to find me?  So you can talk me out of going?”
 
   “I only want to make sure you’re doing it for the right reasons, dear.   You aren’t leaving because the other children made fun of you, are you?”
 
   “No.  I want to find my parents.  I know they’re out there, waiting for me.  I want to go before it’s too late.”
 
   “Too late for what?”
 
   Samantha shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess it’s like you say, I’m growing up.  I want to find them before I’m too grown up.  Does that make sense?”
 
   “I suppose it does.  I wish I could go with you, but someone needs to look after the children.”
 
   “I’m sorry—”
 
   “Don’t apologize, dear.  Reverend Crane brought me here to take care of the children.  I never should have relied so much on you and Prudence.  You were just children yourselves.  I suppose I was weak.”  She patted Samantha’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry I didn’t help you find your parents sooner.  But will you promise me one thing?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Don’t leave tonight.  I would hate to think of you out there on that sea at night.”
 
   Samantha nodded.  “All right.  I’ll leave in the morning.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.  Now, let’s go.  It’s almost time for dinner.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4:  Betrayal
 
   Dinner was the same stew as the day before and the day before that and the day before that.  Phyllis’s repertoire didn’t have much variety.  It wasn’t entirely her fault as she had to work with the limited ingredients provided by what they could grow or forage on Eternity.  The stew was an improvement over winter’s fare of salted meat and even saltier vegetables.
 
   Samantha at last found herself with an opportunity to talk to Prudence, who sat in her usual place in the corner.  Prudence stared intently at her bowl, as if she were divining some prophecy from its contents.  As she usually did, Samantha took her bowl over to sit down across from her friend.  “Hi.”
 
   “Hello,” Prudence mumbled into her bowl.  She spooned some of the stew into her mouth to avoid saying anything else.
 
   “I’m sorry about this morning.  I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
 
   “Did so.”
 
   “Prudence, please, I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   Prudence put down her spoon and then looked Samantha in the eye.  “Yes you did.  You don’t want me around anymore.  You’re too important now to have the little fat girl around.”
 
   “That’s not true.  You’re my best friend, Prudence.  That’s why I wanted to tell you before anyone else.”
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   “I’m leaving.  Tomorrow I’m going down to the beach and take Mr. Pryde’s boat to the mainland so I can find my family.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Prudence said and then took another spoonful of stew.  
 
   “That’s all you’re going to say?”
 
   “What else am I supposed to say?”
 
   “That you’re happy for me and you hope I find them.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   Samantha studied her friend for a moment.  “You don’t really think that, do you?”
 
   “I do, it’s just…what happens to me after you’re gone?”
 
   “You can make other friends.  Rebecca likes you.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Samantha looked around the dining room, watching the other children eating in small groups.  She and Prudence had always sat together, most of the time by themselves.  Sometimes Rebecca or one of the other girls would sit next to them.  The boys always kept to their side of the room, though tonight she noticed them sneaking glances at her.
 
   Samantha reached across the table to take Prudence’s hands.  “You don’t have to stay here.  Come with me to the mainland.”
 
   “But where will I go when I get there?”
 
   “You can stay with me.  I’m sure my parents will take you in too.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Eternity is my home.  It’s all I can remember.”
 
   “Please?  It’ll be so much better if we’re together.”
 
   “Who will make clothes for the children then?”
 
   “I’m sure one of them can do it.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Don’t you want to see what it’s like over there?  You remember the books I read to you?  You remember all the great things over there?  All the beautiful clothes people wear?  You could design things you couldn’t even imagine here.  No more plain gray dresses.”
 
   “I don’t mind making gray dresses.”
 
   “I should have known you wouldn’t want to go.  You’re just a big fat scared pig who doesn’t want to leave her sty.”
 
   “I’m not a pig!”  This brought chuckles and a few exaggerated snorts from some of the other children.  Prudence ignored these, glaring at Samantha instead.  “Even if I am, at least I’m not a freak like you.”
 
   “Oh, I’m a freak, am I?”
 
   “That’s right.  You and your boobies.”
 
   “Fine, you just stay right here, getting fatter until you can’t fit through the door anymore.”  Samantha shot to her feet.  She stomped over to the counter where Phyllis had left the pots of stew.  Samantha took one that was still three-quarters full.  She carried it back to Prudence’s table, dropping it with a thud next to her former best friend.  “Here, I’ll save seven or eight trips.  Wouldn’t want you to get any exercise.”
 
   Prudence stared at the pot for a moment, her lower lip trembling.  Then she took off running faster than Samantha would have thought possible.  She watched Prudence go until she felt the other children staring at her.  “What?” she roared at them.  They turned away.
 
   Then Samantha stomped out of the dining room.
 
   *** 
 
   She locked herself in her room by leaning a chair against the knob.  She tore open the drawers of her dresser, emptying them out onto the bed.  Like most of the children she didn’t have a lot of spare clothes, only three of Prudence’s ugly gray dresses, two pairs of socks, and only one extra pair of underpants.  She shoved these into an empty pillowcase to take with her on her trip.  In the morning she would have to get some food from the kitchen, some apples and biscuits that wouldn’t need reheating while she sailed across the sea.  She would also need some fresh water to drink on her voyage.
 
   Someone tapped on the door.  Samantha figured it was that whiny brat Prudence or perhaps Miss Brigham.  Then she heard Rebecca say, “Samantha?  Can I come in?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I just want to talk.”
 
   “I don’t feel like talking.”
 
   “Please?  It will only be a minute.”
 
   Samantha sighed.  She took the chair away from the knob to allow Rebecca inside.  When she opened the door, Samantha looked around to make sure no one else was around.  “Come on,” she said to Rebecca.
 
   Rebecca waddled inside and then climbed onto the bed.  Though she was only nine years old, she was well on her way to being as fat as Prudence, her gut resting on her thighs when she sat down.  Unlike Prudence, though, Rebecca’s voice didn’t have that shy, timid sound to it.  Her voice sounded even more mature than Miss Brigham’s, as if she were already a grown-up.
 
   Rebecca patted the spot next to her on the pallet.  “Why don’t you sit down and tell me what happened?”
 
   “Fine.”  Samantha sat down next to her on the pallet and then began swinging her legs around and around.  “There’s not much to say.  Prudence is a big fat coward.”
 
   “Why would you say that?  Prudence helped you get rid of Reverend Crane and Mr. Pryde, didn’t she?”
 
   “Helped?  She didn’t do anything until I got them both into the water.”
 
   “Then she saved your life.”
 
   “I guess.  Maybe I could have climbed out on my own.”
 
   “As what, a baby?”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “You and Prudence are best friends.  I know neither of you meant the awful things you said.  In time you’re going to realize that.”
 
   “There won’t be time.  I’m leaving.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   Samantha motioned to the pillowcase on the bed.  “I’m leaving tomorrow morning.  I’m going to the mainland to find my parents.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  Did you tell Prudence that?”
 
   “Yes.  I asked her to go with me but she was too chicken.”
 
   “It is a big step.”
 
   “You’re too scared to go too?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Eternity is my home.”
 
   “Well it’s not mine.  I have a home out there.  I wasn’t even supposed to be here.  Mr. Pryde kidnapped me.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “What other reason is there?”
 
   “I don’t know, but maybe you shouldn’t get your hopes up so much.”
 
   Samantha glared into Rebecca’s piggish little eyes.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m only saying your parents might not be there.  Maybe they’re dead.”
 
   “No they aren’t!  If they were, I would remember.”
 
   “Would you?”
 
   “Yes.  I couldn’t forget something like that.”
 
   “Or maybe that’s why you can’t remember.  Maybe it’s so painful you made yourself forget.”
 
   “I don’t need analyzed by a little kid.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rebecca said, her voice sounding younger, as if she were a toddler again.  “I’m just worried about you.  I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   Samantha put an arm around Rebecca to pull the little girl close.  Rebecca had proven herself so responsible in these last five years, taking charge when Samantha and Prudence weren’t around.  She had taken on a lot more than any toddler should have.  “That’s very sweet, Rebecca, but I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?  I’m sure my parents would love to have a smart little girl like you around.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Who would look after the kids then?  And Miss Brigham?”
 
   Samantha laughed at that.  She gave Rebecca a hug.  “Go and get everyone ready for bed.  I promise in the morning I’ll apologize to Prudence.”
 
   “Will you tell us a story?”
 
   “Of course.”  Samantha tousled Rebecca’s short brown hair.  Then the little girl hopped off the bed.  She closed the door behind her on her way out.  Samantha sighed and then resumed packing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5:  Runaway
 
   Every night Samantha told the other girls a story.  Other than the Bible the only book left on the island was a tattered copy of a novel called Forever Young, its heroine having the name Samantha Young.  For a while Samantha had read this book over and over, until the girls could all recite it from memory.  
 
   After about two years, Samantha began working in different stories.  These sprang from the depths of the memory she couldn’t consciously access.  Most of the stories dealt with little girls getting into trouble.  In one a little girl in a cloak with a red hood ran afoul of a wolf impersonating her grandmother.  In another a little girl came upon a cabin belonging to three bears.  Samantha always ended these stories happily so the youngest girls wouldn’t suffer from nightmares.  Still there had been several nights when Rebecca or Annie or sometimes even Helena would crawl into her pallet for comfort.
 
   As was always the case, the girls had gathered around Samantha’s old pallet, which was across from Prudence’s.  Prudence usually sat on her bed, listening intently even though she was too old for fairy tales.  Tonight her pallet was empty.
 
   Samantha pulled the chair from her room over to sit on.  The girls had already dressed in their nightgowns and brushed their hair for bed.  A few of the younger ones clutched dolls made from bits of old cloth stuffed with straw.  Samantha had kept such a doll until she was eight, when she decided it set a bad example for the other children.
 
   “Is everyone all cleaned up and ready for bed?” she asked as she usually did.
 
   “Yes,” they said in unison.
 
   “All right.  In that case, once upon a time there was a beautiful princess who lived in a castle far away—”
 
   “What was her name?” Annie asked.
 
   “She should be named Helena.  That’s what pretty girls are named.”
 
   “Nuh-uh, she should be named Phyllis.”
 
   Helena made a face at her friend.  “Only ugly cooks are named Phyllis.”
 
   “I’m not ugly!”
 
   “Settle down, girls,” Rebecca said.  “Let Samantha tell the story.”
 
   “Thank you.  As I was saying, there was a beautiful princess who lived in a castle far away.  Her name was Samantha.”
 
   “No fair,” Helena grumbled.
 
   “It’s my story,” Samantha said, fixing Helena with a hard look.  “Samantha lived in the castle with her parents, the king and queen.  They were all very happy there.  Samantha had all sorts of wonderful toys and her own pretty white pony to ride whenever she wanted.”
 
   “Then what happened?” Annie prompted.
 
   “Well, one day a nasty man showed up at the castle.  He called himself Mr. Pryde.”  Some of the younger girls whimpered at the mention of the name, despite they were too young to remember Pryde or his dogs.  “That night Mr. Pryde snuck into Samantha’s room and he took her away.
 
   “He took her in a boat across the sea to an island.  He gave Samantha something so she couldn’t remember who she was or where she came from.  Then he took her into a village.
 
   “In this village Samantha found a bunch of other pretty little girls with names like Annie and Phyllis and Rebecca—and Helena,” Samantha said before the latter could start pouting.  “Just like Samantha, these girls couldn’t remember where they came from either.  The mean old Mr. Pryde made the girls all work very hard to feed him and his mean old dogs.”
 
   “I don’t like this story,” Annie said with a whimper.  She clutched her doll with white knuckles.
 
   “Don’t worry, Samantha and her friend Prudence got rid of that mean old Mr. Pryde.  They pushed him into a magic fountain that made him disappear.  Him and his mean old dogs.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “Well, five years went by.  Samantha and the other girls were all alone on the island.  They still had to work very hard to keep themselves alive.  Samantha started to think she might never see her parents or their castle ever again.
 
   “But then one day something wonderful happened.  A boat landed on the island.  It was a magic boat made all out of gold and jewels and other pretty things—”
 
   “Wouldn’t a boat like that sink?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “No, it was a magic boat.  It was so magical that the boat could talk.  The magic boat told Samantha it had been searching for years and years and at last it had found her.  At last she would be able to go home to her parents.”
 
   Samantha paused, hearing the door creak open.  She saw Prudence slip inside as quietly as a girl her size could manage.  Prudence stepped through the knot of girls, her big rear end brushing against Samantha as she went past.  Then Prudence flopped onto her pallet and turned to face the wall.  Samantha glared at her former best friend for a moment, waiting for some sign that Prudence was sorry.  Apparently Prudence was still mad at her.
 
   “What happened next?” Annie prompted again.
 
   “The boat told Samantha she could take all her friends back to the castle with her.  There they could all find new parents and be happy forever.  The girls were all happy about this, all except one.  Only big fat Prudence didn’t want to leave the island.  She wanted to stay there forever and ever because she was too scared to get on the boat.”
 
   “Samantha, stop it,” Rebecca said.  “You promised to apologize to Prudence.”
 
   “Well maybe she should apologize to me first.”
 
   This prompted Prudence to roll over.  With a groan she managed to sit up.  “Why should I apologize?  You started it.”
 
   “Did not!
 
   “Did so!”
 
   “You’re such a liar.”
 
   “I am not!”
 
   “Stop it, both of you,” Rebecca said.  “You’re acting like babies.”
 
   “Who asked you?” Samantha said.  “You think you’re so grown up, but you’re just a little kid.  Well, not so little anymore.  Another year and you’ll be fatter than Prudence.”
 
   Tears bubbled up in Rebecca’s eyes at this.  She turned away to cry into her pillow.  “That was mean,” Annie said.  The other girls nodded their assent.
 
   “I don’t care what you little brats think.”
 
   “We’re not brats!”
 
   “Oh, no, of course not.  Let me tell you a new story.  There once was a little girl named Samantha who lived on an island with a bunch of other girls.  Those girls were mean to her all the time, calling her nasty names.
 
   “Then a mean old reverend decided to turn all the nasty little girls into babies with his magic water.  Only Samantha realized it was a trick.  She kept some of the other little girls from drinking the magic water.  But those who were really nasty still drank it and they became nasty little babies.
 
   “After the mean old reverend was gone, Samantha took care of all the nasty little babies, even though they hadn’t been nice to her.  She fed them and changed their dirty diapers and sang them songs so they could sleep.  She even told them stories before bedtime.
 
   “Samantha did everything she could to make the nasty little girls happy.  As they grew up, she still helped them, even though more than anything she wanted to go look for her parents.  How did the nasty little girls repay her?  They called her mean names just because she looked different from them.  And when she offered to take them away from the horrible little island, they were too scared to go.”
 
   Samantha stood up and then went into her room.  She plucked her pillowcase off the bed.  Looking around at the girls on their pallets, she said, “So Samantha decided she was going to leave without them.  She would leave all those nasty little girls to live out their nasty little lives on the island.”
 
   With that, Samantha stomped out of the dormitory.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6:  On the Road
 
   Before she left the village, Samantha stopped in the kitchen to get some apples and biscuits.  She drew herself a pitcher of water as well.  She hoped it would be enough to get her to the mainland.  If nothing else, maybe she could catch some fish along the way.
 
   She walked down the path to the barns.  Like the people in the village, the animals should be asleep by now.  Yet when Samantha walked past the barns, she heard the animals making noises.  Was there a fire?  Or perhaps another animal like a fox or raccoon had snuck into the barn.
 
   She threw open the door and then felt around for the lantern.  By feeling around she found a box of matches on a shelf next to the lantern.  She lit the lantern, the light casting a dim glow around the barn.
 
   There didn’t seem to be any sign of another animal.  Perhaps it was hiding in one of the pens.  Samantha set her pack on the ground and then took a pitchfork with her free hand.  She went over to the sheep’s pen and held up the lantern.  The sheep squealed at her, the largest ram snapping at the air.  “What’s wrong?” Samantha asked.  The sheep of course could not answer her.
 
   She looked around the horse stalls next.  They pawed at the ground and shook their heads as if an unfamiliar rider were on their backs.  “Easy, guys.  It’s just me.”
 
   Not even Sarah was in good spirits.  The cow loomed protectively next to her calf.  “Hi,” Samantha said.  She set down the pitchfork to hold out her hand.  “It’s just me, Samantha.  What’s spooking you guys tonight?”
 
   Sarah didn’t come towards her.  The cow pawed at the ground as the horses had done.  Her tail whipped from one side to the other, swatting at imaginary flies.  “I don’t know what’s got into you guys tonight, but I just wanted to say goodbye,” she said.  Maybe the animals could sense she was leaving.  Maybe that had gotten them so riled up.  
 
   “I’m going miss you guys.  Maybe when I find Mom and Dad they’ll let me come back and bring you all home too.”  Did her parents own a farm?  In a way she hoped so.  She liked all the open space in Eternity, where she could run around and play, not that she ever got much time for that.  None of the kids had much time to play like normal kids.  Even the toddlers had to do chores much of the day.  Samantha definitely wouldn’t miss that.
 
   “Well, goodbye I guess,” she said.  “You be good.”
 
   Sarah lowed at her in response.  Samantha nodded to the cow and then left the barn.  She left the pitchfork behind but took the lantern with her so she’d be able to see her way to the beach.  Then she could be on her way home.
 
   *** 
 
   Samantha’s departure had left the girls in a panic.  Even Rebecca, who was ordinarily so unflappable, sobbed uncontrollably into her pillow.  Prudence sat on her bed, looking down at her feet.  This wasn’t how she had wanted things to go.
 
   In her shop, Prudence had worked on a new dress and thought about what Samantha had said.  It was more tempting than Samantha had let on to leave Eternity and go to the mainland.  If they made it there, maybe the kids she met on the mainland would be nicer.  They might not call her names or pinch her stomach.  Maybe on the mainland Prudence would be normal and skinny girls like Samantha would be the ones who were called names.  
 
   Yet when she thought about it, she couldn’t do it.  Eternity was her home.  It was the only home she’d ever known.  From what she and Samantha had found out, Prudence had lived on the island for over three hundred years.  After all that time, how could just pick up and leave?
 
   She didn’t want to go, but she couldn’t let Samantha go either, not the way they had left things between them.  Samantha might never come back; she would spend the rest of her life thinking Prudence hated her.  Despite the scene in the dining room, Prudence didn’t hate Samantha.  Samantha was her only real friend, the only one who stood up for Prudence when the others teased her or comforted Prudence when she felt sad.  She couldn’t let Samantha leave thinking Prudence didn’t like her.
 
   She had decided to apologize to Samantha when she got back to the dormitory.  Then she opened the door and saw Samantha telling a story to the other girls.  Prudence decided to go to her bed and wait until the morning, when she could talk to Samantha in private.
 
   From there everything had gone wrong.  Samantha had said such terrible things about her.  And then she had said horrible things about the rest of the girls.  She had even attacked poor Rebecca for trying to intervene.
 
   As she looked around the room at the other girls crying, Prudence forced herself to stand up.  She couldn’t let Samantha leave like that.  It would devastate the other girls and demoralize everyone on the island.  In particular it would demoralize Prudence to leave things as they were.  For that reason she had to go and bring Samantha back.
 
   Putting on a fake smile, Prudence patted Rebecca on the back.  “I’ll be back in a little bit.  You girls get ready for bed.  Understand?”  They nodded to her; not even Helena had the will to fight with her at the moment.  “Be good while I’m gone.”
 
   In the kitchen, Prudence found a candle to light her way.  She knew Samantha would be going to the beach, where Mr. Pryde had kept his boat.  They had not tried taking the boat anywhere since he left, the girls too little for sailing and Miss Brigham too scared to try.  Prudence hoped it would take Samantha a little while to get the boat ready, long enough for Prudence to stop her.
 
   As she plodded along the path down to the barns, Prudence considered what she would say.  She knew Samantha was just angry at the moment.  With any luck she would have calmed down by the time Prudence found her.  That would make things easier.  In her heart Samantha had to still love all the girls, even brats like Helena.  She wouldn’t want to leave them in the way she had, saying such terrible things.  If Prudence just told her this, Samantha should come around.
 
   Or perhaps not.  Samantha could be very stubborn.  When she was nine, Samantha had gotten mad at Prudence for tearing a page in the Forever Young book.  They hadn’t spoken for a whole week, not until Rebecca worked things out between them.  If this were one of those times, then Prudence might have her work cut out for her.
 
   Prudence was still thinking about this when she heard a distant rumble.  It was already night and yet the sky on the horizon looked even darker.  Prudence shivered as the wind began to pick up.  Maybe she wouldn’t have to find Samantha at all.  With a storm coming in, Samantha would surely realize she had to come back, wouldn’t she?
 
   With a sigh, Prudence kept going.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7:  The Storm
 
   Samantha had only walked the path to the beach a few times in the last five years.  The first time she and Prudence had gone down to verify the boat was indeed there.  They had looked around for anything to salvage, but they hadn’t turned up anything.  The other times she had come down to the beach by herself to make sure the boat was still there.
 
   The path looked a lot different at night.  The trees took on a menacing quality, the branches like clawed hands reaching out to grab her.  An owl hooted as it searched the forest for prey.  Samantha hoped that didn’t include her.  She squealed like one of the toddlers when something rattled the brush to her right.  She held up the lantern, but didn’t see anything.
 
   “It’s just the wind,” she told herself.  Or a squirrel or chipmunk or something harmless like that.  There were plenty of those on Eternity.  But her mind conjured pictures of bears twice her size, huge black monsters with razor-sharp claws and teeth.
 
   “I’m a big girl,” she said.  “I’m not scared of the dark.”
 
   She remembered the first few nights after Reverend Crane and Pryde had died.  Samantha had been only six years old, not much removed from a toddler.  Though she had slept in the dormitory for quite a few days already, the room became completely foreign to her at night.  Every noise prompted her to hug her dolly and whimper.  She had finally gone into the adjoining room where Miss Brigham slept.
 
   She shook Miss Brigham’s shoulder until the older girl woke up.  “Samantha?  What are you doing up at this hour?  A girl your age ought to be getting some sleep.”
 
   “I’m scared,” Samantha said.  “Can I sleep with you?”
 
   “I suppose that would be all right for tonight.”  Miss Brigham moved aside so Samantha could crawl onto the bed with her.  They had done that for three straight nights, until Miss Brigham finally looked Samantha in the eye and said, “I’m sorry, young lady, but you have to get used to sleeping on your own.  You’re a big girl and you should sleep in your own bed.”
 
   “But it’s so dark.”
 
   “That may be, but there’s nothing in the dark that isn’t there in the light.”
 
   Samantha had considered this.  They had finally settled for keeping one of their precious candles lit through the night.  They did this for two nights, until Samantha became certain nothing inside the room could harm her.
 
   As she walked now along the path, though, Samantha thought back to what Miss Brigham had said.  That might have been true in the dormitory, but it wasn’t true in the forest.  There were plenty of animals that only came out at night to do their hunting.  Those animals were not friendly to humans either.  Samantha started to wish she’d brought the pitchfork with her.
 
   The lantern slipped from her hand as she heard an inhuman howl.  Was one of Pryde’s dogs out here, stalking her?  She heard another howl, this time accompanied by a clap of thunder.  Samantha retrieved the lantern and then held it up.  The tree branches were dancing like mad from the wind.
 
   A storm, that must be what had made the noise.  To confirm this, a bolt of lightning slashed through the sky.  Not tonight, Samantha thought.  Not when she was so close to finally leaving Eternity.
 
   She barely had time to turn around before the rain was upon her.  It was as if someone had dumped a bucket of water on her.  She dropped her own pitcher of water and the pillowcase as she took off running.  The lantern managed to stay lit for a minute or two before its fire went out.  Samantha tossed the now-useless lantern to the ground to lighten her load.
 
   A gust of wind roared through the trees before hurling Samantha from her feet.  She landed what must have been ten feet away, face-first onto the damp ground.  She lay there for a moment, the rain drenching her in an instant.  She forced herself up to her feet and then swept a veil of wet hair from her face.
 
   She had to get back to the village.  She couldn’t stay out here in this storm.  To emphasize this, she heard a tree creak.  A moment later a tree wider than three of Prudence put together split in half.  Samantha screamed as she darted into the forest to avoid being crushed.
 
   She decided to stay in the forest, where the trees would protect her a little from the wind and rain.  That was unless the storm smashed more of the trees.  Still, there didn’t seem much choice at the moment.  Samantha ran.
 
   The storm had blotted out the moon and without the lantern, Samantha couldn’t see anything.  She had to rely on keeping her hands out in front of her to keep her from running into any of the trees.  The farther she went, the more certain she became that she was lost.  She was never going to find the village.  She wouldn’t be able to find Miss Brigham’s cottage or Reverend Crane’s old house either.  She was stuck out here.
 
   Her foot tripped over something, sending her sprawling on the ground.  Samantha lay there for a moment, sobbing not from any physical pain.  She was going to die out here, of that she was certain.  She would die here without ever seeing her parents again.  Not only that, she would die without ever getting to apologize to Prudence or any of the others for saying such terrible things to them.  Prudence had been her best friend and now for the rest of her life she would think Samantha had never liked her.
 
   “No,” she whispered.  It wasn’t over yet.  She pushed herself back up.  Again she had to sweep wet hair from her face.  She looked around, but it was impossible to see more than two feet in front of her.
 
   She forced herself to run again.  She had to find the village.  If nothing else, she had to at least find somewhere to ride out this storm.  Besides the fountain cave there were others scattered around the island, most along the shore.  If she found one of those she could hide until this storm ended.
 
   Even as she considered this, Samantha saw a dark shape up ahead.  It didn’t look like any tree she had ever seen.  Upon closer inspection, she saw her salvation:  a house!  It didn’t look like Miss Brigham’s or the reverend’s.  At the moment she didn’t care, so long as it had somewhere for her to dry off.
 
   She felt around until she located a door.  Pulling open the door, the smell of mold assaulted her nostrils.  Not only mold, but other forms of rot as well.  It was as if she’d entered a garbage dump.  How could that be?
 
   Samantha’s foot kicked something white.  She bent down and retrieved a bone.  The bone had been worn completely smooth except where something had bitten into it.  She located more of these bones, as well as rusty chains.  She also stepped in what smelled like feces.
 
   Pryde’s house.  This had to be it.  She had never really considered where Mr. Pryde had lived; she had assumed he had slept outside like an animal.  From what little she could see and from what she could smell, he hadn’t lived much better than an animal.
 
   A stream of water hit her in the face.  She could barely make out more streams of water coming through the roof.  This wouldn’t be much of a shelter from the storm.  Even as she thought this, the walls creaked.  The entire house would probably collapse on her soon.
 
   But what other choice did she have?  She stumbled around the room, trying to find a dry corner where she might be safe.  As she did, her foot kicked something else, something solid and metal that prompted her to cry out.  She bent down and felt a thick metal ring.  A trapdoor!
 
   Samantha stepped back and then pulled on the ring.  As expected, a door opened.  She felt around with her sore foot until she found a stair.  This must be a cellar.  That should keep her safe from the storm, provided the house didn’t collapse on the cellar and trap her inside.  Given the alternatives, she decided to take the chance.
 
   Samantha started down into the cellar.
 
   *** 
 
   Prudence had to stop in order to wipe hair from her face.  The rain had quickly transformed her tidy bun into a snake’s nest of wet tendrils that draped over her eyes.  If she ever found the village again, she would have to get her hair cut short like Samantha’s.
 
   Even without the hair in her face, she still couldn’t see anything.  What little light had existed had been snuffed out by the storm.  Prudence took a step forward with her arms in front of her and felt more dripping branches.  
 
   More than finding the village, Prudence wanted somewhere dry to rest, if only for a few minutes.  Besides her hair, her dress had completely soaked through, so that it clung to her body like a second skin.  Her shoes had filled with water and muck, her feet inside almost numb from cold.  If only she could find a cave or outcropping of rock, she might be able to get some feeling back into her feet and get her bearings.
 
   The latter would be easier said than done.  Prudence had not explored the island like Samantha and the boys; she had never strayed far from the paths around the village.  With as long as she’d run in the dark, she could be almost anywhere by now.  Before much longer she might tumble off a cliff, into the ocean.
 
   “Help me!” she shouted, as she had every few minutes.  “Someone, please, help!”
 
   When she didn’t hear any answer, she hugged herself and then trudged on.  As she did, she chided herself for being so foolish as to leave the safety of the dormitory at night.  By now if Samantha had any sense she would be back home while Prudence might wander around in this storm all night, until she caught her death of cold.
 
   This was all Samantha’s fault.  If she hadn’t left the dormitory tonight, Prudence would be in bed right now, asleep and dry.  She saw herself in bed, beneath her blanket, and savored the image of warmth and dryness.  If only she could go home.
 
   She stopped again, this time not because of the rain or her wet hair.  She heard a low growl from off to her left.  At first Prudence thought it might be a noise from the storm, but then she saw a pair of yellow eyes.  She had seen those eyes and heard that growl before—they belonged to one of Pryde’s dogs.
 
   Samantha had killed some of Mr. Pryde’s dogs five years ago, but the rest had disappeared.  Since no one had seen them, it was assumed they had died off.  The boys did still talk about hearing the dogs, though Prudence had thought that just a story to scare the girls.  Now she saw they hadn’t exaggerated.
 
   The dog took a few steps closer, enough that she could see its black shape that if the animal stood would be almost as tall as her if it stood on its hind legs.  The dog opened its mouth to reveal a set of sharp yellow fangs that would have no problem tearing Prudence to pieces.  She put out a hand in supplication.  “Please don’t hurt me,” she said.  “I don’t have any food.”
 
   The dog paid no attention to her.  She knew that to it she was the food.  Mr. Pryde had trained the beasts as guard dogs to keep the children from leaving the town; it hadn’t mattered to him whether the children survived or not.
 
   Prudence took a few steps with her hand still raised.  With her other hand she felt around for a stick or rock to use as a weapon.  If only Samantha were here, she would know what to do.  She would know how to fight the monsters.  Yet it was Samantha’s fault Prudence was out here to start with.
 
   As the dog finally lunged at her, Prudence grabbed the nearest stick she could find.  It wasn’t very thick, less than an inch wide.  She brought it around in a wild arc, hoping to hit the animal in the head.  She managed only to hit its right flank and not hard enough to stop it as it leaped onto her.  
 
   Prudence screamed as the monster’s jaws snapped at her.  It glared down at her with its terrible yellow eyes, as if it were deciding which part of her to devour first.  She closed her eyes to wait for the end.  She supposed the other children would all find some amusement in the fattest child on Eternity being eaten alive.  They would probably laugh and say she had deserved it for her years of gluttony.  Even Samantha would probably join in to mock her.
 
   The weight on Prudence lifted.  She opened her eyes to find the beast no longer staring down at her.  She sat up and saw the dog standing a few feet away, its rump turned to her.  Then she heard another growl that overlapped the first.  A second set of yellow eyes appeared.
 
   The two dogs began to growl in unison as they circled each other.  After a moment Prudence realized they were fighting over her.  She would be the prize for the winner.  She had to get out of here before that happened.
 
   While the dogs continued to growl and circle, Prudence slithered back a few inches.  She made sure to go slow so as not to alert them to her plan.  She receded a few more feet without them noticing her.
 
   The dog that had initially attacked her struck first.  It took a swipe at the other dog with its front left paw.  The other dog snapped back with its claws.  Before long they were both on the ground.  They grappled with each other, tooth to claw.
 
   Prudence saw this as her chance to make her escape.  No longer concerned with the rain or her hair, she got to her feet and bolted from the scene.  It didn’t take long before she heard a howl of anguish, followed closely by a crash through the brush.
 
   Prudence forced herself to run faster, as fast as she’d ever run before.  She flailed with her arms to swat any branches in front of her aside.  That didn’t help, as the branches still caught her wet hair and dress.  She plowed ahead, ignoring the pain in her scalp and along the midsection from where the branches caught her.  She had to keep moving or that dog would catch her.
 
   Still she heard it getting closer.  She risked a look over her shoulder and saw the dog’s yellow eyes fixed on her.  This time nothing would stop it from tearing her to pieces.
 
   She turned around just in time to avoid slamming into a tree trunk as big around as herself.  She stumbled as she tried to avoid the trunk.  She managed to stagger a few feet before she pitched forward.
 
   Prudence expected to land in a muddy heap or even a puddle.  She didn’t expect the ground to give way entirely or to find herself plunging underground.  She barely had time to scream before she hit something solid hard enough to knock the wind out of her.  She flopped onto her side and then struggled to take in a few breaths.
 
   As she did, she looked up at the sides of a deep hole.  She felt around with her hands for a ladder or rope or something to haul herself up with.  Her hand touched something smooth and cold—a rock?  She grunted as she tore the object from the muck.  Her grunt promptly turned to a scream as she saw a human skull in her hand.  She tossed the skull away and then tore at the sides of the hole with her hands to free herself.
 
   The sides of the hole were too steep and at the moment too slick for her to get any purchase.  After a few minutes of frantic scrabbling, she gave up.  She was trapped.  Though she couldn’t know for sure, she was fairly certain this was one of Pryde’s hunting traps.  At some point one of the other children must have tried to escape and fallen in.  She put a hand to her head and tried to remember, but she couldn’t.  Reverend Crane had given them all something to erase their memories whenever he made them younger.  The skull she’d found could have belonged to a child who had died centuries ago for all she knew.
 
   From up above came a mournful howl.  Prudence looked up to see a pair of yellow eyes glaring at her.  The beast had found her, but it wasn’t stupid enough to join her in the hole.  The dog snarled at her and snapped its jaws as if to remind her of what awaited her if she could find a way out of the hole.  Then the dog loped off, probably to find somewhere dry to wait out the storm.
 
   Prudence envied the dog for that.  While the pit gave her some protection from the rain, rivulets of water still found their way in.  She did what she could to avoid them, but she didn’t have much room to maneuver.  
 
   She finally curled up against one side of the pit and began to sob.  She would die here, just like that other child long ago.  She continued to sob until she fell asleep.
 
   *** 
 
   Today is her anniversary. As Prudence marks the tally on the cave wall, she knows without looking that the marks add up to six years. Six years since Reverend Crane locked her away in this underground chamber. Six years since she last saw the sun. Six years without speaking to another human being. Six years of living in almost-constant darkness, listening to the rumbling of her stomach, the rushing water of the river, and the screeching of the bats living in the caverns.
 
   Mr. Pryde comes down the long passage to her cell twice a day. She huddles in a corner when she hears the door open and his boots echoing along the corridor. Sometimes he brings one or more of his dogs; other times he comes alone. He always carries a wooden bucket, the “slop bucket” as he calls it.
 
   He feeds her like a pig, dumping the bucket into a pot on the floor. What the bucket contains varies from day to day. Most times there’s a bit of cold gruel, sometimes mixed with fatty pieces of meat or stale bread. She wants to refuse the horrible food, but the growling of her stomach always prods her to lift the pot to her lips. Pryde laughs and scratches her behind the ear like one of his beasts. “Good piggy,” he says.
 
   As she listens to his footsteps retreat down the passageway and the door slam shut, tears come to her face at what she’s become. She is no better than an animal. The bats in the caverns have more dignity than her.
 
   She throws herself onto the pallet to sleep. Only in her dreams can she escape this wretched place for even a few minutes. She often dreams of green fields beneath a blue sky. Wind ruffles her waist-length copper hair and brings the scent of wildflowers to her nose. She runs and runs through the field until she’s so tired, she collapses into the soft grass.
 
   Then she wakes up in the cell on her rough pallet. She touches the greasy tangles of hair Pryde cut off with his knife at her shoulders. The only smells are those of rotting food. Yet her stomach still growls, demanding more. But there will be no more until Pryde returns later.
 
   To pass the time, she makes her way by feel to the spinning wheel. Pryde brought the spinning wheel into the cell three years ago along with a bag of fabric scraps, needles, and thread. “The rev wants you to make yourself useful. Get to work stitching up these clothes. You might want to make something for yourself too, Piggy.”
 
   She puts a hand to her stomach pressing against the sackcloth fabric of her dress. Beneath her pallet she keeps a lacy pink dress she’d worn in her first year of captivity until she outgrew it. Since then she’s worn a series of shapeless gowns that grew larger with each year. Sometimes she snuggled up with the pink dress to remind herself of the world outside the cell, where beauty still lived.
 
   From the spinning wheel, Prudence takes the spindle in her hand to continue carving the message. The words first came to her two years ago in a dream. She couldn’t remember who had spoken the words, but she knew they were important. When she awoke from the dream, Prudence repeated the words over and over again until they became etched in her memory.
 
   She wanted them to live on in more than her memory, though. She wanted them to last forever. So she took up the spindle and began carving. To carve the first letter took a week.
 
   On her sixth anniversary of being stuck down here, she will at last finish the project. She runs her hand along the spot on the wall where she’s carved the other letters, feeling her way to where she needs to place the final one. Her hands shake as she chips away at the rock with the spindle; she takes the spindle in both hands to steady herself.
 
   Hours later, the work is complete. She traces her hand along the words, reciting them to herself once more. “No matter how great the obstacle, with God on our side we will prevail,” she whispers. She only wishes she could believe these words.
 
   With a more hurried, less steady hand, she carves her initials. She goes back over to her pallet. Beneath the pink dress lies her other treasure: a tattered piece of paper with the measurements for fifty boys and girls, on the back of which was part of a calendar for November 1649.
 
   Six years from that date she’s been locked away in this cell. She carves the numbers ‘1655’ next to her initials to commemorate the project. The spindle falls from her hand as the stark realization of how much time has passed in here comes to her. She drops to her knees, pressing her forehead to the cold ground. Six years of her life gone! Stolen by Reverend Crane.
 
   The sound of the door opening and footsteps in the passageway send her scurrying back to the corner to hide. But as the footsteps approach, she lifts her head to listen closer. These aren’t Pryde’s heavy footsteps, but softer, more timid ones. At last, someone’s come to rescue her!
 
   Prudence rushes to the entrance of the cell. In the passageway is not Mr. Pryde, but a girl a year or two older than herself with long red hair like Prudence remembers from her dreams.
 
   The girl’s pale, freckled face splits in a smile when she sees Prudence. “You’re looking none the worse for wear, dear,” the girl says. “I thought by now you’d be a bag of bones, but there you are so healthy and robust. You’re cheeks are so plump and rosy, I want to pinch them so badly. That would be terribly impolite of me, though.”
 
   Prudence clears her throat. Her voice is hoarse and scratchy as she asks, “Who are you?”
 
   “Oh dear, where are my manners? Yes, I don’t suppose you would remember me. Last time you saw me, I was little more than a baby. Here I am now almost a grown woman Reverend Crane says. I don’t really feel like a grown woman yet, but then again I’m not sure how a grown woman is supposed to feel.” The girl shakes her head. “At any rate, I am Molly Brigham.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Now dear, there’s no need to get angry. I know you’ve been in this place for an awfully long time, but that’s no excuse to act like a savage.” Miss Brigham stamped her foot with annoyance. “Reverend Crane sent me to retrieve you. He says he’s finally forgiven you and wants to welcome you back into the flock.”
 
   “He forgives me? He put me down here! He locked me away in this terrible place for six years!” Prudence grabs Miss Brigham by the front of her white dress. “I don’t want to be part of his flock. I don’t ever want to see him again.”
 
   “Prudence, dear, please don’t be angry with me. I know how awful this must have been for you. You must understand the reverend never meant to hurt you. He prayed for you every day. He loves you very much, but he had to keep you down here.”
 
   “Why?” Prudence lets go of Miss Brigham.
 
   “I’m afraid you’d have to ask him. He only said something terrible happened between you two and this was for your own good. Now he’s sent me here to bring you back home at last.”
 
   Prudence doesn’t know what to say. She doesn’t want to see Reverend Crane, but she doesn’t want to stay in this cell for another six years. “I’ll go with you,” she says.
 
   “Excellent. You’ve made a very wise choice, dear.” Miss Brigham reaches into a pocket of her dress to produce a bag. “I’ve brought you a little treat. You must be terribly hungry for some decent food after so long.”
 
   The bag contains three muffins, still warm and fresh. Prudence devours one in a single bite. The muffin tastes sweeter than anything she can remember. By the time she finishes the third one, she notices how loose her dress feels and how much taller Miss Brigham seems. She holds up a hand to her face, watching it shrink before her eyes.
 
   “What happen?” she asks in a child’s whimper.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t want to trick you this way, but Reverend Crane thought it best. You don’t have to worry, I’m going to raise you like my own sweet little daughter. Before long, this will all seem like a bad dream.”
 
   Prudence tries to run away, but she gets only a few steps before her legs turn wobbly and she collapses to the ground. When she tries to get up, she finds her legs have become too small and weak to support her. Her scream comes out as a gurgle, her tiny mouth unable to form words anymore.
 
   Miss Brigham kneels down beside her, taking out a white gown from her dress. She pulls the gown over Prudence and then smiles down at her. “You’re such an adorable little baby.” She touches Prudence’s nose with one finger.
 
   Prudence wants to escape, wants to fight back, but she can’t. She’s helpless, as she always has been.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8:  Secret Kiss
 
   Samantha and Prudence still had not returned.  There was no clock in the dormitory, but Rebecca knew at least an hour had gone by and still neither of the older girls had come back.  Worse yet, rain pounded against the walls and roof while the wind howled through the shutters.
 
   “I’m scared,” Annie whimpered.  She snuggled tighter against Rebecca.
 
   “It’s just a storm,” Rebecca said.  “There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   Despite this, Rebecca knew there was cause for concern.  Samantha and Prudence were out in that storm.  Rebecca tried to tell herself they could take care of themselves, especially Samantha, but this storm was unlike any she’d been through before.
 
   Right on cue a section of the roof peeled away like the skin on a potato.  The girls nearest to the hole screamed and ran over to huddle by Rebecca and Annie.  “It’s all right, children,” Rebecca said, trying to summon the authority of Miss Brigham or Samantha.  Yet even as she said this, she saw a puddle getting larger and larger on the floor.  In no time at all the dormitory would be flooded.  “I want everyone to gather up their things and then we’ll go over to the other dormitory.”
 
   Rebecca tried to set a good example by remaining calm as she walked across the dormitory to gather up spare clothes and dolls for the youngest girls.  Some of the others began to join in, but Helena began to sob.  “I hate this place!” she wailed.
 
   “Helena, stop it.  Get anything you don’t want soaked and then go to the dining room.”  Rebecca tried to fix the younger girl with a hard stare the way Samantha did.  “Unless you want to stay here and get wet?”
 
   “No,” Helena mumbled.  She went over to her pallet to grab her clothes.
 
   The water was an inch deep through most of the dormitory by the time Rebecca guided the last girl into the dining room.  To her surprise the boys were already in there.  As they did at dinner and in church, the girls sat on one side of the room while the boys sat on the other.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “Water’s coming through the roof,” David said, speaking for the rest of the boys.  “Where’s Boobies and Fatty?”
 
   “Samantha and Prudence left before the storm.  They have yet to return.”
 
   “They left you in charge?”
 
   Rebecca stretched to her full height, still a foot shorter than David.  “That’s right.  I’m in charge of the girls.”
 
   He grabbed her by the arm and then led her into the kitchen.  He looked around to make sure they were alone.  “We can’t stay here.  It won’t be long until the storm gets in here too.”
 
   “Then where are we supposed to go?”
 
   “The caves.”
 
   “The caves?  That’s so far away.”
 
   “The storm won’t get us in there.”
 
   “But by the time we get there—if we get there—we’ll be drenched.”
 
   “You got a better idea?”  He waited for a moment and then grinned.  “I didn’t think so.”
 
   “Give me a minute to think.”
 
   “This ought to be good.”
 
   Rebecca ignored him and closed her eyes.  She tried to think of what Samantha would do in this situation.  They needed somewhere close by that would be stronger than the dormitories.  But there wasn’t much else around, just the shops and kitchen and—
 
   “The church.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The church should be safer.  The walls are stone and the roof is much stronger.”
 
   David stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “That could work.  Good job, Tubby.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!”
 
   “You sound like Wendy.”
 
   “Well maybe if you weren’t such a bully people wouldn’t have to say it.”
 
   “Let’s just get the kids and go over there.”
 
   “Fine.”  Rebecca led the way back out to the dining room.  She cleared her throat to try and get everyone’s attention.  Only Annie and a couple of the other girls looked her way.
 
   “Everyone listen!” David barked.  “We’re getting out of here.  Now.”
 
   “Where?” Wendell asked.
 
   “To the church,” Rebecca said.
 
   “But it’s not time for services.”
 
   “I know, but we’ll be safer there.  So, I want everyone to join hands and make one long chain.  That way we can all stay together.”  The children seemed skeptical, but when David cleared his throat, they began to do it.  
 
   Within a few minutes, all of the children had joined hands.  Rebecca had David’s hand in one of hers and Annie’s in the other.  “Here we go, children,” Rebecca said.  “No matter what happens, keep a hold of those in front and behind.  Don’t go too fast.  We want everyone to stay together.”
 
   David opened the front doors.  He had only to slip the latch and the wind did the rest, the doors banging open.  Some of the smaller children yelped at this.  Annie tightened her grip on Rebecca’s hand.  “It’s going to be all right!” Rebecca shouted over the wind.
 
   The path from the dormitory to the church had turned to mud.  Rebecca’s shoes sank into the ground; the mud threatened to yank the shoes right off her feet.  She had to struggle to get her feet to move.  The smaller girls like Annie had an even more difficult time of it.  Rebecca had to pull Annie’s feet from the mud.  At the same time rain and wind lashed at her, nearly blinding her.
 
   “We’re not going to make it!” she shouted to David.
 
   “Just keep going, Tubby.”
 
   “I told you not to call me that!”
 
   Out of spite she forced herself to take another step.  Then she turned to Annie.  “Climb on me, sweetheart.”  The toddler scrambled onto Rebecca and wrapped her arms around Rebecca’s neck.  Rebecca took Helena’s hand to reform the chain.
 
   One step at a time they made their way to the church.  By the time they got to the front doors, Rebecca was soaked through.  Annie still clung to her, shivering from the cold and dampness.  Not even Helena had the strength to whine as they staggered into the church.
 
   As Rebecca had figured, the church’s stone walls and wooden roof had held fast against the storm.  “Don’t get too close to the windows,” she said as the children began to fan out among the pews.
 
   Once everyone had gotten inside, David and a couple of the older boys managed to yank the doors closed and latched them.  The doors still rattled from the wind, but it held.  Rebecca forced herself to smile and sound as if this were just another normal night in Eternity.  “All right, children, let’s get out of these wet clothes and into something drier.  We don’t want you to catch cold.”
 
   With some grumbling the children began struggling out of their wet nightclothes.  Rebecca crouched behind the podium Miss Brigham used for services so none of the boys—especially David—would see her undress.  Once she’d gotten her nightgown off, she put a hand on her bulging tummy.  She thought of what Samantha had said to her; in a year or two she probably would be as big as Prudence.  No wonder David called her Tubby.  The strangest part was that she didn’t eat any more than skinny girls like Helena and yet she kept getting chubbier.  “It’s not fair,” she muttered.
 
   The clothes she’d brought with her weren’t much drier, but at least they didn’t cling to her so much.  She was trying to smooth down her wet tangled hair when she heard the side door bang open.  “Samantha?”
 
   “No, dear,” Miss Brigham said.  She looked even worse than the children, her hair a sodden mess and her dress slashed open in several places.  She didn’t have time to try changing her clothes before Annie ran to her and hugged her around the waist.
 
   “Miss Brigham!  You’re here!”
 
   “That’s right, dear.  I’m here.  Just barely.  Such a dreadful storm.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  Then again I suppose I’ve only been here for five years, at least that I can remember.”  She pried Annie loose and then looked around the room.  “Where are Samantha and Prudence?”
 
   “I was hoping they were with you,” Rebecca said.  “They left before the storm.”
 
   “They did?  Why would they go sneaking around at night?  Especially, Prudence.  I thought she was much more responsible than that.”
 
   Rebecca took Annie from Miss Brigham and then explained what had happened with Samantha, followed by Prudence going after her.  “Then the storm began tearing the roof off the dormitories, so David and I brought the children here.”
 
   “That is very good thinking, dear,” Miss Brigham said.  “We should be safe here in God’s house.  He would never do anything to us here.  Not unless we’ve offended Him in some way.  I can’t imagine how we might have made Him so angry as to send such a terrible storm.”
 
   “I don’t know either,” Rebecca said.  “What about Samantha and Prudence?”
 
   “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for them, dear.  Not in this storm, in the dark.  We’d only wind up getting ourselves lost and hurt.  We will have to trust in the Lord to protect them.”  Miss Brigham raised her voice to add, “Children, let’s all bow our heads to pray for the Lord’s forgiveness and for His protection of Samantha and Prudence.”
 
   Rebecca knelt on the floor with Annie next to her.  They bowed their heads and closed their eyes.  Please don’t let anything bad happen to Samantha and Prudence, she thought.  Let them come back safely to us.  I don’t think I can go on without them.  Amen.
 
   She looked up to see Miss Brigham still knelt in prayer.  Rebecca drifted over to where David sat, his arms crossed.  “Didn’t you pray for them?”
 
   “Why?  If God wants them dead or not is up to him.  Nothing we can do about it.”
 
   “That’s not a nice thing to say.”
 
   “It’s the truth.  You really think God listens to you, Tubby?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then why haven’t you prayed to him to make you skinnier?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “There you go.”
 
   “Just because He hasn’t made me skinny doesn’t mean He doesn’t hear me.”
 
   “So he just wants you to be fat then?”
 
   “Why do you have to be so cruel?”  Tears came to Rebecca’s eyes.  She ran into a far corner of the church so that mean boy wouldn’t see her cry.  The worst part was that she had thought the same things herself sometimes.  Why did God make her this way?  Why couldn’t He have made her pretty and skinny like Helena.  It wasn’t fair.
 
   She felt a hand on her shoulder.  She assumed it would be Miss Brigham, but then she heard David say, “I’m sorry.”
 
   She wiped her eyes and then turned to face him.  “You are?”
 
   “You are fat, but you’re not like that cow Prudence.  You’re stronger, like Samantha.”
 
   “Thank you—I think.”
 
   “We couldn’t have made it without you.  The church was your idea, after all.  And you’re better with the girls.”
 
   “We couldn’t have made it without you either.  The boys respect you.”
 
   “They’re scared of me.”  He smiled at her.  “They should be.”
 
   Rebecca giggled at this.  She had never considered before how strong David was, and how handsome too.  He was probably stronger than Samantha, perhaps the strongest person on Eternity.  “I’m not scared of you.”
 
   “You’re not?”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   “That’s good.”  He leaned down and to her surprise, he kissed her.  Not on the cheek as Miss Brigham had when Rebecca was younger, but on the lips, like in the books Samantha had read to them.  She didn’t know what to do, so she just closed her eyes and kissed him back while the storm continued to rage around them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9:  Mementoes
 
   Samantha couldn’t see anything in the cellar.  It certainly didn’t smell like the cellars in Eternity, though.  The cellars in the village smelled like the ripe vegetables kept down there:  potatoes and carrots for the most part.  Pryde’s cellar to her surprise had more of a floral scent, as if he’d left bundles of flowers down here.  That didn’t fit with the Mr. Pryde she knew.
 
   She groped around to find some kind of light.  Her hand finally brushed against a small square of cardboard.  Though she couldn’t see, she was fairly certain it was a matchbook.  Not the wooden matches they had in the village, but the cheap cardboard ones they had on the mainland.
 
   She confirmed her suspicions when she flicked the cover of the matchbook open.  She fumbled around until she managed to rip one match off.  Getting it to light took four tries.  Finally the match flared to life with an orange flame.  That flame didn’t last long, but it was enough for her to see a lantern hanging on the wall.
 
   Samantha had to light another match to examine the lantern.  Unlike those in Eternity, the lantern didn’t use oil.  From the heaviness of the lantern’s base and the switch on it, she knew it was electric, run by batteries.  She flicked the lantern’s switch before the match burned her fingers.  The lantern came to life with a white-blue light almost like the moon.
 
   She swept the lantern around the room and gasped.  Pryde’s cellar did not contain vegetables; it contained clothes.  She saw pile after pile of women’s clothes along the floor.  These clothes weren’t the dull gray dresses worn by the girls on Eternity either.  Samantha saw blues, pinks, yellows, floral prints, stripes, and even polka dots, not the sort of thing Reverend Crane would have allowed.
 
   Her stomach began to churn as she studied the clothes.  She had studied Reverend Crane’s ledgers that had detailed the ages of the children on Eternity over the last three hundred fifty years.  Except for her there had not been any additions to the roster during that time.  That left only two possibilities:  either the Reverend had kept replacing the girls by kidnapping new ones from the mainland or else the women these clothes had belonged to were dead.  From what she knew of Mr. Pryde, she suspected the latter.
 
   She set the lantern on the floor so she could use both hands to study the clothes.  As she did, she noticed another strange thing.  All of these clothes were huge, for women even bigger around than Prudence.  Samantha held up a white blouse that could have fit three of her.
 
   Fat women are his prey.  He goes to the mainland and stalks them.  He might kill them on the mainland or bring them back to Eternity to finish off.  Then he keeps the clothes as a souvenir, a trophy of his kill.
 
   This thought made her shiver not only because of the implication, but because she hadn’t really thought it.  It was as if someone else had spoken directly into her mind.  It was something from the past she couldn’t remember.  She waited a moment for anything else to happen, but no other strange thoughts entered her mind, no memories resurfaced.  With a sigh she tossed the blouse aside and picked up a pastel green dress that would look gorgeous on Prudence.
 
   As she sorted through the clothes, Samantha began to understand why she had smelled flowers down here.  Some of the clothes still had the floral scents of perfume on them, even after all these years.  She shivered again as she imagined Pryde coming down here to smell the clothes of his victims so he could relive the experience.
 
   The farther down she went in the piles, the older the clothes became.  The skirts became longer and then turned to bulky dresses.  She unearthed a gown that seemed to weigh as much as she did from the layers of cotton and lace.  The skirt was an inflexible circle at least three feet in diameter—a hoop skirt.  She knew these had gone out of fashion long, long ago.
 
   She had to stop her search as her stomach cramped.  Samantha put a hand to her stomach and groaned.  She hadn’t eaten in a long time, but the cramp wasn’t from hunger.  For that matter her stomach still felt nauseous.  She really ought to get out of this awful cellar and go—
 
   Go where?  Back to town?  She didn’t want to go crawling back there.  But her supplies were all gone now, scattered across the island thanks to the storm.  She couldn’t try crossing the sea without food and water.  She would just have to sneak back in at night and take something.
 
   Her stomach settled for a few moments, which allowed her to think.  Her clothes were still drenched and clinging to her from the storm.  Even if these clothes were made for someone much bigger than her, they were at least dry.  She ought to find something before she went back to the village.
 
   Samantha’s stomach cramped a few more times as she continued her search through the piles.  She did her best to ignore the pain, but every now and then she put her head down on the clothes and let out a groan.  When she got back to town she would have to take a sip of fountain water, just enough to cure whatever was wrong with her.  Or maybe Pryde had left some down here.  A few drops and she would be right as rain.
 
   She reached the final pile without finding anything even close to fitting her.  Then her hand brushed against something stiff and coarse.  She pulled out a jacket made of a rough blue material.  Denim, that’s what it was called.  Unlike the other clothes, the denim jacket also looked about her size. 
 
   She stood up to try the jacket on.  It was a couple of sizes too big, the hem coming to about the middle of her thighs and the sleeves overhanging her fingers by an inch or two.  Still, it was close enough.  Plus the rough material was dry and would be sturdy enough to make it through the forest without tearing.  She buttoned the jacket and smiled at the warmth it provided.
 
   With the jacket still on, she resumed her digging.  She found a pair of pants made from the same material as the jacket.  Blue jeans.  There was also a blouse made of black cotton fabric.  A T-shirt.  Both articles looked a bit too big for her, but they would serve her purposes.  
 
   She changed into the dry clothes and again smiled.  There was something familiar about this ensemble.  A voice whispered at her to check the pockets.  She rifled through the interior and exterior pockets of the jacket and the pockets of the jeans without finding anything.  Yet she couldn’t help feeling she should have found something.
 
   She put a hand to her wet hair and felt something else was missing.  Her limbs began to move of their own accord as she dug around the pile.  At last she turned up an orange band made of a stretchy fabric—elastic.  She pushed her hair back and gathered it into a short ponytail, which she secured with the elastic band.  One rogue tress slipped out to caress her cheek.
 
   A mirror winked at her in the light.  She toddled over to it, careful not to trip on the cuffs of the pants.  She stared at her face in the mirror, a smile spreading across her face.  She saw more than a simple reflection; she saw a memory of her past.  It’s me, she thought.  This was how she had looked in her past, before Pryde had kidnapped her.  Perhaps she hadn’t worn these exact clothes, but she had worn something similar to them.
 
   Her head began to ache from these thoughts.  Another stomach cramp nearly doubled her over.  Maybe she should get some sleep; it was probably almost morning by now and she hadn’t slept all night.  The piles of clothes would make a decent enough nest, softer even than her pallet back in town.  She curled up on one pile and then pulled up a couple of skirts as blankets.  Within moments she had fallen to sleep.
 
   *** 
 
   She has to pull up Mommy’s pants in order to get the shoes on.  The shoes are turquoise high heels that don’t really go with the jeans, but they’re so pretty she just had to try them on.  She lets the pants go, the excess material pooling around her feet.  She toddles forward a step in the heels; she holds out her arms to steady herself.  The denim jacket is much too big as well, her arms ending about halfway through the sleeves.  She flaps these as she takes another step in the heels.
 
   Somehow she makes it all the way over to the mirror.  In the glass she sees herself in Mommy’s jacket and pants, the heels almost obscured by the pant legs.  She’s still wearing her pink Disneyland T-shirt and her black hair is split into pigtails instead of a ponytail like Mommy’s, but still she smiles at her reflection.
 
   The door opens and she sees Daddy in his suit and tie from work.  “Daddy!” she squeals.  She starts to run towards him, but in the heels she can’t get very far before she trips.
 
   Daddy catches her before she can hit the floor.  He lifts her into the air, the heels falling away from her feet to clatter to the floor.  “What are you up to, young lady?”
 
   “I look like Mommy!”
 
   Her father brushes hair away from her forehead and then smiles.  “You sure do look like your mom.”
 
   “When I grow up, am I going to be as pretty as Mommy?”
 
   “Of course you are, sweetheart.”  Daddy carries over to their bed and sets her down.  He sits down next to her and then puts an arm around her shoulders.  “But right now you’re my pretty little girl.”
 
   He emphasizes this by tickling her tummy until she giggles.  She swats at him with the empty sleeves of the jacket, but it doesn’t do any good.  Finally she has to squeal through her laughter, “Daddy, stop it!”
 
   He helps her sit back up.  “You want to go out and show your mom?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “OK, but let’s leave the shoes, all right?”
 
   “But they’re so pretty.”
 
   “They are, aren’t they?  Did you get those out of Mommy’s closet?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You know Mommy doesn’t like you playing in there.  It’s not safe for little girls.”
 
   “Sorry, Daddy.”
 
   “That’s all right, sweetie.  We’ll just put the shoes back so she doesn’t know.”  Daddy gets off the bed and retrieves the shoes.  He tosses them back into the closet from which she got them.  Then he turns back to scoop her from the bed.
 
   She wraps her arms around his neck, clinging to him as he carries her down the hallway.  Mommy is in the kitchen, making dinner.  She’s bent over the stove, her back to them so only her back and glossy black hair are visible.  She stops what she’s doing as she must hear them.  She starts to turn around—
 
   Samantha woke up with a girlish squeal.  She sat up in the pile of clothes and looked around the room.  It took her a moment to realize she wasn’t in the house from her dream and that her father was not carrying her.  She held out her arms and while the sleeves were too long, they weren’t as long as in her dream.  She put one sleeve to her head to feel the ponytail on the back of her head, not the pigtails from her dream.
 
   Or had it been a memory?  Over the last five years she had experienced a few dreams like that, though not one so vivid.  Those dreams had been only fragments and never with any faces.  She hugged herself with the jacket.  It must have been these clothes that had prompted her to unlock an old memory, from when she had been a little girl playing dress-up in Mommy’s clothes.  In these clothes.
 
   A horrible thought struck her:  the only way for her mother’s clothes to have gotten here would have been if Pryde had killed her mother.  He must have killed Samantha’s mother and turned Samantha over to the reverend, who had tried to brainwash her like the others.
 
   “No,” she whimpered.  Her mother couldn’t be dead.  She had to be back on the mainland, waiting for her kidnapped daughter to return, as was Samantha’s father.  As much as she wanted to believe that, she couldn’t deny the evidence.  Her mother’s clothes were here but her mother wasn’t. 
 
   She bit down on her lip to keep herself from crying.  She couldn’t jump to conclusions.  There could be another explanation.  Perhaps as in the dream Samantha had been wearing her mother’s clothes when Pryde had taken her.  He might have simply grabbed them from off a clothesline or out of a drawer to take with him.  She couldn’t give up hope yet.
 
   She rolled into a standing position and then snatched the lantern.  Pryde might have left some clues in here about what had happened to her parents.  She held up the lantern to look around the room.  At the opposite end of the cellar she saw a metal door.  Something told her she would find answers in there.
 
   The door was so heavy that she had to pull on it with all of her weight.  The door finally creaked open a few inches, enough so Samantha could slip through the crack.  She swept the lantern around to reveal a horrible sight.  On a worktable she saw a half-dozen knives of varying sizes, all of them covered with rust and blood.
 
   She ran over to a half-dozen of clay pots set against the wall to empty her stomach into one of them.  Before she could, she saw what was in the pots: bones.  Human bones.  A skull’s empty sockets glared up at her, its mouth seeming to grin at her.  She barely turned her head in time to vomit on the floor.
 
   Samantha lay panting on the floor for a few minutes, trying to collect her wits.  That was what had happened to the women who had owned the clothes in the other room.  Pryde had killed them and then kept the bones for his trophies along with the clothes.  Was her mother one of the victims?  Was her skull in one of the clay pots?
 
   Once she had the wherewithal to look up again, she noticed a bulletin board over the worktable.  Tacked to the board were photographs.  As with the clothes, the photos dated from different eras.  The ones at the top were in black-and-white, the women not smiling into the camera.  They wore bulky dresses like the hoop skirt she had found.  The farther down Samantha went on the board, the fewer clothes the women wore and the more they smiled.
 
   Samantha stood up to examine the pictures closer.  As the clothes had indicated, all of the women had been large, some probably more than three hundred pounds.  They all had dark hair and dark eyes and ranged from thirty to perhaps fifty years old.  In most of the pictures the woman had at least one child with her, if not more.  Any husbands had been edited out of the photographs.
 
   He killed mothers, the voice in her mind spoke again.  Most likely because he resented his own mother.  Subconsciously he seeks out victims who look like her to try and destroy the memories.  But he couldn’t do it, at least not for long, so he would need another victim.
 
   She followed the lines of pictures until she came to the last one.  She sucked in a deep breath when she saw herself.  In the picture she was about the age she was now, wearing a pink T-shirt with a sunset depicted on it and the words, “San Diego, California.”  Her mother had an arm around her shoulders.  She looked almost exactly like Samantha, with the same glossy black hair tied into a ponytail and the same bronze skin.  She wore the same outfit Samantha had found in the cellar, which confirmed Samantha’s worst fears.
 
   Her father stood on the other side of her, looking a little older than in her dream but otherwise the same.  He was a heavyset man with paler skin burned red from the sun, light blue eyes, and blond hair that had begun to thin.  In the background were palm trees and whitish sand.  Apparently Pryde hadn’t taken the time to cut Samantha’s father from the photograph before he died in the Fountain of Youth.
 
   She took the tack from the picture so she could hold it in both hands.  A scenario played out in her mind.  Pryde had seen her mother and gone in for the kill.  But Samantha must have heard him and tried to interfere.  So he had taken both of them back to Eternity.  He kept Mom here while he turned Samantha over to the reverend.  He had given her some of the fountain water, perhaps to heal an injury, making her ten years old and erasing her memory.  Meanwhile Pryde had killed Samantha’s mother and disposed of her.
 
   Samantha sagged to the floor and began to sob.  She clutched the photograph of her mother to her chest.  It was the only way she could ever see her mother again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10:  Stuck
 
   Prudence heard someone screaming.  She realized from the soreness of her throat that it had been her.  She opened her eyes but there wasn’t much to see except the muddy sides of the pit she’d fallen into.
 
   For once, though, she was glad to see her enormous stomach.  That at least confirmed she hadn’t shrunk into a baby like in her nightmare.  No, it hadn’t been a nightmare; it had been a memory.  Samantha had told her about the markings on the chamber wall.  Prudence had carved them long ago, one of the first times she’d been a little girl.
 
   She began to cry as she thought of the rest of the dream.  For so many years she had believed in Reverend Crane.  She had believed in The Way.  She had followed his rules so she could someday get into Heaven and be happy.  But he’d never had any intention of her getting to Heaven or being happy.  He had kept her as a slave, first by locking her up and then by using the fountain water to make her a baby, one who would grow into a little girl loyal to the reverend.  From what Samantha had found in the reverend’s cabin, he had done this numerous times over the last three centuries.  Every time Prudence or some of the other children began to question the reverend, he turned them back into babies for Miss Brigham to raise.  And if Miss Brigham got out of line, he would turn her into a scatterbrained teenager who pined for him.  Along with Mr. Pryde and his dogs, it had made for a perfect system of control.
 
   And she had been so stupid as to fall for the lies again and again.  As if that weren’t bad enough, now she had fallen into this pit.  She began to understand why a girl like Samantha didn’t want to be friends with her anymore.  Samantha was so much stronger and smarter than her, than really anyone else on the island, including Miss Brigham.  She had seen through Reverend Crane’s lies and eventually she had destroyed him.  All Prudence had done was to pull Samantha out when the reverend had tried to pull her in too.
 
   About all Prudence could do right was sew.  That wouldn’t help her down here, where she didn’t have a needle or thread.  All she had down here was mud and the bones of some other poor child who had ended up here.  In time she would be just another skeleton in the pit should someone else happen to fall in.
 
   It didn’t seem fair for things to end this way for her.  She had always trusted in God, always believed in the Bible.  She had tried so hard to be a good girl and not repay the cruelty of others in kind.  Not until last night.
 
   That was why she had fallen down here.  The Lord had sent her down here because she had strayed.  She had said awful things to Samantha, her best friend in the whole world.  But she had been on her way to try and remedy that when the storm hit and she ended up down here.  Perhaps God hadn’t believed she really wanted to work things out with Samantha.  Perhaps He thought Prudence hadn’t been sorry enough in her heart.
 
   This was her penance.  Reverend Crane had often preached about the need to be disciplined.  That was how you steeled your body against evil.  These sermons usually came when a child had to be punished for a crime against The Way.  The reverend or Mr. Pryde would whip the offending child in the main square with everyone watching.  According to Reverend Crane, the pain they endured, like the pain Christ had endured before the crucifixion, would cleanse the offender’s soul.
 
   Prudence didn’t have a whip down here.  She didn’t have anything she could use to cleanse her soul.  Perhaps, though, once she had endured enough pain down here, God would send someone to rescue her from the pit.  She closed her eyes and imagined an angel with fluffy white wings and a golden halo descending into the pit.  She grabbed the angel’s hand and then felt herself ascending out of the hole.
 
   A familiar growl interrupted her daydream.  She looked up to see yellow eyes glaring down at her.  The weather must have cleared enough for the vicious creature to return.  Its teeth flashed at her to remind her what awaited her should she reach the top of the pit.  Or perhaps it would tire of waiting for her and jump down to finish her off.
 
   Prudence knelt down in the mud.  She planted her forehead against the side of the pit and held out her arms in supplication.  “Lord, please see it in your heart to free me from this terrible pit.  I have tried to be a worthy servant of you.  I promise if you release me from this place, I will try even harder to spread your glory.  I promise I will make things right with Samantha and I will never speak another word in anger again.  I will stop eating so much.  I will be kind and helpful to all of the other children and Miss Brigham.  Please, Lord, please.”
 
   The only answer to her prayer was another growl from up above.  Undeterred, Prudence continued to pray.  It was her only chance for salvation.
 
   *** 
 
   Rebecca felt something heavy and warm against her body.  She assumed it was her blanket and tried to lift it, but it was too heavy.  For that matter, it was too thick.  She opened her eyes to find an arm draped over her.
 
   She shook the arm until she finally heard a groan, followed by a yawn.  “What’s going on?” David asked as he sat up.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked, keeping her voice low so no one else in the church would hear.
 
   “I was trying to keep you warm.  You were shivering.”
 
   “But boys and girls can’t…you know.”
 
   “We didn’t do anything.”
 
   “You kissed me.”
 
   “So?  You seemed to like it.”
 
   “I did, but…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “But it’s not right.  I’m a girl and you’re a boy.”
 
   “Am I supposed to kiss a boy?”
 
   “No!”  Rebecca felt her face turning warm.  Why was David being so difficult about this?  “You know what happens when boys and girls do that.  Remember Helena and John?”
 
   “So what?  The reverend is dead.  So’s Mr. Pryde.”
 
   “But if Miss Brigham found out—”
 
   “What would she do?  She couldn’t hit either of us hard enough to leave a mark.”  He grinned at her.  “Besides, you got all that padding to protect you.”
 
   “That’s not funny!”  She turned away from him, not wanting him to see her crying.
 
   “Why are you being such a baby about this?  I thought you were more grown up than the rest of the girls.”
 
   “I’m only nine.”
 
   “Fine.  From now on I’ll treat you like the other little kids.”  He pulled on her hair hard enough to yank her head back.  She cried out in pain.
 
   “Stop it!”
 
   He grabbed her arm and then jerked it behind her back.  She squealed from fresh agony.  “What do you say, Tubby?”
 
   “Uncle!” she shouted.
 
   He let her go with a shove and then got to his feet.  “Stupid baby,” he muttered before he walked away.
 
   “Whatever was that ruckus about?” Miss Brigham asked.  She knelt down beside Rebecca and then ran a hand through Rebecca’s hair.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” Rebecca said.  She blinked away tears.  “Is it morning yet?”
 
   “I believe so.  The Lord has protected us from this terrible storm, as I knew He would.”
 
   Rebecca nodded.  She listened carefully, but she couldn’t hear anything other than a few children snoring.  Miss Brigham was probably right; they had survived the storm.  “We should go out and see what damage there is.”
 
   “Good idea.  David, will you accompany us outside?  We might need a strong young man’s help.”
 
   “Of course, Miss Brigham.  I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you girls.”
 
   Rebecca’s face again turned warm.  The look David gave her was one of pure hatred.  She couldn’t try to apologize, though, not with Miss Brigham here.  “Maybe I should stay here with the others,” she said.
 
   “They can take care of themselves for a few minutes, dear.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   David took the latch off the front door.  He held it open for Miss Brigham and Rebecca to go outside.  As soon as they did, they put hands to their faces in unison.  “Oh no,” Rebecca mumbled through her hands.
 
   The town was gone.  The storm had reduced everything to rubble:  both dormitories and the shops.  The church had suffered less damage, most of its wooden shingles peeled off but otherwise it remained intact.
 
   To her surprise, Miss Brigham fell to her knees.  She looked up at the sky and held out her arms.  “Oh Lord, whatever we have done to displease you, please forgive us.  Please help us to restore our wonderful little town to its former glory.”
 
   “Looks like the Lord has done enough already,” David grumbled.
 
   Miss Brigham’s shouting had brought the other children out of the church.  They assembled around Rebecca and David.  Annie tugged on Rebecca’s dress until Rebecca looked down at her.  “What are we going to do now?” Annie asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Rebecca said.  “I suppose we’ll have to try and rebuild.”
 
   “First we ought to go and see how many of the animals survived,” David said.  He pointed to a couple of the other boys.  “You come with me.”
 
   “I’ll go too,” Wendell said.
 
   “We don’t need any girls, Wendy.”
 
   “I’m not a girl!”
 
   “You look like one.”
 
   “Do not!”
 
   “Quiet, children!” Miss Brigham snapped.  “It’s this sort of discord that caused the Lord to punish us in the first place.  We must strive to be meek and without sin, just as Jesus was.”
 
   “That won’t rebuild this place.”
 
   “That’s enough of that sinful talk, young man,” Miss Brigham said.  “While David and the others survey the damage, I want the rest of you children to pray with me in the church.  We will ask God for forgiveness.  I’m sure if we truly repent then He will bless us again.”
 
   David and two other boys set out for the barns while Miss Brigham started to herd the others back into the church.  Rebecca took one look at her and then took off running to follow David.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11:  Safecracker
 
   Samantha had rolled into a sitting position on the floor while she cried.  Eventually the tears dried up, leaving only dry hiccups.  As she fought against the hiccups, she saw a black metal box on the floor.  A knob stuck out of the middle of the box with numbers and lines painted on it.  A safe, her mind recalled.
 
   Safes were used to protect valuable items or documents from theft or natural disasters.  Why would Pryde need a safe?  The only other people on Eternity had been the children, Miss Brigham, and Reverend Crane.  The latter was the most likely reason for the safe.  Despite the terrible things he had done, Reverend Crane did have his own warped sense of morality.  Whatever Pryde kept in the safe, it was probably something he didn’t want the reverend to find.
 
   Samantha wiped the last tears from her eyes and then crawled over to the safe.  She ran her hand along the surface of it until she got to the silver handle along the side.  She yanked the handle; it didn’t budge.  That came as no surprise to her.  She had to find some way to get the safe open; Pryde might have kept something about her past in the safe.  He might have kept something about all their pasts in the safe, perhaps to use as blackmail against Reverend Crane should he ever need the leverage.
 
   She looked around the room, but didn’t see anything that might help her get the safe open.  It wasn’t like Pryde kept dynamite or C4 down here.  Samantha rubbed her head, wondering how she knew about explosives like that.  She would have to worry about that later.
 
   In the meantime she had other problems.  Samantha closed her eyes to think it over.  Her body moved of its own free will, leaning until her head was pressed against the cold metal of the safe.  She brushed hair back from her left ear and then rested it against the safe.  Her right hand began to fiddle with the knob on the safe.
 
   She still didn’t understand what she was doing, but something told her she had the right idea.  Her hand moved the knob back and forth slowly while she continued to listen for something.  After several minutes of fiddling around with the knob, she finally heard a heavy click.
 
   Samantha opened her eyes, coming out of the trance.  This had happened to her before, in particular when she had to fight.  It was as if someone else possessed her body, the person she had been resurfacing for just a few moments to take control of her.  The moments never lasted long enough for her to remember anything about that past.
 
   Still in a daze, she reached for the handle again.  This time the safe yawned open with a creak after at least five years of inactivity.  As she pushed the door back, tears bubbled up in her eyes again.
 
   Before he had died, Reverend Crane had told her on the mainland she had been an awful person, a thief and a murderer.  He claimed that was why he had brought her here, so she might be “purified” by The Way.  Samantha hadn’t believed him then, but staring at the safe, she began to have her doubts.  Who else but a thief would know how to unlock a safe without knowing the combination?  And if the reverend had been right about that, then perhaps he had been right about everything.
 
   She tried to shake these thoughts away.  She remembered the last five years on Eternity.  She hadn’t stolen so much as a crust of bread during that time.  She had been good and responsible, Miss Brigham’s best helper.  Whatever Reverend Crane had given her it couldn’t have changed who she was inside, could it?
 
   Once her latest batch of tears had faded into hiccups again, Samantha began to look through the contents of the safe.  It didn’t take long for her to understand Pryde hadn’t hidden any kind of blackmail in here.  Instead, she saw boxes full of jewelry, coins, and even a container of gold teeth.  Pryde had taken all of this from his victims, no doubt saving it to fund his adventures on the mainland.  She again felt a sick feeling in her stomach at this thought.
 
   As with the clothes, the coins in the safe dated from different eras.  Samantha pulled out a misshaped gold coin with the crude profile of a man on it.  Someone had scratched ‘1642’ into the coin.  That had been over three hundred fifty years ago!  The most recent coin was a silver one—a quarter, her mind recalled—dated from 1999.  She ran the grooved edges of the coin between her fingers.  Like the ancient coin, the quarter had a profile of a man on the front.  On the back she saw the words, “United States of America.”  
 
   Those words seemed very familiar to her.  She must have come from the United States of America.  Pryde had taken her from there and brought her here.  She tucked the quarter into a pocket of her jeans to study it later.
 
   At the top of a box near the front of the safe, she found something unusual.  It was a chain made not of silver like some of the coins but a dull metal like the safe itself.  A pendant shaped like half a heart cut in broken edges down the middle and made of the same metal hung from the chain.  She turned the pendant over to see the words ‘BE FRIE FOR’ carved into the metal.  Be Frie For?  What did that mean?  Was it some other language?
 
   She ran her hand along the ragged edge of the heart, seeing a chain like this in her mind.  A little girl with brown skin and black hair obscuring her face holds out the necklace.  “You put it with mine,” she mews, her voice like a cat’s purr.
 
   The little girl holds up the missing half of the necklace that says, ‘ST NDS EVER.’  She drapes this over her neck and then the other half over Samantha’s.  “Best Friends Forever,” the girl says.
 
   This is mine, Samantha thought.  Pryde took it from her the day he captured her.  Samantha scoured the rest of the safe without finding the other half.  That meant the little girl with the wild black hair hadn’t been one of Pryde’s victims.  She was still alive somewhere with the missing piece to the necklace, and Samantha’s life.
 
   With tears in her eyes, Samantha donned the necklace.  She left the rest of the jewelry in the safe, not wanting to desecrate the dead any further.  She closed the safe, the door ringing like a church bell, a funeral bell.
 
   Samantha searched the rest of the room without finding anything that brought back any memories.  By the time she finished, her stomach churned with nausea again.  She staggered out of the room and searched for a place to throw up.  She finally knelt in a corner and spewed a stream of yellow bile, having nothing in her stomach to throw up.
 
   For a minute she remained on her knees, panting from the effort.  Then she wiped her mouth with the sleeve of the jacket.  She made her way unsteadily back over to the pile of clothes.  A stomach cramp sent her tumbling into the pile.
 
   She closed her eyes.  She just needed some sleep.  Then she would feel better.  A little rest and then she could try to sneak back into the village to get some supplies.  Then she would go back to the United States, where her family had lived; where some of them still might be waiting for her.
 
   *** 
 
   Samantha had picked the bed nearest the window and the air conditioner. Light trickles through cracks in the vertical blinds to fall onto the paisley motel bedspread. When she peels the bedspread away, Samantha can’t put her hands to her mouth in time to suppress the scream.
 
   Blood. A smear of red against the white sheets on the bed, against the white hem of her nightgown, and against the white seat of her panties. She sticks a hand between her legs, her fingers coming back stained red like everything else.
 
   “Oh my God!” she screams. She races into the bathroom, searching for a first aid kit or a Band-Aid or something to staunch the bleeding before she passes out.
 
   As she frantically ransacks the bathroom, she hears her mother ask, “Honey, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”
 
   Samantha scurries into a crack between the toilet and bathtub. “Stay away from me! Don’t touch me!”
 
   Mom ignores her protests, squatting down in front of her and brushing hair from Samantha’s face. “Oh honey, there’s nothing to worry about. Everything will be fine.”
 
   “No it won’t. I’m bleeding to death!”
 
   Mom laughs at this. “Sweetie, you’re not bleeding to death. You’re having your period.”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “It’s something special that happens to girls when they get about your age. It means you’re becoming a woman.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “That’s right, honey. Your body is going through a lot of changes now. It’s all part of growing up.” Mom takes Samantha’s hand, pulls her to her feet. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this sooner. I guess I didn’t think it would happen so soon.” Mom begins to cry; Samantha joins in.
 
   They weep in each other’s arms for a few minutes, though Samantha isn’t quite sure why. Then Mom begins to run warm water into the bathtub. Mom said Samantha was growing up, yet she bathed Samantha in a way she hadn’t in years. As Mom wipes the blood off Samantha’s thighs, she explains the importance of periods to having babies.
 
   After the bath, Mom leads Samantha back into the motel room, where she finds Dad putting clean sheets on the bed. Mom steers Samantha over to the desk, pulling out a pad that looks like a miniature diaper. She instructs Samantha on how to use the sanitary napkin.
 
   The napkin feels like a diaper between her legs. She feels even more like a baby when Mom helps her dress and then tucks her into the motel bed, kissing her on the forehead. Dad does the same; he looks ready to cry himself.
 
   “Don’t worry, honey, we’ll be right here when you wake up,” Mom says.
 
   Hours later, the desert rolls past Samantha’s window. She leans against the window, taking in the empty asphalt, sparse vegetation, and barren hills. This familiar landscape has never before looked so desolate to her before. Never has she felt so much at home.
 
   “Are you all right, honey?” Mom asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” Samantha says. This is a lie. She still feels feverish and sore. More than anything, she wants to sleep for the next two days and wake up feeling like she did before this morning. But she couldn’t, not now or ever. 
 
   In the seat next to her, the giant Minnie Mouse Dad bought for her is buckled up like a fourth passenger in the car. Samantha had protested she was too big for stuffed toys anymore, but Dad insisted on buying it for her anyway. She dragged Minnie around for the rest of the day, pretending it was her little sister. 
 
   She uses her sister now for a pillow, resting her head on Minnie’s pink-polka-dot stomach. After she closes her eyes, she feels Mom drape her jacket across Samantha’s body. Mom brushes hair from Samantha’s cheek; Samantha can feel Mom’s eyes watching her like when she was a little kid.
 
   “The kid’s had a tough day,” Dad says.
 
   When she opens her eyes again, the sky has turned to twilight shades of orange, pink, and blue outside. A few more hours and they will be home, but home will never be the same to her anymore. She left as a child and will return a woman.
 
   “Are you getting hungry back there, kiddo?” Dad asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” she says again.
 
   Dad looks over at Mom. “Well, I have to stretch my legs.”
 
   “We better turn off here. There’s not another exit for thirty miles,” Mom says, looking at the map. No matter the situation, Mom always is organized. She’s probably already memorized the guidebook to know where and what they should eat.
 
   Dad pulls off at the next exit consisting only of a truck stop. Rows of tractor-trailers sit in the rear of the parking lot. Mom cringes when they pass a potbellied trucker wearing a stained shirt. “Time for some local color,” Dad says. He parks with the handful of other cars near the front of the truck stop.
 
   Samantha puts on Mom’s jacket before she gets out of the car, the oversized sleeves making her feel like a kid again for a moment. She doesn’t get far before Mom throws an arm over her shoulder. 
 
   “Stay close, young lady. I don’t want you wandering off and getting lost out here. You’ll get eaten by a coyote.”
 
   “Mom, I will not. You worry too much.”
 
   Mom’s eyes start to water. “Mom, what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s nothing. I’m going to use the little girl’s room. Find us a nice table.” Mom hurries away, leaving Samantha and her father to walk through the truck stop’s gift shop and its rows of T-shirts, bumper stickers, and shot glasses. The rest of their trip Dad had stopped at such places to examine the merchandise and buy some worthless trinket. This time he breezes through to the restaurant without looking at anything.
 
   The waitress leads them to a vinyl booth patched with duct tape and hands them menus stained with half the items listed. “So, are you ready to go home?” Dad asks.
 
   “Not really,” Samantha says.
 
   “Did you have a good time?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s good.” They study their menus in silence, as if wrestling with a difficult choice. Samantha wonders what has gotten into her parents. She thinks back to the scene in the motel this morning. That must be it.
 
   Mom sits down at the table, makeup blotchy around her eyes. Samantha wishes she could wear makeup, but Mom won’t let her until she’s sixteen. “Why sixteen?” Samantha always asked her. Mom never gave her any specific reason, just the old stand-by, “Because I said so.”
 
   “What are you two going to order?” Mom asks, trying now to sound cheerful. “I think I’ll just have a salad.”
 
   “This jalapeno cheeseburger sounds good,” Dad says. “What about you, kiddo? A porterhouse steak, right?”
 
   She puts her hand to her stomach, the nausea from earlier returning. “I’ll have a salad too,” she says. 
 
   They give their order to the waitress and then Dad reaches over to take Mom’s hand in his. “Honey, we’ve got something important to tell you,” Dad says. “We knew how much you’ve been looking forward to this vacation so we didn’t want to distract you and we weren’t entirely sure until this morning. No need to get your hopes up—”
 
   “What your father is trying to say is that we called Dr. Vargas this morning for some test results and—” Mom stops to take a deep breath and to squeeze Dad’s hand. “And it turns out I’m pregnant. You’re going to have a baby sister or brother.”
 
   “Oh wow, really? I don’t believe it!” She lunges across the table to hug Mom, not caring what anyone else in the restaurant thinks. After all these years, she is finally going to have a little sister or brother.
 
   “Thank you, honey. We were a little worried you might not want one after being an only child for so long,” Mom says.
 
   “Of course I want a sister. Or a brother. Hopefully a sister. Do you think she’ll look like Mom and I or more like Dad? Can I help you take care of her? I know you think I’m a little kid, but I take care of Mrs. Horning’s kids all the time. They’re not much older than babies.” 
 
   “We’ll talk about it when we get home,” Mom says.
 
   “What about her room? Are you going to put her in the guest bedroom? We’ll have to get rid of that gross brown wallpaper in there. Can we paint the baby’s room pink? It would look so cute. And if there’s any paint left can we paint my room too? That balloon wallpaper is for babies. I should really have something more grown-up now.” Samantha chatters on like this for the rest of dinner, not touching her food until Mom commands her to eat something.
 
   By the time they get back to the car, Samantha’s exhaustion returns. “I’m really happy for you, Mom,” she says.
 
   “Thank you, honey. This baby’s lucky to get you for a sister.” Mom kisses her on the forehead. Any other time Samantha would have blushed with embarrassment, but right now she doesn’t mind.
 
   Samantha settles onto her seat next to Minnie, no longer concerned with the landscape outside. She has more important issues on her mind now. A baby sister. Too bad by the time her sister starts kindergarten Samantha will be in college. They wouldn’t have much time together, but Samantha would make it count. She looks over at Minnie and smiles. Now she knows where to put the stuffed mouse.
 
   “Not much farther,” Dad says. “We’re almost home.”
 
   Samantha drifts off to sleep beneath Mom’s jacket. She awakens to a flash of white light. A second later she hears a screech followed by a sharp crack. The car’s horn sounds. She manages to lean forward to see her father slumped over the steering wheel, his bloodstained head against the horn. Next to him, Mom is doubled over and unmoving.
 
   Samantha takes off her seatbelt and leans over the seat to shake her parents. Neither of them moves. “Mom? Dad?” she asks repeatedly, but receives no answer. She collapses back onto her seat, her entire body suddenly numb.
 
   She remains like this until her door opens. A sheriff’s deputy leans in. “Are you hurt, little girl?” Samantha shakes her head. “Let’s get you out of here.”
 
   He starts to pull her out of the car, but she claws and bites at him, fighting to stay with her parents. She can’t leave them. She can’t.
 
   The deputy succeeds in getting her from the car and then she sees the black pick-up fused with her father’s Impala. The driver of the pick-up is handcuffed by another deputy and led towards a cruiser. 
 
   Samantha stares at the man with hatred burning in her heart. She wants to break away from the deputy to spit in this man’s face, to scream at him, kick and punch him. She wants to kill him for what he’s done to her parents—and her little sister still in Mom’s stomach.
 
   The deputy tightens his grip on her shoulders. “It’s all right, sweetheart. He’s going to jail,” he says. He leads Samantha away to a waiting ambulance. 
 
   A paramedic drapes a blanket over her shoulders and tries to ask her questions, but she doesn’t say anything. She can only watch as firemen cut open the Impala to remove her parents from the vehicle. “Don’t worry, honey, we’re going to take good care of you. You’re going to be just fine.” The paramedic says as his partner pulls a blanket over Mom’s face.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12:  Shipwreck
 
   When Samantha woke up, she looked around her for the car, the paramedics, and her parents.  “Mom?  Dad?” she called out in a hoarse voice.  When she heard nothing but her own voice echoing, her mind began to return to the present.
 
   They were dead.  Both of them.  Her parents had died on the mainland, in the desert.  Pryde hadn’t killed her mother and abducted Samantha; her mother had been dead before that.  “No,” she whispered.  “It’s not fair.”
 
   For five years she had dreamed of going to the mainland to find her parents.  Sometimes that was the only thought that had kept her going.  Now after five years of hoping, wishing, and dreaming, she learned they were both dead.
 
   “It’s not fair!” she screamed.  She scrambled to her feet and for emphasis she kicked the pile of clothes.  When that didn’t sate her appetite for destruction, she kicked the rest of the piles.  Then she grabbed a dress out of the pile and tore it in half.  She threw the pieces aside and then reached for another dress.
 
   After she finally expended herself, she collapsed on the floor again.  She used the remains of a yellow dress to wipe at her eyes.  It all seemed like a cosmic joke.  The reverend and Mr. Pryde had brought her here and wiped her memory so that for five years she could hope to see her parents again.  And now, on the eve of her going to look for them at last, a storm had brought her here so she could relive their deaths.
 
   “It’s not fair,” she mumbled.  She reached into her pocket for the picture on Pryde’s bulletin board.  They had been so happy, just a normal, happy family.  It had all been taken away from her first by a reckless driver and then by Reverend Crane.
 
   She stared at the picture for a while, until her rational mind kicked in again.  Not all hope was lost.  If her parents had died when she was twelve, then she must have gone to live with someone.  She probably had other family on the mainland:  grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins.  Not even Mr. Pryde could have taken them all away from her.  Or even if she hadn’t gone to live with another family member, she might have foster parents who loved her as much as her own parents had.  She couldn’t give up yet.
 
   As she pushed herself up to her feet, she felt something warm and sticky in her underpants.  Samantha pulled down her pants and then her underpants.  A large red spot dotted the white fabric of her underwear.  Her period, that was what her mother had called it.  Her period had happened again, which had brought back the memory of that horrible day.
 
   “It means you’re becoming a woman,” she heard Mom say again.
 
   Part of becoming a woman meant she was too old to sit around in this cellar and cry.  She had work to do if she wanted to get off this terrible island.  Even if her parents had died, Samantha still had a life on the mainland.  She put a hand on the half-heart necklace.  She had friends and maybe even other family.  She had to find them; that was what Mom and Dad would want her to do.
 
   First, though, Samantha needed some clean underpants.  She rooted around the cellar until she found some that weren’t too big.  Even better, they were dark blue so they wouldn’t show any bloodstains as much.
 
   Now that she had changed her underwear, she was ready to go.  She only hoped the storm had ended upstairs.  Samantha took the lantern and then started up the stairs.  
 
   She eased the cellar door open enough to get the lantern through.  The blue-white light showed the remains of a cottage littered with old bones and dog feces.  Her stomach heaved again; she covered her mouth to keep from throwing up.
 
   Samantha forced herself to climb up the rest of the way.  From what she could tell, the storm had ended.  Shafts of sunlight even poked through the roof.  She would have to wait in the forest on the edge of town until dark and then sneak in for some supplies.
 
   She managed to get out of sight of the hut before she heard a familiar growl.  She turned to her right in time to see the black form of one of Pryde’s beasts.  Its yellow eyes glared at her while white foam dripped from its jaws.  So it was true that some of his creatures had survived.  
 
   “Nice doggy,” she said, though she knew these monsters were anything but nice.  She took a step back while she searched the ground around her for something to use as a weapon.  All she had was the lantern in her hand; it didn’t feel heavy enough to do much good in a fight.
 
   It could at least work as a distraction.  Samantha hurled the lantern at the beast’s face.  She didn’t wait to see if the lantern did any damage, turning and running the moment she’d thrown it.  From the sound of something heavy crashing through the brush behind her, she doubted the lantern had done anything besides make the beast angrier.
 
   She forced her legs to pump harder, which was difficult in her current condition.  The cramping and bleeding had weakened her and it didn’t help that she was wearing clothes a few sizes too big.  Several times she almost tripped on the cuffs of her own pants as she ran.  The beast’s heavy breathing sounded closer, meaning it was gaining on her.  Before long she would be caught.
 
   Then she saw what she needed ahead.  It was a branch just a few inches above her head.  It looked thick enough to hold her weight too.  If she could just time it right, then she could get up in the tree.  As large as they were, Pryde’s animals still couldn’t climb trees.
 
   She let her instincts, those that had helped her in fights and to open the safe, take over as she neared the branch.  Samantha found herself leaping into the air and then grabbing the branch with both hands.  She actually swung around the branch once before she shot into the air.  Her hands reached out to catch another branch to steady herself.
 
   Pryde’s beast tried to skid to a stop beneath the tree.  To her amazement, though, she saw it drop out of sight, almost as if the ground had swallowed it up.  She heard a mournful howl from the creature for a few seconds.  Then she heard only the wind rustling the trees.
 
   Samantha pushed aside some of the branches to get a better view of what had happened.  Only then did she see the cliff.  Had she not grabbed the branch, she might have run over it as the beast had.  She leaned forward in the tree to see jagged rocks far down.  Gray waves capped by white pounded those jagged rocks, though they were too far away for her to hear yet.
 
   With a sigh she sat on the branch to rest.  She had been closer to the sea than she had thought.  Pryde’s boat might not be too far away from here.  If so, she should go down and see if it had survived the storm intact.  Then she could worry about getting supplies later.
 
   After a few minutes in the tree, Samantha hopped down to the ground.  She made sure to walk carefully along the edge of the cliff.  She couldn’t see the body of the beast that had chased her; the sea must have already carried it away.
 
   She did see something else, though:  a boat!  It wasn’t Pryde’s boat; it was too big for that.  This boat was about as big as Prudence’s shop with a pointed prow, a boxy cabin behind that, and then a square rear. 
 
   The storm had blown the boat onto the rocky shore.  From the look of it, the boat was caught on one of the rocks, which held it in place even as the waves beat against it.  Every time the waves receded, Samantha saw brown nets spread out like seaweed.  A fishing boat, she thought.  It had probably blown off course from the storm and wound up beaching itself on Eternity.
 
   Before she understood what she was doing, Samantha began to run along the edge of the cliff to find a way down.
 
   *** 
 
   It took her a while to find a path that wound down to the shore.  She lost sight of the boat along the way.  Her heart sank when she did and she hoped she would be able to find it again.  There could be people alive in the boat, fishermen caught in the storm.  Those people could take her home, to the mainland.
 
   She found her way down a trail, hopping from one rock to another to make her way down.  When she reached the beach, she jumped down into the sand.  She took her shoes off to let her big feet sink into the cool, damp sand.  She savored this for a moment before turning back to the task at hand.
 
   After walking the beach for a few minutes, she saw the fishing boat again.  It seemed to be in the same place as when she had been on the cliff.  She hoped it wouldn’t break free from the rocks, not yet.  If it did, it would likely be swept back out to sea, where it would probably sink.  Anyone alive in there would probably drown then.
 
   She quickened her pace with this thought.  She broke into a run towards the boat, until she was close enough to almost touch it.  She stood in about three inches of water, at least until a wave came in.  The wave knocked her sideways, but she managed to catch herself before she could hit the ground.
 
   Samantha slogged forward the remaining feet to the side of the boat.  The problem now was to find a way on board.  She climbed back up to the beach so she could circle around the rocks to the other side of the boat.  She doubted it would have a ladder she could use to climb up.
 
   As she reached the other side, she realized she wouldn’t need a ladder.  The nets she had seen from up above were still connected to the side of the boat.  She threw her shoes onto the boat and then waded into the water.  She reached out with one hand to grab one of the nets, clinging to it as another wave threatened to sweep her away.
 
   Once the wave had receded, Samantha scrambled up the net, along the side of the boat.  She flopped over the edge to land onto the wooden deck just a few feet from the cabin.  For a moment Samantha lay on her stomach, panting from the effort.
 
   Once her strength had returned, she got to her feet.  She found her shoes on the deck, one lying next to a dead fish of some sort.  She took the fish by the tail with one hand, keeping it well away from her as she hurled it back into the sea.
 
   From the smell of it, there were a lot more dead fish on board.  Perhaps they were down below.  If that was the worst she found then she would count herself fortunate.  Thinking of Pryde’s cellar, she knew she could find a lot worse on the boat.
 
   She took a few deep breaths before she went into the cabin.  She saw a tiny room with a broken window facing the cliffs.  There was also a steering wheel and other equipment.  The bridge.  This was where they drove the boat.  She didn’t see any sign of anyone having been on the bridge.
 
   A stairway led down into the boat.  She wished for the lantern as she descended into the darkness.  As she had in the forest during the storm, she had to walk with her arms out to feel around.  She felt a door handle and turned it.
 
   She couldn’t see any better inside the room, not until her hand touched a switch.  A light came on overhead, another electric light like the lantern.  The light revealed a tiny bedroom with a pair of bunks and a desk.  Samantha’s face turned warm when she saw a large picture of an almost-naked woman on one wall.  A man had obviously occupied this room, but she didn’t see any sign of anyone.
 
   “Hello?” she called out.  “Is anyone here?”
 
   She didn’t get any answer, not that she expected one.  The crew of the boat might have jumped overboard during the storm or they might have been carried overboard by the waves.  Or they could all be dead.  She tried not to dwell on this possibility as she continued her search.
 
   She found two more rooms—a bathroom and a miniature dining room.  The only sign of life was a dirty bowl in the sink of the dining room.  Someone had been aboard this boat at least.  “Hello?” she called out again, but still didn’t get an answer.
 
   At the end of the corridor she found a metal door similar to the one in Pryde’s cellar.  It took all her weight to get the door open.  As soon as she did, she smelled something burning.  She couldn’t see anything on fire, though.
 
   Samantha took a step and then her foot struck something heavy.  She tumbled forward, landing face-first on the floor.  For a moment she lay there in a daze.  Then she gathered her wits and felt around with her hands.  She touched something warm and soft.  Her hand brushed against coarse hairs, like those on an arm or leg.  She had found someone!
 
   Samantha shook the limb, but she didn’t hear anyone stir.  Whoever it was might be unconscious—or dead.  She forced herself to keep from panicking at that thought.  She got to her feet and then backed up until she touched the wall.  She felt around for another light switch.  After a few moments of groping around, a light came on.
 
   As the light came on, Samantha gasped.  A man lay at her feet.  A man with bronze skin and black hair like her.  To her relief, his chest went up and down as he breathed.  He was alive!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13:  The Stranger
 
   The man was at least six inches taller than her and much heavier, so Samantha had no hope of carrying him.  After assessing the situation, she hooked him around the armpits and then dragged him back through the door.  Sweat had broken out on her forehead by the time she managed to get him to the other end of the corridor.
 
   The problem now would be getting him up the stairs.  She sat down on the lowest step to take a break.  If she were lucky, he might wake up before she had to try dragging him upstairs.
 
   As she rested, she couldn’t help staring at him.  From her mother’s picture she knew there were other people like her, but she’d never seen one in the flesh.  She couldn’t help but smile at the thought she wasn’t a freak, not like the other kids had often said.
 
   He still hadn’t woke up after a few minutes.  Maybe the bumpiness of going up the stairs would jar him awake.  Or the fresh air upstairs might finally rouse him.  She might as well try.
 
   She again took him around the armpits and then began to drag him.  She took it a step at a time so she wouldn’t trip over the stairs; there was no sense in both of them being unconscious.  About halfway up she heard him groan; it sounded almost like one of Pryde’s beasts.  She waited to see if he would wake up, but he didn’t.
 
   It seemed like an hour before she finally got him up the stairs.  He still hadn’t woke up yet.  She rested for a couple of minutes before she dragged him outside.  She left him to lie out in the sun, hoping that might prompt him to stir.
 
   She sat on an overturned crate to study him in the sunlight.  From the lines on his forehead and around his eyes and mouth, as well as the gray hairs in his beard, she knew he had to be much older than Miss Brigham, or at least as old as Miss Brigham appeared.  He was probably about forty years old at least, if not more.
 
   It occurred to her to check his pockets for identification.  Her face warmed as she thought of reaching into his pockets for his wallet.  What if he woke up then?  He might think she was a thief.  She didn’t want him to think ill of her before they had a chance to talk.
 
   At the same time, she badly wanted to know where he came from.  Given his skin and hair color, she might come from the same place as him.  There might be a whole town full of people with bronze skin and black hair, where a pasty blond like Helena would be the freak.
 
   She waited a few more minutes and then decided to risk it.  He wore blue jeans similar to hers, except the legs were wider, especially the cuffs at the bottom.  She patted the front pockets of his jeans in search of a wallet.  As she did, she held her breath, waiting for his eyes to flash open and for him to scream at her to leave him alone.
 
   He hadn’t woke up by the time she finished searching his front pockets.  With a sigh, she decided to roll him onto his stomach to search his back pockets.  She hoped his wallet hadn’t fallen off of him during the storm so she wouldn’t lose this opportunity to learn more about the mainland.  There was a possibility he might keep it in the bedroom or perhaps in another room of the ship.
 
   She decided to stop putting it off and just get it over with.  She groaned as she rolled him first onto his side and then the rest of the way onto his stomach.  The man still didn’t wake up; he just lay there like the dead fish she had found.
 
   Even without patting his pockets, she could tell from the bulge in his rear left pocket that his wallet was in there.  She stuck her hand into the pocket and felt a leather rectangle.  She paused a moment to make sure he wasn’t waking up and then yanked the wallet free.
 
   Like a frightened animal she scurried over to a corner with the wallet in her hands.  She curled up in the corner so he wouldn’t see her going through his wallet should he wake up.  If she were lucky, she could look through the wallet and return it before he woke.
 
   The wallet was made of one large piece of leather folded over to take up less room.  She flipped it open to reveal rows of cards made out of a thin, hard material.  Plastic, she remembered.  She took a card with the title “Discover” in shiny print that seemed to change color as she tilted it in the light.  Beneath the title she saw a row of numbers that had no meaning to her.  
 
   Below that was a name in raised letters:  Hector X. Delgado.  That must be the man’s name.  She closed her eyes, hoping this might trigger some memory, but it didn’t.  She put the card back into its slot and then went through the others.
 
   The fifth one she took out was the mother lode.  It had the word “Maine” printed in green.  Beneath that was a small picture of the man from the boat, his face less lined and without the beard.  The name on the card was Hector Xavier Delgado, confirming her suspicions.  The card listed his height at six-foot-two, his weight at two hundred ten pounds, and his birthday as July 7, 1965.  That would make him just a month away from thirty-nine years old.  According to the card, he lived in a place called Portland.  The card also stated the obvious fact that his hair was black and also that his eyes were brown.
 
   He confirmed this a moment later when he finally lifted his head.  She heard him groan again and quickly shoved the wallet into the inner pocket of her jacket.  Only then did she hurry over to his side.  She put a hand on his back and then helped him to sit up.  His head turned so she could get a good look at his brown eyes, the same brown she saw in the mirror every day.  He reached out with one hand to run a finger along her jaw.  “Lucinda?”
 
   *** 
 
   Samantha had to close her eyes and consider what he had said.  Did the name Lucinda sound familiar to her?  She finally shook her head.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   “You don’t think so?  Don’t you know your own name?”
 
   “Not really, no.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to call you, darling?”
 
   “Samantha Young.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  My name is Hector Delgado, but I bet you already know that.”
 
   “How would I know that?”
 
   “You took my wallet didn’t you?”
 
   Her face turned warm at this.  She put her hand into her jacket to produce the wallet.  “How did you know?”
 
   “I didn’t know for sure.  I just didn’t feel it when I sat up.  Either you’d taken it or the ocean had.  I guess I got lucky.”
 
   “I didn’t take anything,” Samantha said.  “I just found your boat washed up on the shore and I took it to see who you were.”
 
   “It’s all right, darling.  No harm done.”  He took the wallet from her hand.  He didn’t verify that she hadn’t stolen anything; he just put it in his front pocket.  “So, Samantha, where did the old girl dump me?”
 
   “The old girl?”
 
   “My boat.  The Lady Jane.”
 
   “Why does your boat have a name?”
 
   “Most boats have names.  Ones this size anyway.  You get something knocked loose by the storm or something?”
 
   “No.  When I came here five years ago I couldn’t remember who I was or where I came from.  I still don’t remember very much.”  She had to bite down on her lip as she thought of her parents dying.  
 
   Mr. Delgado put a hand on her arm.  “I’m sorry, sweetheart.  I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.  Do you have any idea where we are?”
 
   “Eternity.”
 
   “You mean we’re dead?”
 
   “No.  This island is called Eternity.  That’s what Reverend Crane named it.”
 
   “Reverend?  Is this some kind of religious commune?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  We just work together to keep the island running.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  Mr. Delgado stared at her for a moment.  “So this reverend is in charge here?”
 
   “No, he died.  Miss Brigham is in charge now.  She lives outside town.”
 
   “Then I guess I should go talk to her.”  Mr. Delgado tried to get to his feet, but immediately let out a cry.  He sagged back to the deck.  “Actually, I think I’ll stay right here.”
 
   “You’re hurt?”
 
   “I think so.  My left ankle hurts like a mother—”  He stopped himself before he could say more.  “Anyway, I don’t think I can walk on it.”
 
   “Oh.”  Samantha considered the situation.  Some water from the Fountain of Youth would cure him in an instant.  The problem was she didn’t have any on her.  She could always run into town to fetch some, but that would mean leaving him here.  By the time she made it to town and back, the boat might have broken loose from the rocks.  Then Mr. Delgado might die.  “I think we’d better get you down to the ground.”
 
   “That’s a good idea, kid, but if I can’t walk I sure as hell can’t swim either.”
 
   Samantha’s face turned warm again.  She couldn’t swim either.  “If we hang on to the nets, then we should be able to make it.  I’ll help you.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “I guess it’s worth a shot.”
 
   He put his arm around her shoulders so he could lean against her to stand up.  He groaned a little from pain, but didn’t scream.  They shuffled over to the edge of the boat, near the back, which was closest to the water.  They squatted at the same time. So they were almost even with the railing.
 
   Samantha swung herself over the side first.  She fumbled around to find the netting and then climbed down.  The water came up to her waist; she dug her shoes in to keep her footing.  A wave slammed into her, but with one hand on the netting and her feet dug in, she kept her balance.
 
   “Now your turn,” she said.  “I’ll help you.”
 
   “Yeah, great,” he grumbled.  He used his hands to swing the left side of his body over, his injured leg sticking out.  He shouted a curse word as he accidentally hit the side of the boat with the hurt foot.  Samantha waited until she was certain no waves would come along for a minute and then let go of the net to grab him on either side of the waist.
 
   It might have seemed like a good idea, but it didn’t work out very well.  Mr. Delgado was too heavy for Samantha.  The moment he let go of the side of the boat, they both tumbled backwards, into the water.  Samantha screamed and then began thrashing around until she caught hold of the netting.
 
   She blinked water from her eyes and then found Mr. Delgado slipping away from her.  She hooked a foot around the netting to anchor herself while she struggled to catch him before the sea took him.  He thrashed around with his hands as she had, fighting against the current.
 
   For a moment she thought she would be too late, but then her hand caught his.  She pulled with all her might, bringing him towards the shore.  She managed to yank him close enough that he could catch the netting with his hand.
 
   From there she dragged him ashore the way she had carried him through the boat.  By the time they were safely up on the beach, they were both soaked with water and sweat.  Samantha found a shady spot to set him down and then collapsed next to him.  “We did it,” she said.
 
   “You did good, kid,” he said.  Then his eyes closed and he fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14:  Campfire Tales
 
   Again Samantha had to decide whether to leave Mr. Delgado to go for help or not.  Now that they were off the boat he would be in less danger, unless one of Pryde’s beasts or some other animal showed up.  Or if the sea picked up, a wave might take him away.  Her mind concocted a dozen scenarios that ended with him dying.
 
   The way to get him help and to ease her conscience would be to take him with her.  He couldn’t possibly walk that far and she couldn’t drag him through the forest as on the boat.  She thought about this for a little while, until she saw her salvation lying on the beach.
 
   It was a piece of netting like what she had used to climb up the boat.  This net was smaller, perhaps part of the larger one that had broken away.  No matter where it had come from, it lay on the beach like so much seaweed.  Samantha hurried over to the netting and then spread it out to get its full size.  It would be more than enough to do the trick.
 
   That trick would be to create a stretcher of sorts for Mr. Delgado.  She would need more than the net to do it.  She walked the beach until she found a piece of wood that had probably broken away from the side of the boat.  The wood she could use to fashion a splint for his leg to keep it from moving around.  To do that she needed something to tie it with.  She glanced down at her shirt, which had more than enough fabric.
 
   There was a problem:  the fabric was too strong or her hands too weak to tear the shirt apart.  After a few minutes of trying, she gave up.  Maybe she just needed to rest for a few minutes.
 
   First she carried the netting and board over to where Mr. Delgado lay.  She lifted up his leg enough to slide the board beneath it.  He groaned at this but didn’t move his leg away.  As she settled his leg on the board, she noticed the holes in his denim shirt.  The holes made it easy enough for her to tear off a couple of strips, which she used to tie his leg down.  As for the netting, she would need his help to get him onto that.
 
   In the meantime, she decided to collect some wood to build a fire.  It would be getting dark in a few hours and unless he was awake by then, they would have to spend the night here.  She didn’t like that idea, but reminded herself he wouldn’t die from a broken ankle, not as long as she were here to care for him.
 
   Samantha climbed back up to the edge of the forest to look for some wood.  It took a while to find enough that wasn’t soaked from the storm.  The bigger problem would be starting the fire.  She wished she’d kept the matches she’d found in Mr. Pryde’s hut.  That would be a lot easier than trying to rub together sticks or bang stones together in the hope of creating a spark.
 
   By the time she returned, she found Mr. Delgado sitting up.  He had a white tube in his mouth, the end of it smoldering.  A cigarette, she recalled.  Her mind also recalled cigarettes were bad for you, often leading to cancer or other terrible diseases.  Why would he want that?
 
   “There you are,” he said.  “I thought you’d gone and left me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” she said.  She gestured with the firewood.  “I was going to make a fire.”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea.  Don’t want to go running around here at night.”  He motioned to his left foot.  “This looks like a pretty good splint.  You in the Girl Scouts or something?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Oh, right, you have amnesia.”
 
   “Amnesia?”
 
   “That’s what they call it when you can’t remember anything.  At least for little girls.  For old folks like me they call it dementia.”
 
   “You’re not old.”
 
   “I’m a lot older than you, kid.  What are you, fifteen?”
 
   “Twelve.  I think.”
 
   “Really?”  Like the boys on Eternity did, he stared at her chest.  “I guess you’re not a late bloomer.”
 
   She turned away so he wouldn’t see her facing turning red.  She fumbled with the firewood to get it into a proper pile.  Mr. Delgado must have sensed something wrong, as he said, “I didn’t mean anything by that, Samantha.  Really it’s a blessing.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel like it.”
 
   “It will when you get older.”
 
   “You mean as old as you?”
 
   He snorted at this.  “Not that old.  More like when you really are fifteen.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Once she finished arranging the wood, she went to find a few rocks to make a ring around the wood.  Mr. Delgado still had his cigarette in his mouth when she came back, though it looked much smaller.  He blew out a stream of smoke that prompted Samantha to cough.
 
   “Sorry about this.  Bad habit.  Don’t ever take it up.  For one thing it costs a fortune.”
 
   “It does?”
 
   “More every year.  Damned politicians.”
 
   “Politicians,” she echoed.  The term seemed familiar to her.  Politicians were people in charge, like Reverend Crane or Miss Brigham.  She finished rolling the rocks in position and then looked for something to light the fire with.  Her eyes fell upon Mr. Delgado’s cigarette.  “How did you light that?  Do you have a piece of flint?”
 
   “Flint?  No.  I got something a lot better than that.”  He reached into his shirt pocket—one she hadn’t searched—and pulled out a silver box stamped with an eagle.  With his thumb he flipped over the top half of the box to reveal a small tube and a button.  He pushed down on the button and then a flame came out of the tube like that of a candle.  “It’s magic.”
 
   “It’s a cigarette lighter,” she said.  “A…Zippo.”
 
   “Good guess.  So your memory isn’t all gone, is it?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Sometimes I remember things if I see something or hear something.”
 
   “But not your name?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know where I came from either.”
 
   “That’s pretty rough.”  He handed the lighter to her so she could start the fire.  It took only a few seconds for the kindling to ignite.  Samantha flipped the top back over the lighter.  Then she handed the lighter back.
 
   “Is that going to be close enough?  I could move you—”
 
   “This ought to be fine.”
 
   Samantha settled herself across the fire from him.  He tossed his cigarette to the ground and then took a package from his other shirt pocket.  “Don’t know how these survived,” he said.  “Lost damned near everything else.”
 
   “Was there anyone else on your boat?”
 
   “No, just me.”
 
   “You were fishing by yourself?  In a boat that size?”
 
   “I used to have a crew.  Four of them.  Times are a little tough right now.  Not as many fish as there used to be.”
 
   “There aren’t?”
 
   “Not in these waters.  Too many people fishing them for too long.  Can’t really make it out here anymore.  I kept thinking of going down south.  Maybe to Florida, or even Mexico.  Take yuppies out to catch marlin or something.”
 
   “What are yuppies?”
 
   “Rich people.”
 
   “Oh.  So why didn’t you?”
 
   “I didn’t want to leave, not until I knew what happened to Lucinda.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “I don’t really know.  She vanished about five years ago.  She’d been staying with her grandma on account of her parents being dead, but I’d come over and visit when I could.  Even took her out on the Lady Jane a few times.  She loved that.
 
   “Then one morning her grandma called me.  Lucinda was gone.  Just up and disappeared in the night.  No note or anything, which wasn’t like her at all.  She was always the most responsible kid.  Never even needed a curfew.”
 
   Samantha’s body went cold as she listened to Mr. Delgado’s story.  “How old was Lucinda when she disappeared?”
 
   “About your age.  She would have been thirteen in a couple of months.  Her grandma already had the party planned out.”
 
   Samantha put a hand to her head.  The facts all fit.  Lucinda had disappeared five years ago, the same time as Samantha.  Her parents were dead.  As for the age, the reverend had probably given her some fountain water to make her younger and thus easier to control and of course her second dousing of fountain water had made her even younger.
 
   She reached into her shirt to pulled out the necklace.  She held the pendant up to the fire.  “Did Lucinda have one of these?”
 
   “How did you know that?”
 
   “I…I think I’m Lucinda.  I think I’m your niece.”
 
   “That’s impossible.  Lucinda would be seventeen by now.  You said you’re only twelve.”
 
   “But I don’t really know that.  It was just a guess.”
 
   “You said you didn’t think your name was Lucinda.”
 
   “But I don’t know that either.  Everything else you said fits, though.  Tell me just one thing:  how did Lucinda’s parents die?”
 
   “A drunk driver.”
 
   “Were they coming back from Disneyland when it happened?”
 
   The cigarette fell from his mouth.  He made no move to try and retrieve it.  “Holy…cow.  You really are her.”
 
   Samantha leaped to her feet.  She ran around the fire pit so she could throw herself against Mr. Delgado—her Uncle Hector.  She made sure not to step on his broken ankle as she hugged him.  After a moment he hugged her back and then stroked her hair.  “It’s going to be all right now, sweetheart,” he said and she believed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15:  Homeward Bound
 
   Samantha didn’t sleep much that night.  Every time she closed her eyes, she found herself trying to conjure up memories of her old life.  She tried to see herself on Uncle Hector’s boat and living in a kindly old woman’s house.  The memories refused to come, though.  Perhaps in time they would.
 
   She had to resist the temptation to pester him with questions all night.  Uncle Hector was in obvious pain and he needed some rest.  So while he slept, she paced the beach to look for anything else of use she might find.  She didn’t turn up anything except a couple of dead fish.  They looked fresh enough to eat, so Samantha carried them back to the fire.  She found two sticks to use as spits and then began to cook them.
 
   When Uncle Hector awoke in the morning, Samantha had the fish cooked and gutted as best as she could.  Without a knife she couldn’t do much to clean them.  Uncle Hector didn’t seem to mind.  “You always were resourceful, Lucy.”
 
   “Lucy?”
 
   “Sorry, that’s what I used to call you.  Short for Lucinda.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  She smiled at him.  “Lucy.  I like it.”
 
   “Samantha’s a pretty name too.  If you’re not ready—”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I need to get used to it.”
 
   “I guess with what happened, you had to be resourceful.  Your grandma was a nice woman—”
 
   “Was?”
 
   “She died two years ago.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine.  Is there anyone else?”
 
   “I think you have an aunt on your dad’s side in Alaska, but she isn’t around much.  Alaska is pretty far away from Maine.”
 
   “And that’s where I live?  In Maine?”
 
   “You did.  You lived in Portland with your grandma.  I still have the house.  I didn’t want to let it go until I found you.”
 
   “How big of a house is it?”
 
   “It’s not too big.  I mean it’s not the White House or anything.”
 
   “The White House?”
 
   “Where the president lives.”
 
   “The president…he runs the country?  The United States of America?”
 
   “That’s right.  You’re a quick learner.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She looked over her shoulder, thinking of her animals.  “I don’t suppose there would be room for a couple of cows and sheep?”
 
   “I don’t think the neighbors would like that.”  A smile came to his face.  “You have cows and sheep?”
 
   “I delivered a calf and a litter of lambs.”  She told Uncle Hector about having to turn the calf around so it could be delivered.  Then she told him about the litter of lambs she had delivered when she was nine, though she omitted how little she was from the story.  She didn’t want to tell him about the Fountain of Youth yet; he might think she was crazy.  Once he saw it in action, then he would believe her.
 
   He shook his head as she finished her story.  “You’ve turned into quite the farm girl.  To think you used to scream your head off if one of the fish touched you.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t really have much choice,” she said.  “We all have to pitch in around here to survive.”
 
   “You’re not going to have to worry about that much longer.  If we can get the boat fixed, then we can get out of here and go back home.  Maybe we can even find you a doctor to help you get your memory back.”
 
   “Really?  They can do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”  He took her hand.  “Whatever happens, I’m still going to love you, just like I always have.”
 
   “I love you too, Uncle Hector.”
 
   He tousled her hair and then took one of the fish from by the fire.  “We’d better eat up.  We got a busy day ahead.”
 
   *** 
 
   Uncle Hector screamed a couple of times as Samantha helped him onto the net.  Each time she apologized and each time he said not to mind.  “It’s my own fault for getting caught in that storm.  At least some good came out of it.”
 
   She got him settled onto the net, the splint on his leg holding.  It wouldn’t make for the best stretcher, but she didn’t see any alternatives at the moment.  She gathered the net around him; he grabbed on to it to help secure it.  “Here we go,” she said.
 
   The biggest problem came in getting him up from the beach to the forest.  The trail she had taken down was full of large rocks, much too large to try dragging him over.  Instead they followed the beach for a while.  Along the way they didn’t say much, her too tired and him probably in too much pain to speak.
 
   By midday they reached where Pryde’s boat was, or where its remains were.  The storm had overturned the boat and thrown it a good hundred yards.  The boat had shattered against an outcropping of rocks; it would be impossible to piece it back together.
 
   “What’s that?” Uncle Hector asked.
 
   “A boat.  I was going to leave on it before the storm hit.”
 
   “You were?”
 
   “I was going to look for my parents.  I thought they were still alive.”
 
   “Then you remembered they weren’t?”
 
   Samantha ran her hands over the denim jacket.  “I found these clothes and the necklace and a picture of them.  Then I remembered.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It was for the best.”
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   Samantha pointed to the left, where a trail snaked up from the beach.  “That will take us into town.  Then we can get your foot healed.”
 
   “Is there a doctor in town?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “More of a medicine man?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “What’s wrong?  You look like you just lost your best friend.”
 
   “It’s nothing.  It’s just that I didn’t leave town on the best terms.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   She gave him an abbreviated version of what had happened her last day in town, ending with her screaming at Prudence, Rebecca, and the other children.  “I know it was wrong.  I was just so angry.  I was tired of looking after them.”
 
   “I get it.  You had a lot on your shoulders.  It wasn’t really fair at your age and with what happened to your memory.”
 
   “Still, it was wrong of me to snap at them, especially Prudence.  She was my friend.”
 
   “I’m sure when we get there you can make it up to her.”
 
   “I hope so.  She might still be mad at me.”
 
   “You kids will work it out.”
 
   Samantha nodded.  She forced herself to smile.  “I guess there’s only one way to find out.  We’d better get going.”  She took up the net again and then began pulling him up the trail, into the forest.
 
   *** 
 
   Samantha almost made Uncle Hector scream again when she dropped the stretcher.  She hadn’t meant to be so abrupt, but when she had seen the village, her hands had gone slack.  “It’s gone,” she whispered.  “It’s all gone.”
 
   “What’s going on, Lucy?”
 
   “The town.  It’s destroyed.”  All that remained standing was the church, which looked relatively untouched.  The rest had been reduced to piles of wood and stone.  The dormitories, Prudence’s shop, everything was gone.  “This is awful.”
 
   “If you want to leave me and go look for your friends—”
 
   “No, I can’t leave you.  We’ll go to the church.  Someone might be there.”
 
   The children might have gone somewhere else to find shelter from the storm.  They could have gone down to the barns, Miss Brigham’s cabin, or even the Fountain of Youth cave.  Or without her there to help Miss Brigham, maybe they hadn’t gone anywhere.  Maybe the dormitories had collapsed on them.
 
   She bit down on her lip to keep herself from crying.  She couldn’t jump to conclusions yet.  Not only for herself, but for Uncle Hector as well.  He needed her help; she couldn’t fall to pieces on him.
 
   Her silent prayers were answered when the front door of the church opened.  Little Annie burst from the church to race towards Samantha.  “Samantha’s back!” she shouted.  “Samantha’s back!”
 
   Samantha had to let Uncle Hector’s stretcher go so she could catch Annie.  The little girl threw her arms around Samantha in a hug.  She felt Annie’s tears on her cheek.  “It’s all right,” Samantha said.  She ran a hand through Annie’s platinum hair.  “I’m fine.”
 
   “We were all so worried.  Helena said you were dead.”
 
   “Well she was wrong.  I’m just fine.  See?”
 
   Annie leaned back and then nodded.  Her eyes widened a little as she must have noticed Uncle Hector.  “Who’s that old man?”
 
   “He’s not an old man.  He’s my…friend.  His name is Hector.”
 
   “Hi there,” Uncle Hector said.  “You must be a friend of Samantha?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m her bestest friend.”
 
   “You sure are.”  Samantha set Annie on the ground.  “Can you run and tell Miss Brigham I’m here?”
 
   “All right.”  Annie took off running, resuming her shouts of, “Samantha’s back!”
 
   Once Annie had gone, Samantha turned to Uncle Hector.  “I’m sorry I didn’t tell her who you are.  I thought it’d be easier to tell Miss Brigham first.”
 
   “I get it.  No problemo.”
 
   “I just didn’t want you to think I was ashamed of you.”
 
   “Of course not.  Now are we going to meet this Miss Brigham or what?”
 
   “Coming right up.”
 
   Samantha took up the netting again.  She dragged Uncle Hector the rest of the way to the church.  She left him out front instead of trying to drag him up the steps.  Once Miss Brigham found some fountain water to use on him, then he would be fine and able to walk under his own power.
 
   Miss Brigham appeared just as Samantha set her uncle down.  Miss Brigham raced down the steps; Samantha worried she might try jumping on Samantha as Annie had done.  “Oh thank God!” Miss Brigham shouted.  “I knew He would keep you safe, just as He kept us safe.”
 
   “You’re all fine?  No one was hurt?”
 
   “No, dear.  Everyone is fine.  Our brave little Rebecca and David herded all the children into the church before the storm destroyed everything.”  Miss Brigham shook her head.  “Such a terrible thing, but we will rebuild.  I know the Lord will help us.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Samantha said.  “I have someone for you to meet.  This is Hector Delgado.  I found his boat washed up on the shore.”
 
   “Oh my,” Miss Brigham said.  Her face started to turn as red as her hair as she looked down at Uncle Hector.  Her voice turned girlish, as if someone had used the fountain water on her again.  “Hello, Mr. Delgado.  My name is Molly Brigham.  I tend to the children here.  Welcome to Eternity.”
 
   “Thank you.  I’d get up, but my leg isn’t cooperating.”
 
   “Oh dear.  I see why Samantha brought you to us.  We have just the thing to get you back on your feet in no time at all, so long as this awful storm hasn’t destroyed my house.  I’m afraid I haven’t been able to get out there and check yet.  Rebecca and David took the older children out to the fields to do what they can, so I’ve had to look after the little ones—”
 
   “I’ll look after the children,” Samantha said.  “You can go and find the medicine.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.  Samantha here is my right hand, though sometimes I think she’s both hands.”  Miss Brigham giggled like a fool at this.  “Well then, I’d better be off.”
 
   She galloped away, looking back over her shoulder a few times.  Uncle Hector shook his head.  “That’s who’s in charge of this place?”
 
   “She isn’t so bad.  She’s just had a shock.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  So what’s this medicine she’s getting?  Some kind of magic herbs?”
 
   “Not exactly.”  Samantha was grateful she didn’t have to elaborate when the children came piling out of the church, led by Annie.  They settled for hugging Samantha around the waist, even Helena. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re back,” Helena said.
 
   “Thank you,” Samantha said.  “I’m glad to see you too.”
 
   “Who’s that man?”
 
   “That’s my friend, Mr. Delgado.  I found his boat on the beach.”
 
   “He looks like you.”
 
   “He does, doesn’t he?”
 
   Helena stepped back from Samantha.  “Does that mean he’s a savage?”
 
   “No!  There are no savages.  That’s just something Reverend Crane made up to scare you from going to the mainland.”
 
   “He looks like a savage.”
 
   “I do, don’t I?” Uncle Hector said.  He made a growling sound in his throat that prompted Helena to squeal with fear.  “Just you wait until I’m on my feet again.”
 
   She screamed and then raced into the church.  Uncle Hector chuckled at this.  “Gullible little rugrat.”
 
   “What’s a rugrat?” Annie asked, saving Samantha the embarrassment of asking herself.
 
   “It’s just another word for a little kid.”
 
   “Am I a rugrat?”
 
   “You sure are, sweetheart.”
 
   “But rats are gross.”
 
   “You’re not any kind of rat,” Samantha said.  “None of you are.  Now go inside and play.”
 
   “Play what?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Whatever you want.”
 
   “All right.”  Annie went back inside, the other children following suit.
 
   “They really respect you,” Uncle Hector said.
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest.  That’s a big accomplishment at your age.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Samantha!” she heard Rebecca shout.  Samantha turned to see Rebecca running past the wreckage of the dormitories as fast as she could.  Samantha was glad when she didn’t try jumping on Samantha either.  “You’re back!  I knew you’d come back.”
 
   “I hear you’ve been busy.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I suppose so,” Rebecca said.  She looked down at the ground.  “I just tried to do what you would do.”
 
   “And I bet you’re doing an even better job of it.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Rebecca motioned to the net.  “Who’s that?”
 
   “This is my friend Mr. Delgado.  His boat washed up on the beach.  Miss Brigham is going to get some medicine for his leg.”
 
   “Did Prudence go with her?”
 
   “No.  Isn’t Prudence with you?”
 
   “No.  She went to look for you.  Before the storm.”  Rebecca’s face paled and her mouth went slack.  “She didn’t find you?”
 
   “I haven’t seen her.”  Samantha put a hand to her mouth.  Prudence had gone out into the storm to look for her.  If she hadn’t come back yet, then—“Oh no.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16:  Search Party
 
   Samantha’s first thought was to run back into the woods to find Prudence, but she couldn’t do that.  Miss Brigham still wasn’t back with the fountain water for Uncle Hector.  Besides that, going out alone into the forest would be as dangerous as Prudence going alone.  She thought of Pryde’s beast chasing after her; if one of those had come across Prudence, then her friend might already be dead.
 
   “This is all my fault,” Samantha said.  She collapsed onto the front steps of the church.  She buried her face in her hands and cried.  “If I hadn’t left, she wouldn’t have gone out to find me.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine,” Uncle Hector said.  “She can take care of herself, right?”
 
   “No, she can’t!” Samantha wailed.  Prudence didn’t have the same skills Samantha had.  Her friend was much better at the domestic chores like sewing, cleaning, and cooking; she would be utterly lost by herself in the forest, especially during a storm.  “We have to find her.”
 
   “What’s going on?” David asked.  The older boys followed after him.  “You finally came back?  Must be why you and Tubby are so weepy.”
 
   “We’re weepy because Prudence is missing,” Rebecca said.
 
   “Fatty wasn’t with you?”
 
   “No, Prudence wasn’t with me.  She’s still out there.”
 
   “Probably dinner for some creature by now,” David said.  “Might take them a while to get past all that fat to find any meat.”
 
   Samantha was tempted to lock David’s arms behind his back and plant his face in the dirt until he suffocated, but she held back.  She would need his help to find Prudence.  “I need you to help me look.  You and the other boys.  Rebecca can look after Mr. Delgado and the children.”
 
   “I want to go too,” Rebecca said.
 
   “We don’t need both of you fatties lost out there,” David said.
 
   “Why do you always have to be so cruel?” Rebecca said.  She kicked a cloud of dirt at David.  “Why can’t you ever be nice?”
 
   “Some boys are just jerks,” Uncle Hector said.  “I used to be one of them.  Of course if I could, I’d get up and teach him some manners.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try, old man.”
 
   “Stop it, everyone!” Samantha shouted.  “Boys, pair up.  We’ll all go in a different direction to cover the most ground.  We’ll meet back here at sunset.  Understood?”
 
   “Fine,” David said.  He grabbed Mark’s arm and then stomped off.  The other boys paired up, leaving only Wendell behind.
 
   “What about me?  I want to help,” he whined.
 
   “You can come with me,” Samantha said.
 
   “Why does he get to go and I don’t?” Rebecca asked.  “I’m bigger than he is.”
 
   “You mean fatter.”
 
   “Shut up, you little brat.”
 
   “Both of you shut up!” Samantha broke in.  “Rebecca, you’re better at handling the children than Wendell is.  That’s why I need you here.  Understand?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Good.”  Samantha bent down to look Uncle Hector in the eye.  “I’m sorry about this.  Rebecca will take good care of you until Miss Brigham gets back.”
 
   “It’s all right, Lucy.  Go find your friend.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Then she took Wendell’s arm and set out.
 
   *** 
 
   Samantha wished she hadn’t been saddled with Wendell.  She could have covered more ground on her own.  Wendell was a hard worker and smart too, but his legs were a lot shorter than hers.  She had to hold back in order for him to keep up.
 
   “Everyone makes fun of me, but I’m going to show them,” Wendell said.  “I’m going to help you bring Prudence back.  Then they’ll know I’m just as tough as David.”
 
   “Not everyone has to be tough,” Samantha said.
 
   “Boys do.”
 
   “Only bullies like David have to be tough.  You’re too good to be like him.”
 
   “I hate being so little.  It’s not fair.  I’m just as old as he is but he gets to be so much bigger and stronger.  Why would God do that to us?”
 
   “Maybe he has other plans for you,” Samantha said.  She didn’t really want to get into this right now, though it did help distract her from grisly thoughts about Prudence.
 
   “Maybe.  I just wish I could be bigger.  Then they wouldn’t call me a girl all the time.”
 
   “You’re not a girl, but even if you were there wouldn’t be anything wrong with it.  I’m a girl, aren’t I?”
 
   “Yes, but you’re different from the other girls.”
 
   “Because of my boobies?”
 
   “Not just that.  You’re tough, like a boy.  You’d never let anyone pick on you.”
 
   “That’s true, but no one will think less of you if you don’t fight.”
 
   “David will.  So will the other boys.”
 
   “Well I won’t.”  She stopped so she could turn and look Wendell in the eye.  “There’s nothing wrong with you the way you are, Wendell.  Anyone who doesn’t realize that is a fool.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  Now come on, we got a lot of ground to cover.”
 
   *** 
 
   Rebecca sat on the front steps of the church, watching over Mr. Delgado.  He had taken something out of his pocket and lit it on fire.  Every now and then a puff of smoke would come from his mouth.  “What is that?” she finally asked.
 
   “A cigarette.  It’s not something for little girls.”
 
   “I’m not that little.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Nine—and a half.”
 
   “Well when you’re twice that you can try one of these.”
 
   “Why do I have to wait that long?”
 
   “Because then you’ll be a grown up.”
 
   “Oh.  So could Miss Brigham have one?”
 
   “I suppose she could.  I wouldn’t recommend it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “These can make you sick.”
 
   “Then why are you doing it?”
 
   “Just a bad habit.  You have any bad habits?”
 
   “I bite my fingernails sometimes.  Miss Brigham says girls shouldn’t do that.”
 
   “She’s probably right.  You’ll never get pretty nails if you keep biting them.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   Miss Brigham appeared on the path.  She didn’t seem to be carrying anything, though.  Her face flushed red as she got closer.  “I’m so sorry, Mr. Delgado, but I’m afraid my house has been destroyed.  I tried Reverend Crane’s house, but there was nothing in it.”
 
   “We’ll have to go to the cave then,” Rebecca said.
 
   “I suppose so.”  Miss Brigham looked around.  “Where’s Samantha?  Did she go inside?”
 
   “Her and the older boys went to find Prudence.”
 
   “Where’s Prudence?”
 
   “We don’t know.  She left before the storm and no one’s seen her.”
 
   “Oh my.  This is terrible news.  I’ve done such an awful job of tending to you children.  If Reverend Crane were here, he would have me whipped.”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Mr. Delgado said.  “You can’t be everywhere at once.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Delgado.”
 
   “You can call me Hector.”
 
   Miss Brigham giggled like a toddler at this.  “You can call me Molly.”
 
   “That’s a great name.  It really suits you.  I bet your parents were Irish, weren’t they?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.”
 
   “Well you’ve got the look.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Rebecca only rolled her eyes at this.  “I’ll go down to the cave,” she said.  First, though, she went into the church to find a container.  The cups and jars from the dining hall had all been smashed.  They had brought up a few from the barns—which had survived for the most part—but those were filled with regular water.
 
   Then Rebecca saw the gold bowl Reverend Crane had used for communion.  That ought to work well enough.  She scooped up the bowl and then headed to the door.  Annie intercepted her before she could get there.  “Where are you going?”
 
   “I just need to get some water from the cave.”
 
   “Can I go?”
 
   “No.  Not until you’re older.”
 
   “That’s not fair.  I’m not a baby.”
 
   “Are too,” Helena said.
 
   “None of you are going with me.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.  Until then you all behave and listen to Miss Brigham.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes,” the children said in unison.  Rebecca doubted all of them—especially Helena—would live up to that.
 
   When she went back outside, she found Miss Brigham with her face bright red.  “Oh my,” Miss Brigham said.  “You were out there all by yourself?”
 
   “That’s right,” Mr. Delgado said.  “Just me and the sea.”
 
   “You’re such a brave man.”
 
   “Stupid is more like it.”
 
   “No, you could never be stupid.  Not a big, strong man like you.”
 
   Rebecca had listened to all of this conversation she could handle.  Though she was only nine, it was obvious Miss Brigham had a crush on their new arrival.  As she started down the path to the cave, Rebecca thought it made sense for Miss Brigham to like Mr. Delgado.  She had been the only adult on the island for the last five years.  That would have to be lonely.
 
   Rebecca’s thoughts turned from Miss Brigham to David.  Why did he have to be so mean to her?  Why couldn’t he understand she couldn’t like him that way?  She was just nine years old; she wasn’t old enough for grown up things like kissing.  That was what Reverend Crane and Miss Brigham had said, only grown ups could kiss like that.  Rebecca might have to act like an adult at times, but she was still a child.  Sometimes she even still got scared of the dark and had to take a doll out from beneath her pillow.  She shook her head as she realized her bed and the doll were both gone now.
 
   The storm hadn’t done anything to the fountain cave.  There were a few more rocks scattered around out front, but otherwise it looked the same.  As she always did, Rebecca took a deep breath before she went inside.
 
   Samantha had first taken her to the fountain cave three years ago.  That was when Annie had come down with a fever.  At the time Annie had been almost the same age as Rebecca.  Samantha took Rebecca into the cave, where she’d first seen the pool of glowing water.
 
   “That’s the Fountain of Youth,” Samantha had said.  “You have to be very careful not to get any of the water on you, or else you’ll turn little again.”
 
   “I won’t,” Rebecca had said.
 
   Then she had followed Samantha over to the edge of the fountain.  Back then when Rebecca had looked down at the water, she had seen herself as a toddler and a baby.  “Why are my reflections so little?” she asked.
 
   “It just shows you who you used to be,” Samantha said.
 
   “You too?”
 
   “Even me.  Even Miss Brigham.”
 
   “Oh,” Rebecca said.  She had taken a step back from the water to watch as Samantha leaned down to scoop some out.
 
   They had gotten it back to Eternity without incident.  But when Miss Brigham had taken the container, her hand slipped.  Some of the water had splashed onto Annie.  Rebecca had watched in horror as her friend shrank back into almost a baby, just two years old.  Before long Annie had forgotten about being a big girl and become a baby again.
 
   They had always been very careful with the water since then.  A community like Eternity was precarious enough without anyone turning back into a baby by accident.  Rebecca would have to be extra careful this time, without a proper container for the water.
 
   She made her way over to the fountain and then got down on her knees.  Something was wrong, though.  When she looked into the water, she only saw one reflection.  It was of her as a toddler, her hair longer and curlier while her tiny body was clad in a pink dress.  Even stranger, her chubby cheeks were red, as were her eyes.  She was crying.  Little Rebecca said something, but the real Rebecca couldn’t hear it.
 
   She watched her younger reflection sob for a few minutes.  Then she shook her head.  It was just a reflection.  It couldn’t do anything to her.  There were people counting on her to get the water and take it back to Eternity.
 
   She leaned down and then dipped the bowl into the fountain.  The reflection of herself as a toddler broke into many more reflections, all of them the same.  These reflections kept saying something, but she couldn’t understand them.  She pulled up the bowl, figuring she had enough water.
 
   Then she took off for Eternity, though even as she walked, she couldn’t get the image from her mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17:  Everyday Miracle
 
   Miss Brigham set Mr. Delgado in the shade of the church’s front steps.  In part she did this to keep him cool, but also because it allowed her to sit on the step and talk to him.  “How did you come to be on Eternity, Mr. Delgado?”
 
   “Hector, please.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Hector.”  She savored each syllable of his name.  The Bible said it was wrong to lust after anyone, but after five years surrounded by only children, Miss Brigham couldn’t help herself.  On top of that, Hector was so handsome:  his rugged face, his rippling chest, his bulging muscles.  Not even Reverend Crane had been so handsome, or so strong.
 
   The only imperfection was that awful tube in his mouth.  Her stomach churned as some of the smoke blew into her face.  She fought down the nausea; she knew it would not be ladylike to vomit in front of him.  How could he enjoy something so vile?
 
   He blew out another cloud of smoke and then said, “I was fishing when that storm hit.  Blew me all the way here, onto the beach.”
 
   “Oh dear.  Your family must be so worried about you.”  She didn’t see a wedding ring on his finger, but he might have lost that in the storm.
 
   “I don’t have any family left.  Except for Lucy.”
 
   “Lucy?  Is that your wife?”
 
   He laughed at this and shook his head.  “No, I ain’t the marrying kind, trust me.  Lucy is my niece.  The one you call Samantha.”
 
   “Samantha is your niece?”
 
   “That’s right.  I’d given up all hope of ever seeing her again and then I wake up on my boat and there she is.  Damnedest thing I ever saw.”
 
   “It’s the Lord at work.  He has brought you together.”  Miss Brigham smiled.  “Now I see the purpose of the storm.  He wanted to bring you here to be reunited with your niece.”
 
   “He could have done that without destroying your town, couldn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, but perhaps He has something else in mind.  Perhaps it is time for us to leave this place, to go to the mainland with you.”
 
   “That’s a good thought.  My house is a bit small for all of you, though.”
 
   “I’m sure we can manage.”
 
   “Don’t any of you have family back on the mainland?”
 
   Miss Brigham shook her head.  “Our families have been dead for quite some time.  Except for Samantha, of course.”
 
   “You mean all these kids are orphans?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, Hector.  I’m all they have now that Reverend Crane and Mr. Pryde are dead.”
 
   “That’s awful.”  He blew another cloud of smoke that nearly made her gag.  “Social services will have a bitch of a time finding foster homes for all of them.”
 
   “Foster homes?  You mean they would break the children up?”
 
   “Well, yeah.  Not like anyone can take in dozens of kids.”
 
   “Oh my.”
 
   “What’s wrong, Miss—”
 
   “Molly,” she said.  She looked down at her feet.  “The children have never been separated before.  I don’t know if they’ll be able to cope.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to cope.”
 
   Her heart leaped when he reached up to take her hand.  “I’m sure a pretty young girl like you can find something to do with herself.  You’ll probably have men lining up to take you out.”
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “Of course.  I’ll be first in line.”
 
   Miss Brigham’s face turned so warm, she thought she would pass out.  “Thank you, Hector.”
 
   “No problem, Molly.”
 
   She leaned under the railing, drawn to him by some unseen force.  Their lips had just touched when she heard footsteps approaching.  Miss Brigham pulled away from Hector and then began trying to compose herself.  She hoped her face didn’t look too red or too guilty.
 
   “I got the water, Miss Brigham,” Rebecca announced.  She carried the gold bowl they used for communion.  
 
   “Very good, Rebecca.”  Miss Brigham got to her feet and then hurried down the steps.  She rushed over to take the bowl from Rebecca, though she was careful not to spill any of the water.  The last thing she wanted was to inadvertently make herself younger.  She carried the bowl over to Hector and then knelt down in front of him.
 
   “That’s great, but I’m not really thirsty,” he said.
 
   “No, no, this isn’t to drink.  Well, you could drink it but you don’t really need to—”
 
   “It’s medicine,” Rebecca said.  “For your leg.”
 
   “I don’t think washing my foot is going to do much good.”
 
   “Just relax, Hector.  Trust in the Lord.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  This is that faith healing stuff.  You going to say a prayer and whatnot and then God will magically heal me?”
 
   “You shouldn’t mock the Lord.  He has provided this water for us, to keep us here for many years.”
 
   “Many years?  Can’t be too long.  That one girl couldn’t have been more than five.”
 
   “We’ve been here over three hundred years, Hector.”
 
   “That’s impossible.”
 
   “Not with the power of the Lord on our side.  His power is in this holy water.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Holy water.”
 
   “It’s the Fountain of Youth,” Rebecca said.
 
   “Oh, sure, that makes sense.”
 
   “You don’t believe us.  That’s perfectly understandable.  I shouldn’t think I would believe such a cockamamie story either if I were you.  It took a bit of explaining for Samantha to finally convince me it was real.  Like Thomas, I finally had to see the proof for myself before I truly believed in the water’s power.”
 
   “Right—”
 
   Miss Brigham interrupted him by pouring some of the water on his leg.  She made sure to use just a couple of tablespoons, enough to heal him without turning him into a little boy.  It was a tempting thought to use more, to make him closer to her age, but she resisted this impulse.  The fountain water was not to be used to suit her selfish desires.
 
   She held the bowl up then to watch as the water did its work.  The purple bruise on Hector’s leg faded.  She had perhaps used a bit too much, she noted as she saw the gray in his beard disappear.  Some of the lines in his face smoothed away as well, only making him even more handsome.
 
   Miss Brigham passed the bowl of water to Rebecca so she could take the splint from his leg.  His eyes widened as his foot hit the ground; he must not have felt any pain.  She took his hand and then helped him up.  He didn’t so much as wince as he took one step and then another.
 
   “It’s a miracle,” he said.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18:  Dropping In
 
   Through the trees, Samantha saw the sun high in the sky.  It must be about noon by now.  Still they had found no sign of Prudence.  She hoped the boys were having better luck.  Though knowing David and the other boys, they would only make a half-hearted search before returning to the ruins of the village.  None of them had ever liked Prudence as she had.  To them Prudence had just been the quiet fat girl who made their clothes.  They didn’t understand beneath that flabby exterior was a wonderful person.  A wonderful person Samantha had insulted and then abandoned for her own selfish pursuits.
 
   She was still mired in these thoughts when she heard something heavy rustle the brush.  “What was that?” Wendell asked.  Samantha only had time to see the yellow eyes before the black shape lunged.
 
   Her instincts took over, prompting her to roll to her right.  The beast landed between her and Wendell; it looked no less dangerous than the one that had fallen from the cliff the day before.  It looked from her to Wendell, sizing them up.  Samantha knew it would go after the smaller prey, unless she drew its attention.
 
   She felt around the ground until her hand uncovered a rock about the size of her palm.  She threw the rock as hard as she could, hitting the beast in the flank.  As expected, it whirled around on her, baring its teeth.  She screamed to Wendell, “Run!”
 
   He didn’t need to be told again.  As Wendell bolted deeper into the forest, Samantha felt around for another rock or a stick or anything that could be a weapon.  She didn’t find anything.
 
   By removing the rock she had loosened some of the dirt around her.  She swiped at this with her hand, kicking up some of the dirt into the beast’s face.  That gave her the distraction she needed to get to her feet and run in the opposite direction as Wendell.
 
   She heard the beast crashing through the brush behind her.  It wouldn’t take long for it to catch up to her.  She looked around for another tree branch that would be low enough to climb up.  She didn’t see any strong enough to support her weight.
 
   If she knew where she was she could try to lure it over the cliff as she had with the other one, but she couldn’t be sure where she was in relation to the beach.  The sound of the beast came closer, its growl becoming louder as it sensed it was getting close to a meal.  Samantha didn’t have much time left.
 
   Then she saw what she needed:  a thick branch sheared from its mother tree by a bolt of lightning.  Samantha’s instincts took over again; she somersaulted over to the branch.  She managed to grab the branch as she rolled past it.  
 
   She tightened both hands around the branch and then swung blindly.  She heard the beast whimper, meaning she must have made contact.  Then Samantha saw the beast lying on the ground, stunned.  She raised the branch over her head.  She didn’t want to kill it, but there was no hope of taming Pryde’s beasts; he had trained them since birth to be vicious killers.  That kind of programming could not be undone.
 
   Once she was certain the beast was dead, Samantha knelt down into the bushes to spew the fish she’d eaten for breakfast.  This time she knew her period had nothing to do with it.
 
   *** 
 
   Wendell had hoped to run back to the village for help.  He knew the others would tease him for being weak and a girl, but he also knew he couldn’t rescue Samantha on his own, not from one of those beasts.  Killing one of those required someone strong like David.
 
   His plan soon went awry as he realized he had no idea where he was.  In his flight from the monster, he had run blindly into the woods.  Now he could only see trees and bushes all around; they looked the same as all the other trees and bushes in this area.
 
   Then his foot caught a root and he found himself tumbling not to the ground, but through it.  He plunged through the air, his arms flailing uselessly.  He had just enough time to scream—a girlish scream even to his own ears—before he hit something firm yet soft.  Even stranger, that something firm yet soft groaned.
 
   A moment later, he heard Prudence whisper, “Samantha?”
 
   “No, it’s me.  Wendell.”
 
   “Oh, you.  Where’s Samantha?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?  Didn’t you come to rescue me?”
 
   “Well, we were looking for you.  Then one of those monsters attacked us.  Samantha distracted it so I could get help.”
 
   “And you ended up in here.  Well done.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to fall in here.  I was just running so fast—”
 
   “That’s what happened to me too.  Now we’re both going to die.”  It was too dark in the hole to see more than an outline of Prudence’s chubby face, but he could hear her crying.
 
   “We won’t die.  Samantha will find us.”
 
   “No she won’t.  She’ll never find us in here.  We’ll end up just like the other one.”
 
   “What other one?”
 
   “The other one who fell in here.  You’re probably sitting on her.  Or him.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “When I fell in here, I found a skull.  One of the other children fell in here and died, probably a long time ago.”
 
   Wendell got to his feet.  He flailed around until he wound up tripping and falling back on top of Prudence.  She shoved him off of her.  “Stop it!”
 
   “It’s not my fault you take up the whole pit.”
 
   “I do not!”
 
   “You do so.”  He heard Prudence crying again.  He said, “I’m sorry.  You don’t take up the whole pit.”
 
   “Just most of it.”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “It’s all right.  I know I’m fat.  Not for much longer.  Soon I’ll be even skinnier than Samantha, just a pile of bones.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.  We’re going to get out of here.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well—”  Wendell stopped to think it over.  He gazed up at the top of the pit.  “I could get on your shoulders.  Maybe I could reach the top.”
 
   “That won’t work.”
 
   “We have to at least try.  Unless you have a better idea.”
 
   “I guess we could try.”
 
   Prudence groaned again as she got to her feet.  Then she shook her head.  “It’s not going to work.  We’re not tall enough.”
 
   “We’ll try anyway,” Wendell said.  He waited for her to squat down so he could climb up on her back the way the toddlers did when they wanted a piggyback ride from Samantha or Miss Brigham.  
 
   Prudence grunted as she stood up with him on her shoulders.  “Go on,” she said, her voice already strained from the effort.
 
   Wendell heard her groan a couple more times as he planted his feet on her shoulders.  Then he stretched to his full height.  As Prudence had said, it wasn’t going to work.  He was still a good three feet from the top.  “Get on your toes,” he said.  “Stretch!”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   He had to plant a hand against the muddy side of the pit as Prudence managed to get him up another few inches.  He in turn got on his toes.  It wasn’t any good.  He had narrowed the gap a little, but not enough to reach the top.  And from what he could see, there weren’t any vines or roots or anything he could grab to pull himself up.
 
   He didn’t have any more time to try as Prudence gasped.  He found himself tumbling through the air again, until he landed on her for a third time.  “I told you,” she grumbled.
 
   “We’ll think of something.  There has to be a way out.”
 
   “No there isn’t.  We’re going to die here.  Me and a stinky little boy no one likes.”
 
   “And I’m going to die with a big fat cow everyone laughs at.”
 
   “You’re a liar!”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “Are too!”  A few seconds later he heard Prudence sob.  “You’re right.  Everyone makes fun of me.  Even Samantha.”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “Leave me alone.”  In the dim light of their tomb, he saw her roll over onto her side, her back facing him.  With a sigh he stared up at the top of the hole and began to pray for Samantha to find them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19:  Rescue
 
   Once again Samantha was lost.  She had thought she knew the island well, but after getting lost two straight days, she knew that wasn’t true.  She was still a stranger to Eternity, though at least now she knew why that was. 
 
   Samantha didn’t belong on this island.  She belonged on the mainland, in Portland, with Uncle Hector.  As soon as she found Prudence and they fixed Uncle Hector’s boat, then she would finally go home.
 
   That was if she could find Prudence.  At the moment she was more concerned with finding her way back to the village.  Wendell would have gone there to get help.  If he hadn’t, then she could at least get Rebecca or someone else to help her resume the search.
 
   As she walked, Samantha carried the stick she had used on the beast.  There could still be more of them lurking on the island and it didn’t pay to take chances, as she knew well by now.  She had killed two of them, but the next time she might not be so lucky.
 
   After walking around for hours without getting anywhere, Samantha sat down on a rotting log.  She looked around to try and get her bearings, but it didn’t do any good.  She was lost.  The best she could hope for was to stumble across something again, as she had the last time when she came upon Pryde’s old house.
 
   What a mess she had made.  If she hadn’t been so mean to Prudence, she could be back in the village—what was left of it—with Uncle Hector.  She could be getting some of her questions about her old life answered instead of sitting on a log, flicking ants away before they could crawl up her body.  
 
   Not all the fault lay with her, though.  If Prudence hadn’t gotten it into her head to go out that night, then Samantha could have come back and made things up with her.  Why had she gone out?  Prudence was terrified of the forest even in the daylight, let alone at night.  And why had Rebecca let her go?  Rebecca was such a responsible girl, far more so than she should be at her age.  Why did she let Prudence go out into the dark alone?
 
   No one had acted very smart that night.  Now they had to pay for it; Prudence perhaps more than Samantha.  By now Prudence could have been torn apart by Pryde’s beasts.  She might have fallen off a cliff.  She might have fallen and broken her leg or suffered some other debilitating injury.  She might be dying—
 
   When Samantha heard someone sobbing, she assumed at first it was her.  Then she realized the sound was too far away to have come from her.  A moment later she heard Prudence’s voice say, “We’re going to die here.”
 
   Samantha shot to her feet.  “Prudence?  Where are you?”
 
   “Samantha?” she heard someone call out.  To her surprise it was Wendell, not Prudence.
 
   “Wendell?  Did you find Prudence?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Over here.”
 
   “Samantha, be careful,” Prudence said.  “There’s a hole.  I think it’s one of Mr. Pryde’s hunting traps.”
 
   As Prudence spoke, Samantha followed the sound of her voice.  She caught herself a step away from the gaping maw of the pit.  Samantha got down on her knees so she could look down.  The pit was dark, but she could see two shapes down there, one larger and one smaller, each highlighted by copper hair.
 
   “Prudence!  Thank God.”
 
   “Samantha!  You found us.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Prudence.  I didn’t mean those awful things I said.  It was stupid.  You’re my best friend in the whole world.”
 
   “You’re my best friend too.  I’m sorry I was mean to you like the others.  I just felt…hurt, I suppose.  I didn’t want to lose you.”
 
   Wendell cleared his throat.  “Can you two talk about this above ground?”
 
   “Right,” Samantha said.  She looked around for something to use as a rope.  She didn’t see any vines or anything else that might reach that far.  Then she felt the stick in her hand she’d used to ward off the beast.  
 
   Samantha leaned over the pit so she could reach down as much as possible with the stick.  “Can you grab that?”
 
   She kept dangling the stick while she heard Wendell and Prudence grunting down there.  Finally Prudence said, “It’s too short!”
 
   “Wait!” Wendell said.  “If I climb on your shoulders again, then we can reach it.”
 
   Samantha could see the copper heads shifting around as they tried Wendell’s plan.  This was accompanied by more grunting and groaning, mostly on Prudence’s part.  “Ow!  That’s my face!” she shouted.
 
   “Sorry,” Wendell said.
 
   “Are you almost ready?” Samantha said.  Her right arm had started to burn with pain.
 
   “Here we go,” Wendell said.  “Keep a hold of me.  Then Samantha can pull us out.”
 
   Samantha felt the stick become heavy from Wendell’s weight.  She could see his face more clearly now that he was closer to the top.  His face was smeared with dirt, but otherwise he seemed fine.  “Here goes,” Samantha said, mostly to herself.
 
   She used both hands to pull as hard as she could.  Try as she might, she couldn’t get the stick to budge more than an inch.  “It’s too heavy!”
 
   “It’s my fault,” Prudence said.  “I’m too fat.”
 
   “Prudence—”  Even as Samantha was going to protest, she felt some of the weight lift.  The stick was still heavy, but with some straining she could pull it back up.  About six inches from the top, Wendell scrambled up to the surface.  He collapsed to the ground, where he lay panting and coughing from the effort.  Samantha asked, “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m…fine,” he said.
 
   “Is he safe?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Yes, he’s safe.  Thanks to you.”
 
   “That’s good.  Now you two can go.  You can’t lift me out of here.”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you, Prudence.”
 
   “You have to!  I don’t want you falling in here too.”
 
   “I won’t fall in there.”
 
   “Samantha, please, just go.  I’m not worth it.”
 
   “You are too!  Why are you always criticizing yourself?”
 
   “Because I’m worthless!  I’m fat and weak and cowardly—”
 
   “No you’re not!  Well, you are fat, but you’re not weak and you’re not a coward.  Would a coward have gone out at night to look for me?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’re a lot braver than you think, Prudence.  You helped me stand up to Reverend Crane, remember?  I’d be dead right now if it weren’t for you.”
 
   “I just pulled you out.  Anyone could have done it.”
 
   “But not everyone believed me about him.  When he was poisoning the others, you were one of the only ones who believed me.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Can you two save this for later?” Wendell cut in.  “Stupid girls, always sitting around bawling when there’s work to be done.”
 
   “Shut up!” Samantha snapped.
 
   “This is between us,” Prudence added.
 
   Wendell held up his hands in supplication.  “I’m only saying instead of sitting around here crying, we should be getting Prudence out.”
 
   “How?  The stick won’t reach.”
 
   “It’s simple:  get a new stick.  Me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You hold on to my feet and dangle me in the hole.  Prudence takes my hands and then I’ll pull her up while you pull me up.”
 
   “That could work,” Samantha said.
 
   “Or we could all end up in the hole,” Prudence said.  “Just go, Samantha.  You can go back to the village and get a rope and then come back for me.”
 
   Samantha considered this, but then remembered how hard it had been to find the hole in the first place.  “I might not find you again for days.  By then you could be dead.”
 
   “I’m not going to starve.”
 
   “No.  We’ll try Wendell’s idea.  If I can feel it’s not working, then we’ll stop and go back to town.  All right?”
 
   “Fine with me,” Wendell said.
 
   “All right, here we go.”
 
   They did as Wendell suggested.  He got down on his stomach by the hole and then Samantha took him by the calves.  He crawled forward until he was dangling in the pit.  Samantha kept lowering him until he called for her to stop.  “Grab on, Prudence.”
 
   “This won’t work,” she said.
 
   “It will work.  Now hurry up.  I’m getting lightheaded.”  A few moments later, Samantha heard him say, “I got her.  Pull!”
 
   Again Samantha strained with effort.  It felt as if both of her arms were about to pull out of their sockets.  At least this time she had Wendell helping to distribute some of the weight.  Inch by inch, Samantha pulled him back.  “We’re almost there!” Wendell called out.
 
   With a final scream of effort, Samantha heaved backwards.  She lost her grip on Wendell’s legs and fell backwards, onto her rear end.  “Wendell!  Prudence!”
 
   “We’re all right,” Prudence said in a choked whisper.
 
   Samantha sat up and saw her friends lying on the edge of the pit.  Prudence was covered from head-to-toe in mud, but that didn’t stop Samantha from hugging her.  “Oh, thank God,” Samantha whispered.  She stroked Prudence’s hair, scouring some of the mud from it.  “I’m sorry, Prudence.  I’m so sorry.  Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “Let’s forgive each other,” she said.
 
   “Then let’s go home,” Wendell added.
 
   Samantha let go of Prudence to give the boy a hug.  He muttered something and Samantha’s face turned warm as she realized she was smothering him with her breasts.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said, his eyes wide and his tongue almost wagging.  Samantha dropped him to the ground on his rear.
 
   She went back over to Prudence to help her friend up.  “Can you walk?”
 
   “I think so.”  Prudence toddled forward a couple of steps.  “My right ankle hurts a little.”
 
   “That’s all right.  You can lean on me.”
 
   Samantha put an arm around Prudence, letting her friend lean against her as they started back towards the village.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20:  Homecoming
 
   It took the rest of the day for them to get Prudence back home.  Her ankle was in worse shape than she had let on, each step accompanied by a groan of pain.  Samantha wished she could make another splint and stretcher as she had for Uncle Hector, but there weren’t any materials.  And she still didn’t want to risk sending Wendell ahead to fetch help or at least some fountain water.
 
   For his part Wendell held Samantha’s stick in case any of Pryde’s beasts found them.  Wendell didn’t complain at all, perhaps too tired to put up a fight.  Or maybe he sensed he had the easiest job of any of them.
 
   Along the way, Samantha told Prudence and Wendell about finding Pryde’s old house.  “There were a lot of beautiful old clothes there.  So many colors and styles.  You would have loved it.”
 
   “You think we can go there sometime?” Prudence asked.
 
   “After you’re better.”
 
   “What is this material called?” Prudence asked, her hand patting Samantha’s jacket.  “It’s so thick and rough, but it’s not leather.”
 
   “It’s denim.”
 
   “Denim?”
 
   “Uh-huh.  That’s what my pants are made of too.  Aren’t they pretty?”
 
   “Girls shouldn’t wear trousers.  That’s for boys.”
 
   “Why?  Because Reverend Crane said so?”
 
   “No.  It’s just wrong,” Prudence said.
 
   “Well maybe in your day it was wrong.  But nowadays girls can wear pants just like boys.  They can cut their hair short too.  They could shave their heads if they wanted to.”
 
   Prudence and Wendell made a disgusted face at the same time.  Wendell said, “You aren’t going to do that, are you?”
 
   “Maybe I will.”
 
   “Samantha, don’t.  Your hair is very pretty,” Prudence said.
 
   “Anyway,” Samantha said, to change the subject, “this is what my mother used to wear.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yes.  These are her old clothes.”  Samantha reached into her pocket for the photograph of her and her parents.  “Those are my parents.”
 
   Prudence and Wendell stopped so they could study the picture.  “Your mother is so beautiful,” Prudence said. 
 
   “She looks just like you.”
 
   “I know!  Isn’t it wonderful?  And isn’t my father so handsome?”
 
   “I suppose,” Wendell said.
 
   Samantha didn’t tell them she remembered her parents dying.  They didn’t need to think about that right now.  For now Samantha wanted Prudence to focus on happy thoughts.  She reached into her shirt to take out the necklace.  “Look what else I found.”
 
   ‘“BE FRIE FOR?’  What does that mean?”
 
   “It’s only half the necklace.  The other half makes it spell out, ‘BEST FRIENDS FOREVER.’  I know who it is too.  She’s a girl with pretty black hair like me.  I remembered her giving it to me when we were little.”
 
   “So I suppose she’s your real best friend,” Prudence said.
 
   Samantha realized she had made a mistake in showing the necklace to her friend.  She squeezed Prudence’s shoulder.  “It’s not like that, Prudence.  You’re still my best friend.  I can’t even remember the other girl.”
 
   “But when you find her then she’ll be your best friend.”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “It’s all right.  I understand.  She was there first.”
 
   “Don’t be that way, Prudence.  You’re always going to be my friend.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Prudence looked down at her feet.  “We should get moving again.”
 
   *** 
 
   They didn’t go straightaway to the village.  Instead, Samantha steered them around the ruins of town so they could go to the stream first.  They didn’t have any soap, but the water alone should help Prudence and Wendell clean up.
 
   Prudence refused to go in at the same time as Wendell, even when he promised to not look at her.  So he had to go into the bushes to wait while Prudence shed her muddy clothes and then waded into the stream.  Samantha sat on the shore, remembering the morning at the stream that had begun all this trouble.
 
   “I’m sorry I yelled at you the last time we were here,” Samantha said.
 
   “It’s all right.  I shouldn’t have bothered you.”
 
   “I was wrong, Prudence.  I was wrong and stupid.”  Samantha gestured to her chest.  “What happened to me, it’s just a part of nature.  It’s something all girls go through.  It will happen to you soon enough.”
 
   “It will?”
 
   “That’s right.  Soon you’ll be a young woman just like me, only you’ll have me to help you through it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   While Prudence continued to try and rinse the mud off, Samantha took Prudence’s dress to try and wash some of the dirt out of it.  If Prudence’s shop were standing, she could probably fix the dress, but without it the garment would probably be a loss.  Samantha cleared her throat.  “There’s something we need to talk about.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The storm.  It…it destroyed the town.”
 
   “It did?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  Your shop, the dormitories, they’re all gone.  Everything but the church.”
 
   “Oh no.  Was anyone hurt?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Thank God.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  There’s something else too.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “When I left Mr. Pryde’s house, I found a boat washed up on the beach.  There was a man inside.  You’re not going to believe this, but…I think he’s my uncle.”
 
   Prudence gasped, a hand going to her mouth.  “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure.  He has a niece who disappeared the same time I did.  She was older than me, but with the fountain water—”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Do you remember him?”
 
   “Not really, but it’s only a matter of time.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “He’s a really nice man.  Miss Brigham and Rebecca are taking care of him right now, but when we get back, I want you to meet him.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Prudence ran a hand through her hair.  “I wish I could make myself look more presentable first.”
 
   “He’s not going to care what you look like.  He’ll just be happy I have such a great friend.”
 
   Prudence smiled shyly at this.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Now come on, Wendell is waiting.”
 
   “All right.”  Prudence waded back to the shore and took the wet dress from Samantha.  Then she began to dress.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21:  First Impressions
 
   Samantha and Prudence waited in the bushes for Wendell to wash himself.  He insisted he didn’t need any girls to escort him back to the village, but after everything that had happened, Samantha wasn’t taking any chances.  She helped Prudence onto a rock, where her friend’s cheeks reddened.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’ve been jealous.  You found out about your parents and your best friend and you found your uncle.  I still don’t have anyone.”
 
   “You have me.”
 
   “Thank you, but this is different.”  Prudence’s shoulders heaved as she sighed.  “I know my real parents are dead.  By now any siblings I had are dead too.  I might still have some great-great-great-great-great-nieces or nephews out there, but how could I ever explain things to them?  I’m never going to have a family again.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  When you get old enough, you can get married and have your own family.  I know you’ll be a great mommy and an even better grandma.”
 
   Prudence blushed even deeper.  “I don’t think anyone will want to marry me.  I’m ugly.”
 
   “Would you stop that already?  I’m sure when you get older you’ll be a beautiful woman, as beautiful outside as inside.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Let me tell you a story—”
 
   “But it’s not bedtime.”
 
   “So?  I can tell you stories whenever I want.  This one is about a duckling that all the other ducks thought was really ugly because she didn’t look like any of them.  While they were all pretty and yellow, she was gray and fat.”
 
   “Like me.”
 
   “That’s right.  All the other ducks made fun of the poor duckling and made her feel terrible.”
 
   “I don’t like this story,” Prudence said, sounding for a moment like Annie.
 
   “But months later, something miraculous happened.  The duckling grew up.  Not into a boring little duck like the others, but a big, beautiful swan.  You see, the ‘duckling’ was a baby swan all along.  She only had to get older to realize her true beauty.”
 
   “So you’re saying I need to just wait until I get older?  Then I’ll be pretty?”
 
   “Well, maybe not as pretty as Helena, but pretty in your own way.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Prudence ran a hand through her snarled red hair.  “Thank you.”
 
   They hugged loosely so Prudence wouldn’t get Samantha’s clothes too dirty.  Then they heard Wendell clear his throat.  “Are you girls done bawling?”
 
   “We weren’t bawling,” Prudence said.  “We were hugging.”
 
   “Same thing.”
 
   “Is not.”
 
   “Is too.”
 
   “Come on, let’s go home.”  Samantha helped Prudence up so they could limp the rest of the way home.  Wendell led the way, his stick still at the ready.  Once they got in sight of the ruins of the town, he took off running.
 
   “We’re back!” he shouted.  “Samantha and Prudence are back!”
 
   As expected, Rebecca was the first one to greet them.  Despite her size, she raced over to them in seconds.  Rebecca hugged Samantha around the waist.  “You’re back!  I knew you’d find her.”
 
   “I couldn’t have done it without Wendell,” Samantha said.  “He deserves a lot of the credit.”
 
   “Thank you!” Rebecca shouted.  She hugged Wendell, at least until he wriggled free of her grasp, making a disgusted face.  
 
   Next came Miss Brigham from the church.  The real surprise was seeing Uncle Hector following after her.  He didn’t seem to have any trouble walking now.  When he got closer, she noticed he looked younger, probably from the dose of fountain water Miss Brigham and Rebecca had given to him.
 
   “This must be the famous Miss Prudence,” he said.  He held out his hand to her.  “I’m Hector Delgado.”
 
   Prudence didn’t shake his hand.  “Samantha says you’re her uncle.”
 
   “That’s right.  I’ve been looking for her for five years now.”
 
   “And now the Lord has brought them together.  Isn’t it grand?” Miss Brigham said.  She leaned against Uncle Hector as if her leg were broken.
 
   “It’s great,” Prudence grumbled.
 
   “We’d better get Prudence inside.  She needs to rest.”
 
   “I’ll take her,” Uncle Hector said.
 
   “That’s all right—” Prudence’s protest cut off in a scream as Uncle Hector swept her up in his arms.  Samantha couldn’t suppress a giggle as Prudence struggled to free herself while Uncle Hector struggled to maintain his grip.
 
   “Let him carry you,” Samantha said.  “It’ll be a lot faster.”
 
   Prudence finally went limp, except for wrapping her arms around Uncle Hector’s neck.  Wendell watched them go, his jaw slack.  “He’s really strong.”
 
   “That’s because he works really hard,” Samantha said.  “He has his own boat and everything.  Tomorrow we’ll go down there so you can see it.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.  We have to fix it if we’re ever going to get back to the mainland.”
 
   “The mainland?  Can I go?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll have to ask Uncle Hector.”
 
   Samantha quickened her pace to catch up to her uncle and Prudence.  The other children stood off to one side of the church, watching in awe as Uncle Hector carried Prudence down the aisle.  He set her down on the front row of pews and then smiled.  “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Delgado.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”  Then Uncle Hector shook his head.  “We need to get you out of those wet clothes.  You’ll catch your death like that.”
 
   “We’ll see what we can do,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   Samantha helped her and Rebecca to sort through the clothes taken from the dormitory before it collapsed.  There were plenty of dresses for the younger girls, but nothing that would fit Prudence.  “Oh dear,” Miss Brigham mumbled.
 
   “We could search what’s left of her shop.  There might be something there,” Rebecca said.
 
   “Anything in there would be even dirtier than what she has on,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   Samantha looked back to Prudence.  Seeing her friend’s stomach triggered Samantha’s memory.  Not her distant past, but something much more recent:  Pryde’s basement.  “I know where there are plenty of clothes to fit her.”  Samantha told them what she had found in Pryde’s basement, all those old clothes for women much bigger than Prudence.
 
   “That’s wonderful, dear, but I don’t think you should go traipsing around in the forest again so soon.  It will be dark before much longer.”
 
   “I suppose,” Samantha said.  “She’ll just have to go without tonight.”
 
   Rebecca put a hand to her mouth and giggled.  “Prudence go naked?  I don’t think so.”
 
   Samantha had to admit Rebecca had a point.  Prudence would never want to be naked around the others, not for a whole night.  If only there were something else they could do.  She looked around the church for something that might help.  Then she saw it hanging up:  Reverend Crane’s old robe, hanging on a hook behind the altar.
 
   Samantha took the robe off the hook and then took it over to Prudence.  “This ought to fit you.”
 
   “I can’t wear the reverend’s robe.  That’s sacrilege!”
 
   “It’s just for one night.”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “You can’t wear those old dirty rags all night.  I promise tomorrow I’ll go back to Mr. Pryde’s house and get you something really pretty to wear.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   Miss Brigham put a hand on her shoulder.  “It will be all right, dear.  I’m sure the Lord won’t mind in this situation.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “Wonderful.”  Miss Brigham looked up.  “Everyone else will need to go out for a few minutes while we tend to Prudence.”
 
   “Why do we have to leave?” Helena whined.  “Why can’t she go somewhere else?  Like the barn.”
 
   “That’s enough, Helena,” Samantha said.  “One more outburst like that and I’ll take you over my knee.”
 
   Helena glared at her, her mouth twitching as though she wanted to say something.  She finally turned and stomped out of the church.  The other children followed behind, Rebecca helping to shepherd them out.  Uncle Hector put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder.  “I’ll be right outside.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Then he left too.  Miss Brigham brought over a gold bowl with a bottomful of liquid.  It had to be water from the Fountain of Youth.  Prudence’s face paled when she saw it.  “Don’t give me too much.  I don’t want to end up like Annie.”
 
   “Of course not, dear.  We’ll just give you a little bit.”  Miss Brigham dribbled about a teaspoon of the water over Prudence’s leg.  Samantha held her breath, but there wasn’t much change.  Prudence’s hair looked cleaner, as did her face.  She didn’t look any smaller.
 
   Samantha and Miss Brigham helped Prudence up to her feet.  She nodded.  “It feels fine.  Thank you.”
 
   She still needed their help to free her from the wet, dirty clothes.  Prudence closed her eyes as they tore the material away.  Tears came to her eyes; Samantha suspected they were as much for ruining the fabric as the embarrassment of the situation.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll find you a needle and thread and you can fix it.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   With another dress, Prudence dried herself off.  Then she took the reverend’s white robe from them.  The hem of the robe pooled at Prudence’s feet by a couple of inches, the sleeves overhanging her hands the same way Samantha’s jacket did.
 
   Prudence actually smiled as she flapped her arms.  “I feel so little.”
 
   “You look cute,” Samantha said.
 
   “Now let’s get you to bed, dear.”  Miss Brigham and Samantha helped Prudence back onto the pew.  She looked for a moment as though she would protest, but then her eyes closed.  Before long, she was snoring like usual.
 
   *** 
 
   The other children were all settled into their pews.  David and the other boys had returned an hour or two after Samantha, Prudence, and Wendell had arrived.  After hearing what happened, David had grudgingly told Wendell, “Well done.”
 
   Uncle Hector said something similar to Samantha.  “You did good, Lucy.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   They sat outside, where they had built a bonfire with some of the ruined wood and Uncle Hector’s lighter.  He had insisted on sleeping outside, “under the stars.”  Samantha figured it was in part so he could smoke those awful cigarettes of his.  He held one up and shook his head.  “I should go easy on these.  Not sure when I might get more.”
 
   Samantha snuggled against him; he put an arm around her shoulders.  “When we get to the mainland, can I live with you?”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   “What will you tell everyone who asks what happened to me?  And why I look so young?”
 
   “We’ll just tell them you have a young face.”  He took a puff on his cigarette.  “The rest we’ll just say someone kidnapped you.”
 
   “They won’t believe me.”
 
   “You don’t tell them about this island and that magic water.  Just tell them that Crane guy took you and locked you up for a while, until you escaped.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “Reverend Crane, did he ever…do anything to you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Did he ever…touch you?  In a bad place?  A private place?”
 
   Uncle Hector’s meaning finally sunk in.  “No!  He didn’t do anything like that.  He just whipped me once.  Him and Mr. Pryde.”
 
   “Whipped you?  With a belt?”
 
   “No, a whip.  It tore up my back something awful.  Helena and John got it even worse than I did.”
 
   “What did he do that for?”
 
   “Mr. Pryde saw them kissing.  I saw them too.”
 
   “Kissing?  That’s it?  This guy was a real hard-ass.”
 
   Samantha giggled at that.  “I guess he was.”
 
   Uncle Hector pressed her tighter against him and then looked in her eye.  “Lucy, I promise I won’t ever do anything like that to you.  I’d never hurt you.”
 
   “I know, Uncle Hector.”  They sat in silence for a couple of minutes.  Then Samantha asked, “When we go back home, can Prudence come with us?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart.  That will be up to Prudence.  And Miss Brigham.  She’s not sure about taking the other children over to the mainland.  She’s afraid of them being separated.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Samantha had to admit it made sense.  The others had been together for over three hundred years now, even if they didn’t remember it.  “But if they say yes, can she come with us?  Please?  She’s my best friend in the whole world and I don’t want to lose her.”
 
   Uncle Hector thought it over for a few minutes.  He finally tossed his cigarette away and nodded.  “Sure, kiddo.  She can come if she wants.”
 
   “Thank you, Uncle Hector!”  Samantha leaned up to kiss his cheek.  “You won’t regret it.”
 
   “But listen, it might be hard for her to make the transition.  There will be a lot of things she doesn’t understand, even more than you.”
 
   “I know.”  Samantha thought of Prudence’s rejection of girls wearing pants or cutting their hair short; she would have a lot to adapt to on the mainland.  “I’ll help her.”
 
   “And I’ll help you.”
 
   “Right.”  They lapsed into silence again.  Samantha looked up at the church and then smiled.  “You think Miss Brigham will want to come?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.”
 
   “She really likes you.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   Samantha nodded.  “Haven’t you seen how red her face gets when she’s around you?  And the way she was leaning against you earlier, it was like a dog marking its territory.”
 
   “You seem to know a lot for a girl who’s spent five years in this religious commune.”
 
   Samantha shrugged.  “I guess it’s just old memories.  Did I have any boyfriends on the mainland?”
 
   “Not that I know of, but there were some boys you had a crush on.  There was this musical group, the Backstreet Boys.  You had their posters all over your room.  I forget which one was your favorite, but whenever we were on the boat, you’d make me play their CDs.  Made me want to throw the damned stereo overboard.”
 
   “Uncle Hector!”
 
   “Sorry, kid,” he said and tousled her hair.  Eventually Samantha fell asleep in his arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22:  Damage Control
 
   They didn’t have much to eat the next morning.  Samantha, David, and some of the boys went down to the barns.  These had survived much better than the buildings in town.  Samantha was glad to see her cows and sheep had all made it.  But half the cows and chickens had died, including their only bull.
 
   She gathered what few eggs there were while the boys milked the cows.  David wanted to drag the dead bull back, but Samantha shook her head.  “He’s been rotting for a day or two now.  Someone could get sick.”
 
   “If they get sick then we use the water.”
 
   “On everyone at the same time?  You know how messy that could get?”
 
   “If you’re afraid—”
 
   “I’m not afraid.  I’m just not stupid,” Samantha said.  She glared at David until he backed down, dragging the bull away to burn along with the chickens.
 
   To supplement the eggs, they picked some berries, ones Samantha knew were safe.  Later she would have to have David and some of the boys kill a deer or catch some fish.  At least the crops had mostly survived so they could have some meal this winter.  Until then, they would have to forage and hunt as best they could.
 
   Helena of course grumbled about their meager breakfast.  “This isn’t fair.  I’m still hungry.”
 
   “We’re all hungry—”
 
   “Especially Prudence,” Phyllis grumbled, prompting her and Helena to cackle.
 
   Samantha saw Prudence’s cheeks turn red at this.  Uncle Hector came to her defense before Samantha could.  “You two knock it off or I’ll knock some sense into both of you.  Samantha’s doing her best.  You little ingrates should be glad you get anything for all I’ve seen you do.”
 
   The two girls looked down at the floor.  “Sorry,” they mumbled, though Samantha knew better.  For some reason Helena and Phyllis never could get along with the others.  Perhaps in time they would grow out of it.
 
   After breakfast, Samantha gathered everyone together.  “I think our priorities right now should be finding food and repairing Mr. Delgado’s boat.”
 
   “Why should we care about his stupid boat?” David asked.
 
   “If we can get his boat to sail, then we can go to the mainland and get supplies:  food, clothes, tools, and so forth.  Then Helena won’t have to complain about her empty tummy anymore.”
 
   “You just want to fix his boat so you can go home to the other savages,” Helena said as retribution.
 
   “Helena, I have warned you about that.  There are no savages,” Rebecca said.
 
   “That’s what they want you to think.  Then they’ll take you over there and sacrifice you to their evil god,” Phyllis said.
 
   “That’s nonsense,” Uncle Hector said.  “Samantha’s right.  If we can get my boat floating, then I can get some help for you kids.”
 
   “We don’t need help,” David grumbled.
 
   “Really?  Are you going to rebuild everything by yourself?  You going to feed all these hungry kids?”
 
   “If I have to.”
 
   “Everyone calm down,” Samantha said.  “There’s no need to get angry.  David, if you don’t want to help with the boat, then you can take over the food detail.  Just don’t bring any rotten meat back here.”
 
   “Fine.”  David stomped out of the church.  Unfortunately, he took most of the older boys with him, except for Wendell.  Samantha would have preferred the boys help to repair the boat; she would need their strength to get it off the rocks and safely onto the beach.  Maybe later he would calm down and she could ask him for help.
 
   She tried not to let any of this concern her, forcing a smile to her face.  “Miss Brigham can stay here with the littlest ones.  You kids can go on a little scavenger hunt and see what you can find in the rubble.”
 
   “Oh boy!” Annie shouted and clapped her hands.  Samantha figured the toddlers were just happy to have something useful to do; it helped them feel like big kids.
 
   “The rest of us will see what we can do about the boat.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Uncle Hector said.
 
   “What about me?” Prudence asked.
 
   “You can stay here and help Miss Brigham.  I’ll make a little detour to get you some clothes.”
 
   “All right,” Prudence said.  She looked down sadly at the floor.  Prudence liked to feel useful too, Samantha knew, but there wasn’t much she could do without proper clothes.
 
   “Let’s get to it then, children,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   *** 
 
   Rebecca, Wendell, and the other children who had accompanied them stared at the boat caught in the rocks.  “That’s the boat?” Rebecca asked.  “It’s so big.”
 
   “It has to be big,” Uncle Hector said.  “It has to hold a lot of fish.”
 
   He walked them over to the side of the boat.  He ran his hand along its side, stopping at each hole or crack he found.  “We’re going to have to find some way to patch this or we won’t get very far.  That is if we can get this thing off the rocks without tearing it apart.”
 
   While Uncle Hector spoke, Samantha saw Wendell sneaking around to the other side of the boat.  She followed him to make sure he didn’t get caught up in the waves.  The sea was calmer now that the storm had passed, but some of the waves were still as tall as the boy.
 
   “This shouldn’t be too hard,” he said.  Like Uncle Hector, he ran a hand along the front of the boat.  “At least not to get it off the rocks.”
 
   “Maybe if we can get David and some of the others—”
 
   “We don’t need them.  All we need is a lever.”
 
   “A lever?”
 
   “A long stick.  We move one of these rocks over a little and then we put the stick on it and wedge it beneath the boat—”
 
   “And the we pry it off the rocks,” Samantha finished.  “What happens when it gets loose?  It might float away and sink.”
 
   “We’ll have to tie a rope to the front and then tie it around another rock or something to anchor it.  It might be tricky to reel it in.”
 
   “So you think we could use David’s help?”
 
   “We can do it ourselves.”
 
   “Wendell, please.  This is important.  We won’t get another chance at it.”
 
   “Actually, I think the kid is on to something,” Uncle Hector said.  “If I can get the motor to fire up, then I can use that to get it back on shore.”
 
   “What about the holes?  What do we do with them?”
 
   “We can patch them with boards from the village,” Wendell said.  
 
   “We’ll need some pitch or something to seal it,” Uncle Hector said.
 
   Wendell considered this for a moment.  “We should be able to use tree sap.”
 
   “You want to seal my boat with maple syrup?  We ain’t making pancakes, kid.”
 
   “It might take some experimentation, but I think if we take sap from a few different trees we can make something thick enough.”
 
   Uncle Hector shook his head.  “You’re a real Einstein, kid.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Never mind.  You get started on the sap.  I’ll work on the engine.  Lucy, that leaves you with the lever.”
 
   “Sure.  How long do you need it to be?”
 
   Wendell gave Samantha his rough estimates for length and width.  Rebecca volunteered to accompany her into the forest to look for a downed limb that might work.  If they didn’t find anything, they would have to go back to town and try to salvage something.
 
   They wandered through the forest for a while without finding anything or saying anything.  Rebecca finally asked Samantha for a break.  They sat down on a rock to catch their breath.  Rebecca looked down at her feet and said, “Samantha, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course you can.  What is it?”
 
   “Can we trust this Mr. Delgado?  If he fixes his boat, will he really bring supplies back for us?”
 
   “He will.  I know it.”  Samantha kicked a rock and then took a deep breath.  “He won’t be going alone.  I’ll be going with him.  Maybe Prudence too.  I’ll bet he’d let you come with us.  Would you like to see the mainland?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.”
 
   “It’ll be great.  You remember the books I read you when you were little?  You can see all that great stuff:  automobiles, airplanes, skyscrapers, and everything.”
 
   “It sounds dangerous.”
 
   “Dangerous?”
 
   “We’ve only known Mr. Delgado for a little over a day and you want us to sail off to some unknown place with him?  That sounds pretty dangerous.”
 
   Samantha tousled the little girl’s hair.  “You’re such a little worrywart.  It’ll be fun, like an adventure.”
 
   “Great, an adventure.”
 
   “You don’t have to go if you don’t want.”
 
   “Are you sure Prudence will go?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem like the adventurous type.  She’s a worrywart like me.”
 
   “Rebecca—”
 
   “We should get going.  There’s a lot to do.”  Rebecca hopped off the rock and then trudged away.  With a sigh, Samantha followed her.
 
   *** 
 
   They hadn’t found anything by the time they neared Mr. Pryde’s old house.  Samantha figured they might as well stop to get Prudence some clothes.  Beside her, Rebecca shivered.  “That’s where he lived?”
 
   “It probably looked better five years ago.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   The little girl plodded after Samantha into the hut.  Right away Rebecca gagged.  Samantha patted her back.  “It’s all right.  It’s better downstairs.”
 
   She herded Rebecca into the cellar, stopping only to grab an old candle she hoped she could light.  Rebecca took a few deep breaths and nodded.  “It’s a little better.”
 
   They had left the cellar door open to provide a little bit of light.  Samantha found another book of matches so she could try to light the candle.  Despite having sat upstairs, the candle lit right away.  This provided enough light for them to see around the cellar.
 
   “Oh my,” Rebecca said.  “So many clothes.”
 
   “I know.  Most of them are too big even for Prudence.”  To emphasize this, Samantha held up a huge blouse.  
 
   “You mean there are girls even bigger than her?”
 
   “That’s right.”  Samantha didn’t expect Rebecca to start crying.  “What’s wrong?’
 
   “It’s nothing.  It’s stupid.”
 
   “Rebecca, you can tell me.  I’m your friend.”
 
   “It’s just…I don’t want to get that big.  But even though I don’t eat much, I seem to get fatter and fatter.  Someday Prudence and I will be so big we’ll fit into those, won’t we?”
 
   Samantha put an arm around Rebecca’s shoulders.  “Don’t be silly.  You don’t have to get fat.  You can exercise more.  Maybe take a swim every day.  You like swimming, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” Rebecca said.  Rebecca had actually tried to teach Samantha, but Samantha was hopeless in the water, whereas Rebecca could glide around like a fish.
 
   “So there you go.  You’ll be skinny in no time.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   They resumed their search through the clothes, until Samantha found something she thought wouldn’t be too big for Prudence.  In the candlelight it was hard to tell what color it was, but it looked like a light color.  Samantha found another dress that was darker to give Prudence more of a choice.
 
   She knew better than to take Rebecca into the other room, with all the bones Pryde had left of his victims.  When Rebecca asked what had become of all the women to whom the clothes belonged, Samantha lied and said she didn’t know.  “Come on, let’s go upstairs.”
 
   In the light, Samantha saw the light dress was a pastel green while the darker dress was a burgundy.  Both would look gorgeous on Prudence, or so she hoped.  She desperately wanted her friend to cheer up, then Samantha could ask her to go to the mainland.
 
   “Those are nice,” Rebecca said.  “Do all women on the mainland dress like that?”
 
   “Not all.  A lot of them dress more like me.”
 
   “Oh.  I don’t think I’d like that.”
 
   “You just need to get used to it,” Samantha said.  Then they set out for home.
 
   *** 
 
   Prudence sat on the front steps of the church, one fist resting below her chin as if she were in deep thought.  They still had not found a stick to work as Wendell’s lever, so they would have to search the rubble for something.  First, Samantha hoped to surprise her friend with something pretty to wear.
 
   She held the dresses behind her back as she walked up to the church.  “Hi!” she called out.  “Where’s everyone else?”
 
   “Miss Brigham took them to get a bath.”
 
   “I see.  You didn’t go with them?”
 
   “I took a bath last night.”
 
   “That’s true.”  Finally Samantha couldn’t contain herself anymore.  She thrust the dresses towards her friend.  “Look at these!  Aren’t they beautiful?”
 
   Prudence reeled back as if the dresses were poisonous serpents.  “Those are…colored.”
 
   “Of course they are.  Don’t you think they’re pretty?”
 
   “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “Prudence, please.  The reverend is dead.  So is the Way.  You can wear pretty clothes now.”  She shoved the dresses at her friend again.  “Why don’t you at least try them on?”
 
   Prudence reached out to touch the burgundy dress, her body still tensed as if the dress would bite her.  “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try them on.”
 
   “They’re better than that old robe.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose.”
 
   Samantha knew better than to follow Prudence inside the church.  Her friend had to make up her own mind about whether to violate Reverend Crane’s strict dress code or not.  While she waited, Samantha went over to the dormitory, where Rebecca was sifting through the rubble.
 
   “One of these rafters might work,” Rebecca said.  Then she frowned.  “They’re awful heavy-looking.”
 
   “If we can find some rope we should be able to drag it.”
 
   “Just the two of us?”
 
   “Make that three,” Prudence said.  She had opted for the burgundy dress.  It was a size or two big on her, the skirt going down to her ankles and the bosom drooping.  “Do you like it?”
 
   “You look gorgeous!” Samantha gushed.  
 
   “It needs a little alteration.  If I had my needle and thread—”
 
   “We can dig for that later.  Right now we need to get some rope so we can drag the rafter back to Uncle Hector.”
 
   “Couldn’t we use that net over there?” Prudence asked.  She pointed to the net lying by the front steps, the one Samantha had used for Uncle Hector’s stretcher.
 
   “That might work.”  Samantha patted her friend’s shoulder.  “Good thinking.”
 
   “Thank you,” Prudence said and blushed.  Then they set to work.
 
   *** 
 
   It took a long time for them to drag the rafter.  They had draped the net around the rafter and then used a smaller bit of rope in order to close part of the net.  They left enough open for them to use to drag the board.  
 
   While they walked, Samantha filled Prudence in on their plan.  “If this all works, then we can get Uncle Hector’s boat working again and go to the mainland.”
 
   “So you can bring supplies back?”
 
   “I suppose, for anyone who wants to stay.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t we stay?” Prudence asked.  Rebecca gave Samantha a knowing look.
 
   “Well, I’m just saying if anyone wants to, they could go live on the mainland.”
 
   “You mean like you and your uncle?”
 
   “I suppose, yes.”
 
   Prudence dropped her section of the net.  “I knew it,” she mumbled.  “I knew you were still going to leave me behind.”
 
   “Prudence, no.  I don’t want to leave you behind.  I want you to come along.  Uncle Hector says it will be fine.  We’ll make up a story about how we were both kidnapped by Reverend Crane and how we escaped and then you can stay with us.  We’ll be like sisters!”
 
   “Can’t we be like sisters here?”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “Eternity is my home.  It’s the only place I’ve ever known.”  She gestured to the rafter.  “And everything is in such a shambles.  I can’t leave now.  Who will look after the children?”
 
   “Miss Brigham can.  And Rebecca.”
 
   Prudence turned her gaze to Rebecca.  “You’re staying?  I would have thought you’d go with Samantha.”
 
   “I like it here.  And you’re right:  there’s work that needs done to rebuild.”
 
   “You two aren’t any fun at all.  Don’t you want to see all the exciting things on the mainland?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe someday.  When I’m older,” Prudence said.
 
   “Older?  You’re eleven now.  You’ll be a woman soon.”
 
   “Let’s discuss this later,” Rebecca said.  “After we have time to think about it.”
 
   “Fine,” Samantha said, “but you two are making a big mistake.”
 
   They said nothing the rest of the way to the beach.  As they neared the Lady Jane, Wendell came trotting over to them.  “That looks about right,” he said.  He motioned to a rock on the beach.  “We have the fulcrum already.”
 
   “Fulcrum?”
 
   “That’s what it’s called.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Your uncle said so.”
 
   “The kid is pretty smart,” Uncle Hector said from on the deck of the boat.  “I’m not sure if this goo of his will work or not.  We’ll have to give it a trial.”
 
   “What about the motor?”
 
   “I think I can coax her into working.  There’s not much gas left, but should be enough to get her to shore and maybe to get her back out.”
 
   “That’s good,” Samantha said.  “Then we can get out of here.  Some of us.”
 
   She looked at Prudence and Rebecca, but they said nothing.  They only began to unwrap the netting from the rafter.  With the help of Wendell, Uncle Hector, and the other younger boys, they managed to get the rafter propped beneath the front of the ship.
 
   “Now, we have to do this all at once,” Wendell said.  “Once it gets loose, then Mr. Delgado can turn on the motor.”
 
   Uncle Hector nodded.  He waded back into the water so he could climb aboard the boat again.  Once he was on board, he waved to them.  “Let’s do it, kids.”
 
   “On the count of three,” Samantha said.  She and the other children took up positions along both sides of the rafter.  “One…two…three!”
 
   As one they leaned against the rafter, all of them groaning from the effort.  The lever began to move.  “Keep going!” Samantha shouted.
 
   “Almost there, kids!”
 
   With one final groan, Samantha and the others pushed the rafter all the way down to the ground.  As Wendell had predicted, the bow of the boat had lifted enough to free it from the rocks.  It didn’t take long for the tide to carry it back out to sea.  Wendell and Uncle Hector had prepared for this by tying a rope from the bow to an outcropping of rock.  That would keep the boat tethered enough so it wouldn’t float away.
 
   Uncle Hector had disappeared from view so he could get the motor started.  Samantha held her breath as she watched the Lady Jane float farther away, until it strained against its tether.  “Come on, Uncle Hector,” she whispered.  If this didn’t work, their only hope of reaching the mainland might be gone, not to mention Uncle Hector might be swept out to sea and drown.  “Please, God, let this work.”
 
   The Lord heard her prayer.  A few seconds later, Samantha heard a roar many times louder than Pryde’s dogs.  A cloud of black smoke accompanied this.  Slowly the boat began to move.  At first it went sideways, but then it began to chug back towards the beach.
 
   Samantha couldn’t help cheering as she watched the Lady Jane’s bow slash into the sand, probably much easier than it had last time.  The boat ground forward a few feet and then the roar stopped.  For a few moments the only sound came from the waves.
 
   Then the other children took up Samantha’s cheer—all except Prudence and Rebecca.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23:  Betrayal
 
   Uncle Hector decreed everyone take the rest of the day off, except for Wendell.  He would be testing the solution he had concocted from the sap of various trees to make sure it would hold water.  As they left the beach, Uncle Hector put his arm around Samantha’s shoulder.  “You did really good, kid.”
 
   “The others did a lot too.”
 
   “But you’re the leader.  To think a girl your age is running an island like this.  Your parents would be so proud.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know so.  After all, I’m damned proud of you, so they would be even more so.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now that I’m up and around, how about showing me your domain, Queen Lucinda?”
 
   She giggled at this.  “Sure, Prince Hector.”
 
   She let Prudence and Rebecca take the other children back to the church to rest.  By now David and his hunters should have found something for them to eat.  That was if he hadn’t gone off to sulk for the rest of the day.  Boys, she grumbled to herself.
 
   At least Uncle Hector wasn’t like them.  But then he wasn’t a boy; he was a man.  She squeezed his hand as they walked along the path that wound down towards the barns and fields.  “It looks like we’ll be going alone,” she said.
 
   “Why’s that?  Your friends don’t want to come?”
 
   “They’re scared.  Eternity is all they know.”
 
   “They don’t remember anything from where they came from?”
 
   “No.  Reverend Crane had some kind of potion to wipe their memories.  Plus at times he would make most of them into infants.  When they’re too small they can’t hold on to the old memories.”
 
   “Is that potion what he used on you?”
 
   “I think so, but it didn’t work right.  I can still remember some things.”  She looked down at her feet as they reached the fields.  “Sometimes my body will do things on its own.  It’s like who I used to be—Lucinda—will just take over and make me do things.”
 
   “What sort of things?”
 
   “Fighting, mostly.  Did I fight a lot on the mainland?”
 
   “You got into your scrapes.  Not everyone in Maine is so accepting of a little Hispanic girl.”
 
   “Hispanic?”
 
   “It means you’re of Spanish ancestry.  Spain is a country that’s very far away.”
 
   “Was my mother Spanish?”
 
   “No.  She was American, just like me.  Your grandparents, they came to America from Cuba a long time ago.”  Before she could ask, he elaborated, “Cuba is an island, a bit bigger than this one.  It’s over a thousand miles south of here.”
 
   “Why did they leave Cuba?”
 
   “Some bad people took over.  So they left and went to Miami.  That’s in America.  It’s a long way from Maine, but someday we’ll go there so you can see where your mom and I grew up.”
 
   “That sounds great.”  Samantha sighed.  “I guess it’ll just be the two of us going there.”
 
   “Give your friends time.  They’ll come around.”
 
   “I doubt it.  Prudence is still a big believer in the Way.  Even though she knows the reverend was evil and a lot of his rules lies, she thinks it’s the only way she can get to Heaven.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  And that Way keeps her here?”
 
   Samantha nodded.  “Reverend Crane never wanted anyone to leave.  They were his flock.  The only way they could ever be saved was to do what he said.”
 
   “The guy sounds pretty crazy.”
 
   “I guess he was.”
 
   “But Prudence doesn’t think so?”
 
   “I think deep down she might.  She’s just too scared to admit it.”
 
   She showed him around the fields, which had not taken too much damage from the storm.  He seemed impressed that a group of children could manage such a large farm.  “We have to.  It’s how we stay alive,” she said.
 
   “That’s true.  But you won’t have to worry about that once we get to the mainland.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   They went into the barns so Samantha could introduce him to her animals.  Uncle Hector shied away from the pens, his back almost to the wall.  Samantha reached into the pen to scratch behind Sarah’s ear.  “She won’t hurt you.  She’s a good cow.  Aren’t you?”
 
   “I can see she’s a good cow from here.”
 
   “Don’t you like animals?”
 
   “Small animals I like:  cats, dogs, and of course fish.  These monsters?  Not so much.”
 
   “Sarah isn’t a monster.  She’s my friend.  Aren’t you, girl?”  The cow’s head bobbed in response.  “See?”
 
   “That’s great.  You’re a regular Dr. Doolittle.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “It’s an old story about a doctor who can talk to animals.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Uncle Hector backed away even more at the sight of the chickens.  Samantha couldn’t blame him too much with the way the chickens treated her.  She hurried him along to the horses.  “Aren’t they beautiful?”
 
   Uncle Hector smiled but didn’t get any closer.  “You always said you wanted a pony.  I guess you got your wish.”
 
   “It’s not really mine.  They belong to the town.  We—they—use them to plow the fields.”
 
   “You don’t ever take them for a ride?”
 
   “We don’t have any saddles.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   She finished her tour with the meadow.  They sat on the grass to stare out at the ravaged landscape.  “This is where we go for lessons, when the weather is good.”
 
   “Lessons?”
 
   “Bible study mostly.  Miss Brigham lets me teach reading and writing too.”
 
   “You’re a teacher too?  Seems like you have a lot of hats, my queen.”
 
   She giggled again.  “I’m not that important.  They got along without me for over three hundred years.”
 
   “I suppose they’ll find a way to get by without you again.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   They said nothing for a while.  Finally Samantha said, “We should head back to town.  They should have something for dinner by now.”
 
   As they started through the meadow, Uncle Hector said, “There’s one thing you haven’t shown me yet.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Where’s that magic water come from?  The Fountain of Youth.”
 
   “Oh, that.  It’s in a cave.”
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll take you down there tomorrow.  You have to be really careful, though.  Just a little bit of that water can go a long way.”
 
   “I noticed,” he said, rubbing his beard.  “I haven’t looked this good since I was twenty-five.”
 
   “Miss Brigham might have used too much.  It’s not an exact science.”
 
   “I guess not.”  He squeezed her shoulder.  “The reverend used it on you?”
 
   “Yes.  I was ten when I woke up.  Then before the reverend died he pulled me into the fountain.  When Prudence pulled me up I was six again.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m almost a grown up again.”
 
   “You sure are.  It couldn’t have been easy, though, being a little kid again.”
 
   “It wasn’t so bad, sometimes,” Samantha said.  She thought of running through the meadow with Prudence, both of them screaming their heads off.  Those moments had been few and far between.  “It was worst in the dark.”
 
   “I would bet.  You never did like the dark when you were little.  Your mom used to say your dad would have to sit in your room until you fell asleep.”
 
   Samantha closed her eyes.  She could see her father sitting on a chair much too small for him, a metal club in his hand to ward off monsters.  She giggled at this image.  “Daddy really loved me, didn’t he?”
 
   “You bet he did.  So did your mom.  So do I.”  Then Uncle Hector scooped Samantha off her feet.  He spun her around as if she were still a toddler.  She screamed until they wound up in a laughing heap on the ground.
 
   * * *
 
   For dinner they had what Phyllis called “rabbit stew.”  It was mostly chunks of rabbit in water with a few chunks of vegetables from the cellars.  Miss Brigham had never cared for rabbit of any sort.  Whenever she tried to eat it, she pictured those adorable animals with their cute ears and bushy tails.  That always made her lose her appetite.
 
   This time didn’t prove any different.  Despite the rumbling in her stomach, she only ate the vegetables and sipped the water.  The chunks of meat she left in the bowl.  When no one was looking, she slipped them into Prudence’s bowl.  She knew she shouldn’t encourage the girl to eat, but it was better than her eating the rabbit.
 
   Throughout dinner, Miss Brigham watched Hector.  He sat with his niece on one side and Wendell on the other.  They discussed the repairs to his boat, young Wendell gesturing wildly with his hands.  Miss Brigham didn’t understand most of it, nor did she care.  She only cared about watching the way the light from the fire highlighted Hector’s firm jaw and taught muscles.
 
   She sighed as she thought of him leaving soon.  As much as she wanted to go with him, she couldn’t leave the children.  They were her responsibility.  Reverend Crane had made it very clear that her sole purpose in life was to care for the children.  Even with the reverend dead, she couldn’t abandon them now.  They were all just as adorable as the rabbits in the stew had been, even the chubby ones.
 
   She hoped to get a moment alone with Hector before bed, but Samantha never left his side.  She couldn’t fault the girl for wanting to be near her uncle, especially since she had spent the last five years not knowing who she was, the poor child.  Miss Brigham might not remember her parents, but she had always known who she was.
 
   In a way she was grateful she couldn’t get Hector alone.  She wasn’t quite sure what to say to him.  She had tried to rehearse a speech in her head, but it never worked out.  Even in her own mind her tongue would get lost and she would start to ramble like an idiot, just as she did through most of the sermons.  She never set out to ramble, but her mind would just start to wander in the middle of something, sending her off onto some dreadful tangent—
 
   She coaxed herself to think again of what to say to Hector.  She loved him, that much she knew.  But to a man like him she was like one of the children, a silly little girl with a head full of foolish dreams.  Somehow she had to convince him she was a mature woman and then—
 
   Then what?  She couldn’t very well marry him, not if she were staying here.  Nor could she expect him to forsake the wonders of the mainland to stay on this dreadful island, not for her.  She was just a scatter-brained girl with this unruly red hair and all these blasted freckles that made her look younger than her eighteen years.
 
   Even after everyone had gone to bed, Miss Brigham couldn’t stop thinking about the situation.  She tossed and turned on her pew until she finally fell onto the floor.  Rebecca opened her eyes.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Miss Brigham said.  “I just need to get some fresh air.”
 
   She crept outside, where she found Hector asleep by the fire, Samantha pressed against him as if she were using him for a blanket.  Miss Brigham stood on the top step.  She imagined herself there instead of Samantha, Hector’s arm around her shoulder.  His hand would stroke her hair and then it would move down—
 
   Miss Brigham stopped herself before she could go further.  She hurried down the steps and then down the path away from town.  Once she found a clear spot among the brush, she stepped off the path.  She got down onto her knees and then pressed her head to the ground.
 
   Oh Lord, she thought.  I’m so sorry.  I know I shouldn’t have these impure thoughts, but I can’t help myself.  It’s been so long since I saw another adult, let alone a strong, handsome man like Hector.  I’ve been so alone these past five years.  Samantha and Rebecca and the others have been a comfort, but there are things they can’t do.  There are things I need that they can’t provide, that not even you can provide.
 
   Or maybe you did provide them.  Is this a sign?  Did you send Hector to me?  Miss Brigham stopped her prayer.  Had the Lord sent Hector to her as a reward or as a test?  Perhaps He wanted to see if she would stray, if she would give in to her temptations.  I don’t want to stray, she thought.  I’m just so lonely.  Please help me, Lord.  Tell me what to do.
 
   As she prayed, she heard something rattle the brush up the path.  Her body stiffened as she remembered what Samantha had said about Mr. Pryde’s awful creatures.  Some of them were still alive and roaming the woods.  She hadn’t thought they would be this close to town, but perhaps the storm had driven them here.
 
   She rolled from her kneeling position to flatten herself against the ground.  If she stayed perfectly still and quiet, the monster might pass her by.  To be on the safe side, she even held her breath.  Help me, Lord, she thought.  Save me.
 
   She had begun to see white spots exploding in her vision when she saw the source of the sound.  It was not one of those dreadful beasts at all, not unless they’d learned to walk on two legs and taken to wearing shoes.  She considered who might be walking around at this hour when she smelled that dreadful smoke.
 
   Hector!  He must have seen her and come to find her.  He had been concerned about her safety and wanted to make sure no harm came to her.  She finally let out the breath she’d been holding in a romantic sigh.
 
   The toes of his shoes pointed towards her.  “Someone there?” he hissed.
 
   “It’s just me,” she whispered.
 
   “Molly?”  He pushed the brush away to reveal her hiding place.  “What are you doing out here at this time of night?”
 
   She was glad the darkness prevented him from seeing her face blushing.  “I just came out here to pray for guidance.  About what we are to do now.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  You get any answers yet?”
 
   “Not yet.”  She took the hand he offered to help her to her feet.  Then she saw he was carrying a bucket someone had salvaged from the wreckage.  “What are you doing with that?”
 
   “Samantha was going to take me down to the cave to fetch some more of that water tomorrow morning.  I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d get an early start on it.”
 
   “Oh my, you shouldn’t try to go to the cave at this hour.  It’s treacherous with all the rocks and things.”
 
   “But I’m sure you know the way, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “You probably know the way with your eyes closed.”  As he said this, he brushed against her.  She put a hand to her lips to keep from giggling like a little girl.
 
   “I suppose I do.”  Miss Brigham looked back towards town.  The children should be fine for a little while.  They had Samantha and Rebecca and David to look after them should anything happen.  And it would give her some time alone with Hector.  “I’ll show you the way.”
 
   Now that she had him alone, Miss Brigham didn’t know what to say.  As usually happened, she found her mouth moving of its own accord, spewing out words.  She couldn’t even be certain what she was telling Hector; she hoped she wasn’t confessing her love for him.  He nodded along with her, sometimes saying, “Interesting” or something like that.
 
   By the time they reached the cave, her throat had become dry.  She could desperately use a drink, but she knew better than to drink anything from inside the cave.  The water that dripped from the ceiling was probably safe, but who could be certain?
 
   She led him by the arm into the cave.  “Here it is,” she said.  The water glowed in the darkness, rainbow light dancing along the walls and ceiling of the cave.  “Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   “Like the aurora borealis,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Northern Lights.”  He waved his hand.  “It doesn’t matter.  So this is what the Fountain of Youth looks like?”
 
   “Yes.  I suppose you were expecting something more like an actual fountain, with a trough and water splashing out of a fish’s mouth—”
 
   “I like it like this.  Very natural.”  He raised the bucket.  “I suppose I better do what we came here to do.”
 
   “I suppose.  Just be careful.  Even a drop of the water—”
 
   “I know.  Samantha explained it to me.”
 
   “Yes.  It’s very dangerous.  Poor little Annie.  She should be Rebecca’s age now, instead of an adorable toddler.  It’s all my fault.”
 
   While Miss Brigham spoke, Hector knelt beside the fountain.  He stared at the surface for a few moments, as they all did, especially the first time they looked into the water.  “Holy shit,” he said.  “That’s me.”
 
   “Yes, it shows you all your previous states.  I detest looking in that water, seeing all those awful pimples—”
 
   “That’s great,” he mumbled.  He dipped the bucket into the water.  After a few seconds he pulled it back.  Hector stared into the water of the bucket.  “Goddamn.  When I get this back to the mainland I’ll be able to buy my own island.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Miss Brigham said.  “Back to the mainland?”
 
   Hector got to his feet.  He put a hand on her arm.  “Well, sure, I thought I’d take some with Samantha and I.  In case of emergencies.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, no, no, the water can never go off the island.  Reverend Crane made that very clear.  If anyone else were ever to know our secret, they would overrun our peaceful little island.”
 
   “Reverend Crane is dead in case you hadn’t noticed,” he said.  When Hector smiled at her, she gasped.  The shadows in the cave had twisted his face into that of a devil—his true face.  That answered her question about why the Lord had sent him.  He was a test of her faith.  “Come on, honey, we’ll make a fortune with this stuff.  You can live like a queen.  Gold, silver, diamonds, whatever you want.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Delgado, but that is not possible.  We cannot take even the slightest drop of water from the fountain to the mainland.  I will not allow it.”
 
   “Molly, please, think about it.  This stuff can do a lot of good.  You know how many people on the mainland die every single day because of old age, because of disease?  We can save them.”  He shook her arm.  “You’d be doing God’s work.”
 
   “God put the fountain here for a reason.  He gave its secrets to Reverend Crane to protect them.  I have been entrusted with those secrets.  I must do my duty.  I could never betray the reverend.  He gave me everything—”
 
   “We tried this the easy way.  I guess we have to do it the hard way.”  
 
   Mr. Delgado took a step back from her.  Miss Brigham sighed with relief.  Perhaps now he would see reason.  Then he picked up the bucket—
 
   In one fluid motion he flung the entire contents of the bucket onto her.  Miss Brigham was soaked from head to toe in the water.  “Oh dear,” she said as her body began to shrink.
 
   She watched her hands become smaller.  She reached up with one of them to touch her damp cheek, where she felt those awful, crusty spots of acne.  But those soon disappeared, her skin becoming softer, chubbier than before. 
 
   A second later her hand retracted completely inside the sleeve of her dress.  The cave, including Mr. Delgado, swelled around her.  She knew it was because she was getting smaller, a child again.  Her eyes became level with his torso and then his midsection. 
 
   “No!” she wailed as she found her eyes level with her kneecaps.  Her dress had become like a tent while her shoes were outlandishly large.  She tried to take a step forward only to collapse onto all fours.
 
   She tried to shout again, but it became only a wordless cry.  Then her world went dark as her dress swallowed her.  She flailed around, but her limbs were too small and weak to move the fabric enough.  
 
   Then her world exploded with orange light.  Mr. Delgado’s face looked as big as the moon as he stared down at her.  In one hand he held his cigarette lighter.  “It’s all right, Molly,” he cooed.  “I’ll take good care of you.”
 
   She could only scream as he carried her away from the fountain.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24:  Molly is Born
 
   Samantha heard the distant wail of an infant.  She squeezed her eyes shut and groaned.  Most nights she would be the first one up to tend to the crying child, whether it needed a diaper change, a bottle of milk, or just some gentle rocking.  Nights like these, when she was just too tired, she feigned sleep, waiting for Miss Brigham or Prudence to get up and take care of the baby.
 
   The baby’s cries became louder and more insistent.  Where were they?  It wasn’t fair she had to almost always get up and tend to the babies.  After all, she was still just a little girl herself.  Miss Brigham was the one the reverend had brought here to change stinky diapers.
 
   With a frustrated grunt, Samantha finally opened her eyes.  Then she saw the fire in front of her, its dim glow just enough to allow her to see the ruins of the dormitories.  She put a hand to her temple and sighed.  It had only been a dream, or perhaps a memory from five years ago, shortly after Reverend Crane had died.  For the first two years, Samantha had to spend many late nights comforting a crying baby despite being just a child herself.
 
   Before she could go back to sleep, she heard the baby again.  The cry was even closer this time.  That didn’t make sense; they didn’t have any infants left on Eternity.  Unless someone had gotten into the fountain water.
 
   With a start, Samantha realized Uncle Hector wasn’t by the fire.  She remembered how he’d wanted to go see the Fountain of Youth.  Perhaps he’d wanted to go so badly that he’d looked for it himself and fallen in.  No, she thought.  That couldn’t be.  She couldn’t lose him already.
 
   She leaped to her feet and then hurried away from the fire, towards the sound of the baby’s cries.  If it were Uncle Hector, how could he have gotten so far from the fountain on his own?  Nothing made any sense.
 
   On the path ahead she saw a bulky silhouette.  The baby’s cries were almost on top of her.  “Uncle Hector?” Samantha called out while she wished she’d thought to bring something for a weapon.
 
   “Lucy?” Uncle Hector said.  Samantha let out a joyous sigh.
 
   At last she got close enough to see him carrying an infant wrapped in a torn bit of cloth from a gray dress, the kind the girls on Eternity wore.  “Who’s that?”
 
   “It’s Molly,” he said.  “I’m sorry, Lucy.”
 
   “Molly?  You mean that’s Miss Brigham?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, kid.  She fell into that fountain of yours.  I barely pulled her out in time.”
 
   “Oh no,” Samantha whispered.  She reached out to take the little girl from Uncle Hector.  In the moonlight it was hard to tell, but Samantha recognized some of Miss Brigham’s features.
 
   The infant flailed her tiny arms, her wails becoming louder.  The girl’s face darkened as she screamed.  “It’s all right,” Samantha said.  “You’ll be fine.  We’ll take care of you.”
 
   As she had years ago, Samantha rocked the baby gently in her arms.  She cooed to Molly, trying to soothe the girl.  The baby’s cries turned to little coughs for a moment.  Samantha held Molly against her to pat her back.  “I know it’s hard, but don’t cry.  I’m here.”
 
   She carried Molly back to the church and sat by the fire.  She hoped the light and heat from the fire would help to soothe the baby.  Uncle Hector sat down next to her and stared sadly into the flames.  “I’m sorry, kid.  This is my fault.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not true—”
 
   “I should have known better than to let her go there at night.  We should have waited to go in the morning with you.”  Uncle Hector shook his head.  “I was too curious about that damned fountain.  So when she said she wanted to go there and get more water, I didn’t think to stop her.”
 
   “But you saved her.  You pulled her out before she could disappear.”  Samantha turned Molly to face him; the baby started to scream.  “At least she’s still alive.”
 
   “Sure, she’s alive, but look at her.  She’s probably not even a year old.”
 
   “She can grow up again, just like the others did.”
 
   “And they didn’t remember anything?”
 
   Samantha shook their head.  She looked into Molly’s eyes, wondering if the infant could still remember her adult life or if those memories had already slipped away.  “She’ll be just like a normal baby.”
 
   “That’s a relief,” Uncle Hector said.  “I’d hate to think of her being trapped in there.  That would be worse than her dying.”
 
   “She’ll be all right,” Samantha said, but Molly continued to scream.  Perhaps she was just hungry.  They didn’t have any milk left in the church, though.  Molly would have to wait until morning, when Samantha could go down to the cows for milk.
 
   The front doors of the church opened.  Molly’s crying had brought out Rebecca and Prudence.  They stared at Samantha and the baby in her arms.  “Who’s that?” Prudence asked.
 
   “It’s Miss Brigham.  She fell into the fountain,” Samantha said.
 
   “That’s Miss Brigham?” Rebecca said.
 
   “I’m afraid so.”  She repeated what Uncle Hector had said.  He didn’t look at them, still watching the fire.  She wished she could do something to comfort him, but at the moment she had Molly in her arms, still screaming her head off.  “I think she might be hungry.”
 
   “Here, let me try,” Rebecca said.  She took Molly from Samantha’s arms.  The baby’s crying finally stopped.  She began to coo softly.  A few minutes later, she was quiet.  “She’s asleep.”
 
   “I think she likes you,” Samantha said.
 
   “What are we going to do now?” Prudence asked.
 
   Samantha looked over at her uncle and then back at Prudence.  “I think you should come with us.  All of you.”
 
   “What?  We can’t leave.  This is our home.”
 
   “Prudence, wake up.  When Uncle Hector and I leave, who’s going to take care of the children now that Miss Brigham can’t?”
 
   “Rebecca and I—”
 
   “You’re just kids yourselves.  You need a grown-up here.”
 
   “We’re kids?  You’re only a year older than me.”
 
   “So?”
 
   Uncle Hector finally turned to face them.  “Samantha’s right, kids.  I can’t just leave you all here to fend for yourselves.  At least not for too long.  We’ll take some of you over to the mainland and then we’ll come back for the rest.”
 
   “What will happen to us then?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  It’ll be up to the state to decide.  I’m sure they’ll try to find new homes for all of you.”
 
   “I don’t want a new home!” Prudence said, her voice uncharacteristically harsh.  “This is my home.  It’s all our homes.  Except you and Samantha.”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “We’re not leaving!” Prudence shouted.  She turned and then stomped back into the church.  Rebecca looked helplessly at Samantha and Uncle Hector for a moment.  Then she too turned and joined Prudence.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25:  Turning Back the Clock
 
   Molly slept through the rest of the night without any trouble.  The only problem was for Rebecca, who kept the baby in her arms for hours, until her arms went numb.  She tried to get some circulation back by rocking Molly.  She accompanied the rocking with humming, a tune she couldn’t remember the name of.
 
   As she rocked and hummed to the baby, Rebecca couldn’t help staring at the girl’s face.  Did little Molly still remember who she was?  How horrible it would be to suddenly no longer be able to talk, walk, feed yourself, or even use the bathroom on your own.  In an instant these basic freedoms had all been stripped from her.
 
   Making it even worse was that it had happened in such a bizarre way.  Miss Brigham knew better than to go to the fountain cave at night.  She generally avoided going anywhere at night unless there was an emergency.  Since Rebecca had already brought water for Mr. Delgado and Prudence there had been no emergency.
 
   Besides that, Miss Brigham knew to be careful around the Fountain of Youth.  With what had happened to Annie, they had become extremely cautious with the water.  She wouldn’t have done anything that would have risked her falling in.
 
   It just didn’t add up.  Mr. Delgado had to be lying about what had happened.  But why?  What was he hiding? 
 
   These thoughts continued to consume her mind even after morning came.  Samantha and Prudence went down to the barns at first light to fetch some milk.  That was the best they could do for poor Miss Brigham until her teeth started to come in.  Breast milk would be the best thing for her, but Miss Brigham had been the only adult female on the island.  Rebecca knew better than to ask Samantha if she could try.  The last thing she wanted at this point was to drive Samantha away again.  With Miss Brigham incapacitated, they needed Samantha more than ever.
 
   At least for the next few days.  Then her and her “uncle” would leave the island and begin taking everyone from Eternity to the mainland.  What kind of life would await them there?  Rebecca had listened to Samantha’s stories about what lay beyond the sea, all the magnificent things there.  That had been fine when they were just stories, but the thought of actually going there put a nervous flutter in Rebecca’s stomach.
 
   Some time later, Prudence sat down next to Rebecca on the front pew of the church.  She had a pitcher of milk and a ladle, the best they could do at the moment.  “Where’s Samantha?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “She went to the beach with Mr. Delgado and the others.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Rebecca dipped the ladle into the pitcher of milk.  She took just enough milk to fill the bottom of the ladle.  She carefully dribbled some of this into Molly’s mouth.  The baby coughed, but kept the milk down.  Rebecca patted Molly’s back.  “Good girl.  Very good.”
 
   Molly cooed at this.  Now that there was light coming through the church windows, Rebecca could see how much the baby resembled the grown Miss Brigham with her cap of red hair and green eyes.  Yet there was a sadness in those eyes, the sadness only someone older could feel.
 
   “I think she still remembers,” Rebecca said.
 
   “Oh my,” Prudence said.  “That must be awful.”
 
   Rebecca dribbled some more milk into Molly’s mouth.  “Do you believe what Mr. Delgado said?  Do you really think Miss Brigham fell into the fountain on her own?”
 
   Before Prudence could answer, Molly began to scream.  Her face turned bright red and tears dribbled down her face.  One of her chubby hands reached out to grasp Rebecca’s pinky.  Rebecca’s eyes widened at this.  She did remember!
 
   “Miss Brigham, can you understand me?  Blink twice for yes.”  For a moment Rebecca stared at the baby’s red face.  Then Molly blinked twice in quick succession.  
 
   “It’s a miracle,” Prudence said.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Rebecca said.  She turned back to the infant.  “Did Mr. Delgado tell the truth?  Did you fall into the fountain?  Blink twice for yes and three times for no.”
 
   Rebecca waited.  Molly’s eyes blinked three times.  “You didn’t fall in.  Did he push you?”
 
   Two blinks.  “What do we do now?” Prudence asked.  “Should we tell Samantha?”
 
   “No.  She won’t believe us.”
 
   “But Miss Brigham—”
 
   “She’s not going to believe a baby.  Not over her uncle.”
 
   “What else can we do?”
 
   “We have to find some proof.”
 
   *** 
 
   Rebecca didn’t like the idea of taking Molly with them to the cave, but she didn’t want to just leave the baby alone in the church.  It would be too easy then for Mr. Delgado to finish what he’d started.  Molly would be a lot safer with Rebecca and Prudence.
 
   “What are we looking for?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe he left a clue there.”  Rebecca shrugged as much as she could with a baby in her arms.  “That’s where Samantha would start.”
 
   “I suppose so.  I still think we should tell someone.  If not Samantha then one of the others, like David—”
 
   “We can’t go to him,” Rebecca snapped.  “He wouldn’t believe us either.  He’s just a big bully.”
 
   “But we can’t stop Mr. Delgado on our own.  He’s a grown-up.”
 
   “Let’s just take this one step at a time,” Rebecca said.  “We have to find some proof about what Mr. Delgado did.  Then maybe we can convince Samantha or David to help us.”
 
   “If we can’t?”
 
   “Then we’ll have to think of something else.”  Rebecca had already thought of another plan, but she knew better than to tell Prudence.  If they couldn’t get Samantha or David to believe them, then the only hope would be to take some of the fountain water and do what Mr. Delgado had done to Miss Brigham.  If they could make him younger, into a child, then he would be easy enough to defeat.
 
   She knew better than to tell Prudence because she knew what Prudence would say.  Prudence would say that’s what Reverend Crane had done to them for centuries, which was a wicked thing to do.  Rebecca would have to carry out that part of the plan on her own.
 
   They reached the fountain cave at last.  Molly began to whimper as they entered the cave.  Between the light outside and that from the fountain, it wasn’t too dark, but Rebecca suspected the baby’s fear had another source.  This was the place where her old life had been stripped away from her.  “It’s all right, Molly,” Rebecca whispered.  “Nothing bad will happen to you.  I promise.”
 
   “What do we look for now?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Tracks,” Rebecca said.  “Could you take her for a minute?”
 
   Rebecca passed Molly to Prudence.  The baby started to cry louder, despite Prudence’s efforts to comfort her.  Meanwhile, Rebecca bent down to study the tracks in the dust of the cave.  She recognized the footprints of Mr. Delgado, his boots different from the shoes the boys on the island wore.  The narrower footprints had to be those of Miss Brigham.
 
   She followed the prints around, until she reached a spot several feet from the Fountain of Youth.  There Miss Brigham’s footprints were partially wiped out, as if she’d scraped her feet across the ground.  The prints became shallower too, as if she were putting less weight on her shoes.  “This is it.  This is where it happened,” Rebecca said.  “Bring Molly over here.”
 
   Prudence carried the baby over.  She stared at the footprints.  “What’s that?”
 
   “These are her footprints,” Rebecca explained.  “This is where it happened.”
 
   She stood up so she could look Molly in the eye.  “He didn’t push you in, did he?”  Molly blinked three times for no.  “He threw the water on you.  Here.”  The baby blinked twice for yes.
 
   “Is this going to be enough proof?” Prudence asked.
 
   “No, but it’s a start,” Rebecca said.  “Come on, let’s go down to the boat.  Maybe he left something there.”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t let you kids do that,” Mr. Delgado said, his voice echoing through the fountain cave.  Rebecca didn’t see him at first, not until he stepped away from a wall of the cave.  He must have been there all along, hearing every word they said.
 
   “Why did you do that to Miss Brigham?  What did she find out?”
 
   “I didn’t want to do anything to her.  I tried to cut her in, but she wouldn’t play ball.”
 
   “Play ball?”
 
   “I was going to make her a partner, but she didn’t want to go along with it.  Her precious duty to that reverend guy.”  Mr. Delgado sneered, giving his face a sinister look.  
 
   “What is it you want from us?”
 
   “Just this,” he said.  He held up a pitcher, the interior of it glowing like the fountain itself.
 
   “The water?  What would you do with it?”
 
   “You kids really are sheltered.  You’re sitting on a gold mine and you don’t even realize it.”
 
   “You want to sell the water?  To who?”
 
   “The highest bidder.”
 
   “We can’t let you do that,” Prudence said.  “We can’t let you have the water.”
 
   “That’s what she said.  Right before I did this.”
 
   Rebecca knew what he was going to do a second before he brought the pitcher back.  She had just enough time to snatch Molly away and then drop to the ground.  She turned over to make sure the water wouldn’t hit the baby.
 
   Instead, the water hit her back.  Rebecca didn’t feel anything for a moment, but then the cave began to grow larger around her.  Her arms retracted into the sleeves of her dress.  Molly, who had looked so tiny before, began to look much bigger, almost like an equal.
 
   Rebecca looked up in time to see what remained in the pitcher hit Prudence.  As had happened to Rebecca, Prudence began to shrink.  The dress Samantha had fetched for her became even looser, the hem pooling at her feet.  Her hair slipped out of its bun to tumble down to almost her waist.  Prudence’s stomach shrank as well, but she remained chubby.
 
   “Oh no,” Prudence said, holding up a hand.  “I’m little again.”
 
   “You’re going to get even littler before much longer,” Mr. Delgado said.
 
   “You should pick on someone your own size,” David said from the entrance of the cave.
 
   “You want to join them, tough guy?  Be my guest.”
 
   Rebecca rolled over.  Prudence helped her up to her feet.  To her dismay, Rebecca saw she only came up to the middle of Prudence’s chest.  As well, holding Molly felt like trying to hold one of the newborn calves.  She and Annie were probably the same age again, or perhaps Rebecca was even younger now.  “David, no,” she squeaked.
 
   “You kids get out of here.”  Then David charged at Mr. Delgado.  He threw a punch that missed Mr. Delgado by a couple of inches.  In turn, Mr. Delgado punched David in the stomach.
 
   Rebecca wanted to try and help David, but Prudence seized her arm.  She dragged Rebecca away, despite Rebecca’s efforts to stay.  “Come on, we got to go,” Prudence said.
 
   “David!” Rebecca shouted, but he couldn’t answer her.  He and Mr. Delgado were on the ground, wrestling with each other.  Tears came to Rebecca’s eyes as she and Prudence started to run.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26:  Clues
 
   Samantha had looked all over town for Uncle Hector.  He had disappeared from where the boat was docked.  She thought perhaps he’d just gone into the forest to relieve himself.  After an hour or so, she decided to go see if he had run into trouble.  When she still didn’t find anything, she went back into the village.
 
   Strangely, Prudence, Rebecca, and Molly were all gone.  “They left a while ago,” Annie said.  She and the other smaller children were roaming around town, playing and digging in the rubble for treasures.
 
   “Where did they go?”
 
   “I dunno.  You wanna play with us?”
 
   “That’s all right.  Maybe later.”  She tousled Annie’s hair and smiled.  Before she left, she asked, “Did Mr. Delgado stop back here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Thanks.  You kids be careful.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   Samantha left them to try down by the barns.  She couldn’t understand why Prudence and Rebecca would leave the younger children alone.  They were too responsible for that.  And much too responsible to take a baby with them.
 
   She searched the barns, the fields, and even the woodshed without finding anyone.  There seemed nowhere else to try except the fountain cave.  As she closed in on the entrance of the cave, she heard grunting and groaning.  It didn’t have the feral growl of Pryde’s dogs; it sounded much more human.  By the time she reached the entrance, she heard what sounded like a sack of flour hitting the floor, followed by a groan.
 
   She ran into the cave and found Uncle Hector squatting over David.  The boy’s body was limp and his face was bloody.  “Uncle Hector?”
 
   He got to his feet.  When he turned to her, she saw blood dripping from his nose.  He would probably have a black eye too before long.  “Oh, Lucy, thank God.”
 
   “What happened here?”
 
   “Little prick jumped me.  I came back just to see if Molly had left anything behind.  He must have followed me.”  He mumbled something in another language.  Spanish, she remembered.  Then he spit on David’s unconscious body.
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “So I couldn’t take you kids from here.  He wants to be king of the island.”
 
   Samantha considered this for a moment.  She remembered David’s reluctance to help them fix the boat.  He didn’t want them to leave the island.  If he did incapacitate Uncle Hector, that would go a long way to making sure the Lady Jane never left the beach.
 
   She threw herself against Uncle Hector, prompting him to grunt.  “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right, kid.”  She didn’t realize she was crying until he touched her cheek and said, “Hey, hey, hey, none of that.  I’m fine.”
 
   “I almost lost you.  Then I wouldn’t have anyone.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m still here.  Take a lot more than one little bastard to break us apart.”
 
   “Right,” she said.  She punctuated it with a sniffle.  She forced herself to smile.  “You’re still here.”
 
   He took a step and then winced.  “Think I can get a sip of that magic water?”
 
   “Sure.”  She saw a pitcher on the floor, one salvaged from the wreckage.  David must have brought it so he could use the water on Uncle Hector.  There was still a bottomful of water left.  She handed the pitcher to him. 
 
   After he drank the water he didn’t look any younger, but the bruise on his face disappeared.  Once he wiped the blood from his nose, that looked undamaged as well.  “Good as new,” he said.  He handed the pitcher back to her.  “Maybe you should get some more.  Just in case.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She bent down over the Fountain of Youth.  As she always did, she saw herself as a little girl, a toddler, and a baby.  At the moment all three younger faces were crying.  How odd, she thought.  Then she dipped the pitcher into the fountain.
 
   “What are we going to do with your friend there?” Uncle Hector asked.
 
   “We’ll lock him in the woodshed until we’re ready to leave.  Then I suppose we’ll take him with us.”
 
   “Then we can put his ass in juvie.”
 
   “Juvie?”
 
   “Juvenile hall.  It’s like prison for kids.”
 
   “Oh.  Right.  I suppose we could do that.”
 
   “We’ll decide later.  For now we’d better get moving.”  Uncle Hector picked David up, hefting the boy over his shoulder.  Then they started back towards the barns.
 
   “I don’t suppose you saw my friends:  Prudence, Rebecca, and Molly, Uncle Hector?”
 
   “Can’t say I have.  They go missing?”
 
   “I don’t know.  They weren’t very happy earlier.  Maybe they went off to sulk somewhere.”
 
   “Could be.  I’m sure they’ll turn up.”
 
   “Right.  I’m sure they will.”
 
   She couldn’t help staring at David as they walked.  She didn’t relish the idea of putting him in a prison for kids, but there might not be any other choice, not if he stood in the way of saving the other children.  She hoped later she could talk some sense into him.  For now they still had a lot of work to do.
 
   *** 
 
   The forest looked a lot different at three feet tall.  The trees seemed impossibly tall while the bushes looked much more intimidating, as if she could disappear in them.  The situation was made worse by the fact she had to walk barefoot in a dress that fit like a tent now.
 
   Despite her smaller size and weaker muscles, she refused to give Molly up.  Whenever she did, the baby would start bawling again, which only made Rebecca cry.  That in turn made Prudence cry.  Prudence had an easier time of things, still wearing her shoes, though now they were three or four sizes too big.  Since neither of them had footwear that fit, they hadn’t progressed very far, not after they stopped their panicked flight from the cave.
 
   “Where are we?” Rebecca asked, a childish whine in her voice.
 
   “I don’t know,” Prudence said.  
 
   “So we’re lost?”
 
   “We’ll find the village soon enough,” Prudence said.
 
   “You said that hours ago.  My feet are tired.”  Not only were her feet tired, they were cut from rocks and fallen branches as well.  She supposed it was ironic that after what had happened she needed a sip of the fountain water now.
 
   “If you’re tired then let me take Molly.”
 
   “No.  She’s sleeping.”
 
   “Fine.  We’ll take a break.  Just a short one.”
 
   They collapsed onto a scorched tree trunk with tired sighs.  Rebecca looked down at Molly, who cooed but didn’t open her eyes.  “She’s going to be hungry soon.  We gotta get her back to town.”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that?”  Prudence began to sob.  Right on cue, Molly woke up and began to wail.
 
   “Prudence, what’s wrong?” 
 
   “What’s wrong?  Look at us!  Miss Brigham is a baby, you’re a toddler, and I’m a little kid again.  It’s not fair.”
 
   “We’ll grow up again.  You know that.”
 
   “Maybe, but Samantha was already so much older than me.  Now that I’m littler she won’t want to be friends anymore.”
 
   “I’m sure she won’t think that.  Even if she does, you’ll still be my friend.”  Rebecca smiled at Prudence.  “You’re probably twice as old as me now.”
 
   Prudence smiled back for a moment.  Then her smile faded.  “You’re so much braver than me.  When he was going to throw that water, you protected Molly.  I wouldn’t have thought of that.  I was too scared to do anything.”  Prudence started to sob again.  “And now you’re so much littler than me.  It’s not fair.”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “You don’t have to reassure me.  I know how things are.”
 
   “You’re plenty brave, Prudence.”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   Though her feet still ached, Rebecca got to her feet.  She rocked Molly as much as she could manage.  “We’ll be all right.  All of us.  We’ll find the village and then we’ll tell Samantha what happened and we’ll stop Mr. Delgado and then we’ll rebuild the island.”
 
   “Sure we will,” Prudence said, though she didn’t sound like she believed it.
 
   “Look on the bright side, we both lost some weight, right?”
 
   Prudence actually laughed.  She patted her bulging tummy.  “We sure did.  Maybe this time we won’t gain it back.”
 
   “That’s right.  This time we’ll get skinny.  The other girls will be so jealous of us then.”
 
   “Right!”
 
   They set out again, though they didn’t have any better luck finding anything.  “I hope we don’t run into any more of Mr. Pryde’s traps.  We’d never be able to get out like this,” Prudence said.
 
   They didn’t say anything for a while.  Molly didn’t fall back to sleep, but even she seemed to sense there was no point in talking.  They were lost.  Three little kids lost in an enormous forest.  Before long it would be dark.  Rebecca didn’t want to have to face that darkness in these woods as a toddler and while caring for a baby.  The dark had scared her enough the last time she was a toddler and that had been in the dormitory without a baby to watch.
 
   “Look over there!” she shouted.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s Mr. Pryde’s house!”  
 
   They had gotten so lost that they’d wound up on the other side of the island.  Molly and Prudence whimpered at the same time at the sight of the old house’s ruins.  “It’ll be fine,” Rebecca said.  “It’s just a little smelly up top.  Downstairs is OK.”
 
   “Downstairs?”
 
   “In the cellar.  That’s where Samantha got your dress.  There are all kinds of pretty clothes down there.”
 
   Rebecca led the way, remembering what Samantha had done earlier.  The big problem was she couldn’t open the cellar door, not with Molly in her arms.  Even without Molly her tiny muscles probably couldn’t manage it.  “The cellar is down there.”
 
   It took Prudence three tries to open the door.  She had to grunt and strain herself until Rebecca thought she would pass out.  On the third try, Prudence finally got the door open enough that it collapsed backwards.
 
   “Be careful of the stairs.”
 
   “I will,” Prudence snapped.
 
   Rebecca followed her down, keeping a tight grasp on Molly.  The baby began to scream as they descended into the darkness.  “It’ll be fine,” Rebecca whispered.  “No one will hurt us down here.”
 
   “I can’t see anything!” Prudence whined.
 
   “There should be a shelf with some matches and a candle,” Rebecca said.  “It’s by the door.”  Rebecca would have tried to find the shelf herself, but she couldn’t with Molly in her arms.  She was probably too short now anyway.  She had to stifle a sob of her own as she thought of just how weak and helpless she had become.  Yet she had at least gotten them this far.  That had to mean something.
 
   Rebecca heard a hiss and then an orange flame lit up the darkness around her.  Prudence had found the matches.  She used the match to light the candle Samantha had left behind from last time.  “You did it!” Rebecca shouted, knowing Prudence needed the encouragement.
 
   “It wasn’t that hard.”  Prudence waved the candle around.  “Oh my, look at all those clothes!”
 
   “There might be some to fit you better.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   While Prudence went through the clothes, oohing and ahing at each garment, Rebecca collapsed onto a pile.  After all the walking and excitement of the last few hours, she wanted nothing more than to curl up and sleep.  Molly had already fallen asleep again, likewise spent from the journey.
 
   “Are there any baby clothes in there?”
 
   “I don’t see anything.  Most of it is grown-up clothes.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “If only I had a needle and thread.  I could alter some of these.”
 
   “Maybe we can find one later.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Prudence stopped rummaging a couple of minutes later.  She pulled something from a pile.  It was a dress much too small for Prudence, but perhaps the right size for Rebecca.  The dress looked very different from the drab garments the children on Eternity wore; it had puffy sleeves, lace on the front, and a skirt that bulged outward.  It was much too impractical to be worn around the island for day-to-day chores.  But it was better than the saggy tent she now wore.
 
   Rebecca set Molly on the pile of clothes gently so as not to disturb her.  She went off to a dark corner so she could strip off her old dress and then put the new one on.  The new dress was a bit snug, especially around her belly, and the skirt seemed much too short.  Most of her back was exposed in the dress and something cold and metal touched her skin.  She toddled out of the darkness, over to Prudence.  She did a little turn so Prudence could see her.
 
   “How do I look?”
 
   “Very pretty.  Here, turn around so I can get the zipper.”
 
   “Zipper?”
 
   “Samantha told me about them.  They’re metal teeth used to close a garment.”
 
   Rebecca heard a metallic whoosh, followed by the dress seeming to tighten even more.  Prudence tousled Rebecca’s hair and said, “Now it’s closed.”
 
   Rebecca looked down at her cute new dress and then absently touched her now-curly hair.  She had seen herself like this before, in the Fountain of Youth.  The toddler she had now become had been reflected in the water.  That toddler had screamed at her.  It had tried to warn her.
 
   “Rebecca, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said.  She handed her old dress to Prudence.  “It should fit you now.”
 
   “Thanks.”  
 
   Rebecca’s old dress turned out to be a little loose on Prudence, which made Rebecca’s face turn warm at the thought of how fat she had been.  “I think I’ll take a nap.”
 
   “You’ve certainly earned it.”
 
   Rebecca curled up next to Molly on the pile of clothes.  She kept her arms around the baby, so Molly wouldn’t fall and hurt herself.  Before long she drifted off, into a grateful sleep.  As she did, she thought she heard fabric tearing.
 
   She woke up to Prudence shaking her.  “What is it?  Did something happen to Molly?”  Rebecca looked over to see Molly still sleeping, a foot or arm twitching every now and then.
 
   “I’m going to find Samantha.  You and Molly stay here.”
 
   “You can’t go alone—”
 
   “It’ll be faster this way.”  Prudence wagged one shoe.  “I stuffed them with cloth so they fit better.  I should be able to walk faster.”
 
   “I can go with you.  I won’t slow you down.”
 
   “It’ll be safer for you both here.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I can’t let anything bad happen to you two.  I’ve failed enough already.”
 
   “Prudence—”
 
   “I’m the oldest, so what I say goes.  You stay here with Molly.”
 
   “But we’ll be all alone down here,” Rebecca whined.  She hated herself for starting to cry like a baby.  “What if the candle runs out before you get back?”
 
   “Rebecca, I know you’re still a big girl.  In some ways you’re bigger than me.  You can do this.”  Prudence put a hand on Rebecca’s shoulder.  “You’re Molly’s mommy now.  You just worry about taking care of her.”
 
   Rebecca looked over at the sleeping baby and then back at Prudence.  “All right.  But don’t be gone too long.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Prudence tousled Rebecca’s hair again and then went back up the stairs.  The cellar door closed with a thud, sealing Rebecca and Molly into what would perhaps be their tomb.
 
   Rebecca and Molly whimpered in unison.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27:  Another Rescue
 
   When Samantha and Uncle Hector got back to the village, Wendell had great news:  the Lady Jane would be ready to sail tomorrow morning.  “We just need to give the patching some time to harden,” Wendell said.
 
   “That’s wonderful news!” Samantha shouted.  She crushed him in a hug.  She released him a minute later to hug Uncle Hector.  “We’re going home!”
 
   “That’s right, kid.  We’re going home.”
 
   Samantha dispatched the older children to gather some wood for a fire.  “We’re going to have a party,” she said.  “A going away party.”
 
   It was only later Samantha noticed Prudence, Rebecca, and Molly still had not returned.  “They haven’t been back here?” she asked Annie.
 
   “No.  Are they in trouble?”
 
   “No, of course not.  I’m sure they’re fine.”
 
   But Samantha was worried.  This wasn’t like them at all.  She thought of that trap Prudence had fallen into before.  She wouldn’t be so stupid as to fall into another one, would she?  Even if she didn’t there were plenty of other dangers around the island, especially for a baby and a girl who didn’t know her way around.
 
   Rebecca could take of them.  She had spent more time exploring the island and she had a good head on her shoulders.  A head that should have known better than to pull a stunt like this.  Were they really so mad at her they’d risk their lives and Molly’s life?
 
   “Can you watch the children for a while?” she asked Uncle Hector.
 
   “Sure, kid.  What’s up?”
 
   “I have to find Prudence and Rebecca.”
 
   “They still aren’t back?”
 
   “No.  I’m getting worried.”
 
   “I can go look for them—”
 
   “You don’t know the island like I do.”
 
   Uncle Hector sighed and then nodded.  “Just be careful, Lucy.  I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   To be on the safe side, she found a piece of wood that was long enough and heavy enough to use for a club.  She draped a piece of netting over her shoulders like a shawl as well in case she needed to help Prudence out of another hole.  Then she set out to look.
 
   She worried about Molly the most.  Miss Brigham was just a baby now, probably not even a year old.  Samantha doubted Prudence and Rebecca had brought milk and diapers to care for a baby.  By now Molly was probably very cranky.  In another day or so she might be dead.
 
   Despite her concern, Samantha knew better than to run into the forest.  Now was not the time to panic.  She had to keep her wits about her or else she’d end up lost in the forest right along with Prudence and Rebecca—if they were lost.  By now they might have fallen off a cliff or met a number of other terrible fates.
 
   It had turned dark when she heard something heavy rustle the brush.  It could be a deer, or it could be one of Pryde’s beasts.  Samantha tightened her grip on the club she’d brought along.  Her body went rigid as the rustling sound became louder.  Whatever it was, it was closing on her.
 
   Her instincts took over as something emerged from the brush.  She scored a direct hit, the thing collapsing to the ground.  It let out a very human wail.  Only then did Samantha realize it was a little girl on the ground.
 
   “Rebecca?”  Except even in the moonlight she could see a glint of copper hair.  “Prudence?”
 
   The girl rolled over and Samantha saw it was her friend.  Prudence rubbed the back of her head.  Tears flowed down her pudgy cheeks.  Yet those cheeks weren’t nearly so fat while her hair was much longer than she usually kept it.  Her entire body looked smaller, like that of a small child.  “Prudence, what happened?  Did you fall in the fountain?”
 
   “No, I didn’t fall.  He dumped the water on me.”
 
   “Who, David?”
 
   “No!  Mr. Delgado.”
 
   “You’re lying!” Samantha shouted.  She raised her club to strike.  “Take it back.”
 
   “I am not lying.  He made Miss Brigham a baby.  Then when Rebecca and I went to the cave to find evidence, he threw some water on us too.”
 
   “Miss Brigham and Rebecca, are they…dead?”
 
   “No.  I left them at Mr. Pryde’s house.  In the cellar.”  Prudence started to sob.  “Rebecca took most of the water.  She’s just a toddler now.  But she saved Molly.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.  Why would Uncle Hector do that?”
 
   “Because he wants the water.  He wants to take it to the mainland, to sell it.”
 
   “You’re lying!  Uncle Hector would never do that.  He’s a good man.”
 
   “He is not!  Look what he did to me!  And to Molly.  He almost killed us.  He would have if David hadn’t saved us.”
 
   Samantha’s grip on the club loosened.  She lowered the stick to a less dangerous position.  She thought back to when she’d gone to the cave.  Uncle Hector and David had been fighting.  She hadn’t seen Prudence or the others, but they could have left already.
 
   “No,” she whispered.  “Uncle Hector wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Samantha, please, you have to listen.  He’s dangerous.”
 
   “No he’s not.”
 
   “Then how did I get little again?”
 
   “Maybe you did it yourself.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “To make me think he was bad.  So I wouldn’t go with him.  You’ve been jealous of him all along.  You want to keep me here forever.”
 
   “That’s stupid!  I wouldn’t make myself little again just to keep you here.  Why won’t you believe me?”
 
   “Why can’t you just let me be happy?  I’ve found my family after all these years and all you’ve wanted to do is keep us apart.”
 
   Prudence looked down at the ground and nodded.  “I have been jealous of you.  I don’t want you to go away.  I don’t want to go to the mainland either.  But Samantha, I would never do anything so terrible to you.  You’re my best friend.  You’re practically my sister.”
 
   Samantha dropped the club to the ground.  As much as she didn’t want to believe Prudence about Uncle Hector, she also knew Prudence.  Her friend would never do anything so monstrous.  Lying was the biggest sin of the Way and even if Reverend Crane was dead, Prudence still believed in the Way.
 
   “We’ll go back to the village.  I’m sure Uncle Hector can explain everything.”
 
   “Samantha—”
 
   “Shut up!”  Samantha tugged Prudence to her feet.  Her friend was well over a foot shorter than her now, so Samantha had to look down to meet Prudence’s eyes.  “I don’t want to hear anything else until we talk to him.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   They set out for the village.  Along the way, Samantha noted how awkwardly Prudence walked in her shoes.  They were her old shoes, from when she had been eleven.  Now that she was seven, or perhaps eight, the shoes had become much too big for her.  The dress fit loosely, but it was one of the drab dresses the children on Eternity wore, not what one of Pryde’s victims had worn.  “Is that Rebecca’s dress?”
 
   “Yes.  I found something pretty for her to wear.”  Fresh tears came to Prudence’s eyes.  “She’s so brave.  We have to hurry back there.  It’s dark now and Molly hasn’t eaten since this morning.”
 
   “We’ll go after I straighten things out with Uncle Hector.”
 
   “Are you sure he’s your uncle?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have you remembered anything yet?”
 
   “No, but I’ve been pretty busy lately what with fixing the boat and searching for lost little girls.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  We didn’t mean to go there.  We just got lost.  We were scared.  And everything looks different when you’re littler.”
 
   “I don’t care.  You shouldn’t have gone anywhere at all, not with Molly.  What were you two thinking?”
 
   “We couldn’t leave Molly behind.  Rebecca is the only one she’s comfortable around.  She screams her head off if I hold her.”
 
   “That’s no excuse.  I thought you two were more responsible than that.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.”
 
   When they reached the village, the party was in full swing.  The boys had built a fire about as tall as Samantha.  The younger children ran around, screaming and playing games.  The older children talked and ate roasted fish and vegetables.  It wasn’t much of a going away feast, but it was the best they could do.
 
   Samantha looked around, but one person was missing:  Uncle Hector.  She took Wendell by the arm.  “Where’s Uncle Hector?”
 
   “He said he wanted to check on the boat.”
 
   “Oh no.”  Then she took off running for the beach.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28:  Going Home
 
   The Lady Jane was already in the water by the time she reached the beach.  She saw Uncle Hector still on the beach, untying the rope that kept the boat anchored to the shore.  “Uncle Hector!  What are you doing?”
 
   He spun around to face her.  A smile came to his face.  “Hey, Lucy.  You find your friends?”
 
   “Are you leaving?”
 
   “What?  No!  I was just going to test her out.”
 
   “By yourself?  At night?  Anyway, Wendell said to wait for morning.”
 
   “I think I know a lot more about the sea than Baby Einstein there.  She’ll hold up.  She’s a good ship.”
 
   Tears came to Samantha’s eyes.  “You weren’t even going to say goodbye.  You were just going to leave me behind.”
 
   He held up his hands and grinned wider.  “You got it all wrong, Lucy.  Maybe I was going to leave, but it’s because I love you.  I didn’t want to risk you kids.  If something happened, I couldn’t live with myself.  If I got to the mainland, then I’d get help.”
 
   The tears became a flood she couldn’t control.  “Prudence was right.  You made them little because they found out you were going to steal the water.  Miss Brigham too.  She was the first one to stumble onto your scheme.  So you threw the water on her so she couldn’t talk.  Then you surprised Rebecca and Prudence.  You tried to do the same to them, but David showed up to stop you.  He let them escape.  Otherwise I’d have never known.  I’d have kept on believing you, like a fool.”
 
   “Come on, Lucy, stop crying.  I only did it for us.  Back on the mainland I don’t have anything.  The bank was going to take the Jane from me.  What kind of life would I be able to give you like that?”
 
   “Then why were you going to leave me behind?”
 
   “I told you:  I wanted to get help.  I was going to sell the water and then come back for you all.  I swear it.”
 
   “Stop lying to me!”
 
   “OK, kid.  If that’s what you want.”
 
   She didn’t notice his foot moving until it was too late.  As she’d done to Pryde’s beast days earlier, he kicked up sand into her face.  Between the sand and the tears, she was effectively blind.  Before she could get her guard up, he kicked her in the midsection.
 
   She collapsed to the ground, but then her instincts kicked in.  She rolled into a fighting crouch.  While she still couldn’t see more than blurs in front of her, she still had her other senses.  She could smell his stale cigarette odor as he closed in.
 
   With her lightning reflexes, she seized his arm and then twisted it.  He screamed with pain, meaning she’d probably broken something.  He kneed her in the face, but she kept hold of his arm.  With seemingly little effort, she flipped him over her head.  Then she sprung back to her feet.
 
   Her vision cleared enough for her to see him lying in the sand.  Before he could get back to his feet, she kicked him in the ribs.  Then she turned him over.  She planted her knees on his chest to keep him pinned; he gasped for air.
 
   “It’s over, Uncle Hector,” she said.  “I’m going to lock you in the woodshed and then tomorrow we’ll go to the mainland so you can go to jail.”
 
   “Then what will you do?  You’re just a kid.  They won’t let you stay together.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.”  She didn’t know what she would do yet, but she would think of something.  “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Uncle Hector.”
 
   He smiled at her, blood dribbling from his mouth.  “I ain’t your uncle, kid.”
 
   “What?  But I’m Lucinda, your niece.”
 
   “Lucinda is dead.”
 
   “You said—”
 
   “They found her body a few months after she went missing.  Some local pervert cut her up.  He’s doing life in the pen now.”
 
   “No, you’re lying.  You recognized me when you woke up.”
 
   “Yeah, I did think you were her at first.  Thought maybe I’d died and gone to Heaven, not that I ever deserved to go there.  But I came to my senses.”
 
   “You’ve been lying to me all along?  Why?”
 
   “This,” he said.  Samantha had let herself get distracted by what he was saying, so distracted, she didn’t see him reach into his pocket.  From that pocket he took out a tiny glass bottle.  Samantha saw only a flash of rainbow-colored light a moment before the water hit her in the face.
 
   She fell off of Mr. Delgado, onto the beach.  For a moment she sat there on all fours, feeling the familiar sense of disorientation as the world seemed to swell.  Her mother’s clothes became even looser on her as she shrank.  The boobies Helena and the boys had made fun of disappeared in moments, her chest turning flat again.
 
   There wasn’t enough in the vial to make her a toddler or baby, just a little girl like Prudence.  Her instincts told her to get up, but before she could, Mr. Delgado kicked her in the midsection.  She let out a groan and then flattened on the beach.
 
   “You stupid brat,” he growled.  He punctuated it with another kick.  “It’s a good thing I already put some on the boat.  The sooner I get off this rock, the better.”
 
   He kicked her a third time.  Samantha screamed in pain.  She probably had some cracked ribs that would need another dose of fountain water to cure.  While her instincts told her to get back to her feet, the pain was too much and she was too little to fight it.
 
   “See you around, kid.”  She braced for another kick, but he only walked away.
 
   Samantha lay on the beach for a minute or two, trying to breathe.  By the time she managed to get on her knees, Mr. Delgado had untied the boat.  The waves began carrying it away from the beach.  He waded into the water after it.  He’d left some of the netting along the side to use as a ladder to climb up.
 
   He stood on the bow for a moment, water dripping off of him.  Then he waved.  In that moment she wanted to believe he really was her uncle, that he really would come back for them.  She didn’t have the strength to wave back or to chase after him.  She could only kneel in the sand and watch him leave without her.
 
   She watched as the boat drifted farther and farther back into the sea.  Mr. Delgado disappeared from the bow.  She didn’t know where he’d gone until she heard the Lady Jane’s motor roar to life.  He had said it didn’t have much gas left, but perhaps that had been a lie too.
 
   It did at least have enough gas to turn the boat around.  In the moonlight she could see only his back as he stood on the bridge, guiding the boat out to sea.  “Come back,” she whispered.  “Don’t leave me here.”
 
   As she watched the boat retreat from sight, she saw Wendell had been right.  The Lady Jane wasn’t ready to sail yet.  At first she thought it was only an optical illusion that the boat was riding low in the water.  Soon, though she realized that wasn’t the case.  The boat was sinking!
 
   Samantha forced herself to her feet.  She kicked off her shoes and then took off her denim jacket.  She let the denim pants slip to the ground too so they wouldn’t slow her down.  Then she charged into the water.  Uncle Hector would drown if she didn’t.
 
   As she began to paddle forward in the water, she saw the lights of the boat dip beneath the waves.  She could only hear the crash of the waves for a moment.  Then his scream came through the wind.  He was calling her name.
 
   She squinted in the darkness and saw him up ahead, thrashing in the water.  For the many hidden skills she did possess, swimming was not one of them.  No matter how hard she clawed and kicked at the water, she couldn’t get any closer.  
 
   A few minutes later he, like his boat, slipped beneath the waves.  Samantha stopped her furious attempts at swimming, her entire body going numb.  A wave carried her back to the shore, flinging her onto the sand.
 
   She wasn’t sure how long she lay there before she felt a hand on her back.  “Samantha?” Prudence asked.  “Are you all right?”
 
   Samantha’s voice was too choked by tears to say anything.  She only latched onto her friend, pressing her close in a hug.  “It’s all right,” Prudence said, but Samantha knew it wasn’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue:  Moving Forward
 
   The first thing she did after gathering her clothes was to go back to the Fountain of Youth.  Samantha saw only a toddler and baby this time; she was the little girl now she’d seen last time.  She didn’t have anything to put the water in, so she just stuck one finger into the fountain.  That was enough; the pain in her ribs went away seconds later.
 
   “I guess now you’re little too.  Like me.”
 
   “I guess so.  How old do you think I am?”
 
   “Eight.  Maybe nine.”
 
   “Nine sounds better.”
 
   “How old do you think I am?”
 
   “Eight, I guess.”
 
   “Then I’ll be eight—and a half,” Prudence said.  Despite the sadness she felt about Mr. Delgado’s death, Samantha couldn’t help but grin.
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   Their next priority was to release David from the woodshed.  When she opened the door, he charged forward.  She couldn’t help but notice how he loomed over her now.  His grin looked much different than Prudence’s.  He tousled her hair and said, “Well, aren’t you a cute little rugrat now?”
 
   She answered by sweeping his legs out from under him and then shoving him to the ground.  “I’m not a rugrat!”  She pinned one arm behind his back and then hissed, “Say it.”
 
   “Uncle.”
 
   “Louder.”
 
   “Uncle!”
 
   “Good.”  Samantha released his arm and then let him roll back into a sitting position.  “Just because I’m little doesn’t mean I’m weak.  Understand?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”  He rubbed his arm and said, “So your uncle betrayed you too, huh?”
 
   “He’s not my uncle.  He’s just a liar.”
 
   “By now he’s halfway to the mainland with the water, right?”
 
   “No.  He’s dead.”
 
   “You killed him?”
 
   “He drowned.”  She knew she shouldn’t show any weakness yet, but she couldn’t stop herself from crying about Mr. Delgado.  “The boat wasn’t ready.  It sank.  He drowned.”
 
   “So we’re stuck here?”
 
   “Yes.  We’re stuck here.”
 
   *** 
 
   Though she didn’t want to, Samantha waited until the next morning to head out to Mr. Pryde’s house.  Prudence accompanied her with a pitcher of milk for Molly.  They didn’t talk much, Samantha’s pain still too fresh.  She was just grateful to have Prudence with her to hold her hand.  That was as much comfort as she needed at the moment.
 
   They heard Molly well before they saw her.  The poor baby hadn’t eaten in over a day.  Her diaper probably hadn’t been changed yet either.  It took both Samantha and Prudence to yank the cellar door open.
 
   Inside, they found Rebecca cradling Molly, trying in vain to comfort the girl.  The candle had gone out, no doubt adding to Molly’s pain.  “Prudence?” Rebecca said.  Samantha noted how tiny her voice sounded now.
 
   “We’re here,” Prudence said.  “Me and Samantha.”
 
   “Oh, good.  Do you have a light?  I’m out of matches.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll help you out of there,” Samantha said.
 
   “Samantha?  You sound funny.”
 
   “Just take my hand.”  Samantha had Prudence stand on the bottom step while she reached out for Rebecca.  “I’m right over here, by the door.  Take my hand and we’ll get you out of here.  We have some milk for Molly.”
 
   Samantha felt a tiny hand take hers.  She gently pulled on it.  “Pull me in, Prudence.”  Prudence complied, pulling Samantha back over to the steps.  From there it was easy enough to climb back up to the surface.
 
   They sat in the rubble of Pryde’s house for a few minutes while Rebecca fed Molly.  As Prudence had said, Rebecca had shrunk into a toddler.  Prudence had found her a pink dress that only made Rebecca look younger.  She and Miss Brigham would have to grow up again, all because Samantha had been too blinded by the prospect of finding her family to see the truth.
 
   “Samantha, what’s wrong?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’m sorry for what happened.  I shouldn’t have trusted Uncle Hector so much.  I shouldn’t have believed him.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  We all believed him.”
 
   “You weren’t stupid enough to believe him after what happened to Miss Brigham.”
 
   “You weren’t stupid.”
 
   “OK, I was naïve.”
 
   “But none of us died.  That’s the important thing.”  Rebecca ran a hand over her dress.  “We’ve all had to grow up again.  Even you.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Samantha stared down at the rotting floor of Pryde’s house.  “Now I don’t have anyone.  I’m all alone.”
 
   “You’re never alone,” Prudence said.  “You still have me and Rebecca and Molly.  We’re your family.”
 
   “Even Helena?” Samantha said with a smile.
 
   “Even her.”
 
   They hugged again, though not as tightly as on the beach.  Samantha had to admit Prudence had a point:  she had all the other children yet.  They were like her sisters and brothers, especially Prudence.  Even if they weren’t of the same blood or even the same culture, their time here on Eternity had made them a family.
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do without you.  Any of you.”
 
   Rebecca, always the more practical one, said, “What are we going to do now?”
 
   “We’ll rebuild the town.  It’s going to be hard, but we did it before.  We can do it again.  This time it’ll be even better.”
 
   Samantha helped Rebecca to her feet, followed by Prudence.  They walked arm-in-arm back towards the village, where a new future awaited them.
 
   *** 
 
   Mom takes Samantha’s hand after they get out of the car, though Samantha insists she’s old enough to walk along the beach on her own. “I’m twelve, Mom, not three,” Samantha says.
 
   “I know, honey. I worry about you is all.” Mom looks back to the car, where Dad is applying sunscreen first to his arms, and then to his chest. “Come on, let’s go find a place. Your father will be doing that for hours.”
 
   “It’s not my fault I don’t have such a lovely tan already,” Dad says. With a hand turned white from sunscreen he blows them a kiss.
 
   Samantha checks for any kids her own age around to see this embarrassing display. Even worse than the hand-holding and Dad turning himself into the Abominable Sunscreen Monster is Mom forcing Samantha to wear a black one-piece suit and a floppy straw hat. They might as well give her a sand shovel and pail.
 
   Before the trip west, she had ridden her bike to the department store after school. When she reached the section of bathing wear, she stared up at the mannequin in its red bikini, showing off its stone-gray skin. She imagines herself in the bikini, boys turning to look at her when she walks past.
 
   Under the fluorescent lights of the dressing room, the bikini doesn’t look nearly as impressive. The top chafes her breasts while the bottom is tight. A stubborn roll of fat—Mom said it was baby fat that would disappear when she got older peeks over the bottom. A breeze from the air conditioning sends a chill through her exposed skin.
 
   Her face turns as red as the bikini as she changes back into a loose T-shirt and jeans. Holding the bikini up, she shakes her head. She’s not pretty enough for something like this. Not like the other girls at school.
 
   The bikini on its hanger trembles in her hand beneath the mannequin’s accusing gaze. Samantha will never have a body like that. She’ll never be pretty.
 
   “The baby clothes are over there,” her mortal enemy Hannah Lindley says. Her friends shriek with laughter like a pack of monkeys.
 
   “You would know,” Samantha growls, silencing the monkeys. For a moment she glares at Hannah’s smug face and then turns around, the hanger steadying in her hand. She marches up to the counter, feeling Hannah and her friends staring.
 
   “Aren’t you a little young for this?” the old woman at the counter says.
 
   Samantha says nothing. She fishes the money from her pocket, money she’s saved from her lunch and allowance for three weeks now for this moment; it doesn’t feel half as good as she imagined. Nevertheless, she tosses back her hair, keeping her nose pointed at the ceiling as she struts past Hannah and her chattering friends.
 
   Unfortunately, Mom shared the old woman at the counter’s reaction when she caught Samantha modeling the bikini in the mirror. “Young lady, you are not going out of the house like that,” Mom said.
 
   “But Mom—”
 
   “I said no. End of story.”
 
   Samantha took off the bikini and ran to the living room, where Dad watched television. “Dad, tell Mom I can wear whatever I want,” she said.
 
   Dad’s face turned paler than usual at the sight of the bikini. “Sorry, kiddo, nothing I can do,” he said.
 
   “You two always treat me like a baby. I hate you!” Samantha stormed into her room, using the bikini as a hankie for the rest of the night.
 
   The bikini remains in a drawer back home while Samantha has to walk the beach holding Mommy’s hand in this stupid onesie with the stupid hat. Making the situation even worse, Mom wears an identical bathing suit and hat. The shrieking of Hannah’s friends echoes in Samantha’s ears.
 
   None of the boys her age even give her a passing glance. She might as well be invisible. As if that weren’t embarrassing enough, some of the men’s eyes follow Mom as she walks by. She doesn’t pay them any attention.
 
   They walk across the hot white sand until they find a relatively quiet spot near a cluster of rocks. Mom and Samantha spread out towels and lie down. While Mom reads a book, Samantha stares out at the turquoise water, watching a girl in a bikini like the one she bought splash a boy with tanned, rippling muscles.
 
   “Mom, am I ever going to be pretty?” she asks.
 
   “Of course you are, honey. When you get older.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “That depends. Some girls develop faster than others. Your time will come.”
 
   Mom turns back to her book, leaving Samantha to ponder the topic. Even if she’d worn the bikini, no one would have noticed her, especially not the one with the tanned, rippling muscles. To him, she was still a little kid playing in the sand with Mommy and Daddy.
 
   To make matters worse, Dad plops down onto the towel next to her, his body greasy and smelling like a medicine cabinet. “Did you put the whole bottle on?” she asks.
 
   “Can’t be too careful with this skin.” He spreads out on the towel, shielding his eyes with a straw hat. “If you smell boiled lobster, wake me up, kiddo.”
 
   When Dad begins to snore, Samantha turns to her mother. “Can I go swimming?” she asks.
 
   “All right, but stay where I can see you,” Mom says.
 
   Samantha tiptoes across the hot sand in her bare feet, wishing they’d never decided to vacation in California. So far her parents have done nothing but treat her like a baby and she knows it will only get worse tomorrow when they go to Disneyland. She has a vague memory of going there almost nine years ago and asking Daddy to give her a piggyback ride so she could see over the grown-ups. He’ll probably try to do the same thing tomorrow, although she doesn’t need his help to see over the grown-ups anymore.
 
   The turquoise water feels like a bath, so warm and soothing. Samantha wades out until the water comes up to her breasts. Compared with the breasts of the other girls on the beach hers seem miniscule. Mosquito bites, Hannah called them, flaunting her enormous pair.
 
   She paddles towards the couple frolicking in the water, hunching down so only her head is visible. The boy with the muscles chases the girl in the bikini, finally tackling her. They fall into the wet sand where they kiss while Samantha can only wish someone will kiss her like that someday.
 
   The wave comes up without warning, knocking Samantha from her feet. The current sucks her beneath the surface and then away from the beach. Her lungs burn, demanding air, but no matter how hard she paddles, she can’t reach the surface.
 
   A hand grabs her by the back of the bathing suit, hauling her up to the surface. At first she thinks she must be dreaming because she sees herself dragging her back to shore. Then she comes to her senses and realizes it’s Mom.
 
   Mom lays Samantha out on the sand, her voice sounding far away as she asks if Samantha is all right. Though Samantha wants to answer, there’s too much water in her lungs. She rolls over, spitting what feels like half the ocean onto the beach.
 
   “Feel better?” Mom asks.
 
   Samantha nods. This time she doesn’t mind Mom taking her hand to lead her back to the towels. Dad is still asleep, his chest turning lobster red despite the sunscreen.
 
   Even with her eyes closed, Samantha feels people staring at her, laughing at her. “Can we go?” she asks.
 
   “Of course we can, honey. Let me wake your father.”
 
   “Why the long face, kiddo?” Dad asks her as they walk back to the car.
 
   Before she can answer, Mom says, “I thought we should get back to pack for tomorrow.”
 
   “Good idea. I was going to be broiled in a few more minutes anyway, right?” he says, nudging Samantha in the ribs.
 
   “Right,” she says, smiling at Mom.
 
   From a canvas bag in the car, Mom takes out a pair of jeans and T-shirt, hands them to Samantha. She changes in a cinderblock stall with no door while Mom stands guard by the sinks. “Thank you,” Samantha says.
 
   “It’s all right, honey. All part of the job.”
 
   “You do it really well.” Samantha emerges from the stall and stands beside Mom at the sinks. In the mirror she looks like a miniature version of her mother. If only she grows up to be half as pretty and smart, she’ll be lucky.
 
   For the first time in nearly a year, she hugs her mother. Mom pats her hair and kisses her forehead the way she did when Samantha was little. “Don’t worry, honey, everything will be fine. I’ll always be here for you.” They remain that way for a minute until Mom says, “We better see what your dad is up to.”
 
   They find Dad taking pictures of the beach with the camera. Before Samantha can object or hide her face, he snaps one of her and Mom. “There’s my two bathing beauties,” he says.
 
   “Dad,” Samantha whines, stretching the word out.
 
   “Sorry. How about one more?”
 
   “Fine, but let’s do one of the whole family.”
 
   “Gee, I’d love to, but I don’t really know how to work the timer on this thing—”
 
   Mom snatches the camera from around his neck, kissing him as she fiddles with the buttons. She sets the camera on the car and then takes Dad’s hand, scampering over beside Samantha.
 
   They stand on either side of Samantha, putting a hand on her shoulder. In their touch, she feels how much they love her. Despite all that’s happened, a smile comes easily to her.
 
   Then the camera clicks, preserving the image of their love forever.
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Chapter 1:  Damage Report
 
   Samantha Young crept between the rows of dormitory beds, trying not to wake any of the other girls.  As she had each morning for the last two weeks, she tiptoed past the girls, not allowing herself the luxury of pausing to reminisce about how much they had grown over the last four years.  She made her way to the back wall and a pair of doors that led to the surface.
 
   Everyday for the last two weeks the doors had refused to budge, but today Samantha managed to pry the wooden doors open, letting in a flood of golden light.  She stuck her head up like a gopher to survey the world above, finding a blanket of white covering everything.  The snow rose in drifts like ocean waves, some taller than her.  
 
   She took a breath of the chilly air that nevertheless contained a hint of springtime warmth.  The worst blizzard in Eternity’s history had come to an end.  She hurried to close the doors before any of the other girls woke up and wanted to prematurely climb out.
 
   From inside her closet, she took out a heavy down-stuffed jacket and four different shirts and pairs of trousers to wear over her nightgown.  After she dressed, Samantha pulled on a pair of shoes and a pair of boots to keep her feet dry.  As a final touch she donned the gray hat and scarf Prudence had knit for her last Christmas.
 
   Now prepared for the elements, Samantha emerged from her room to climb the ladder to the first floor.  She paused halfway up to listen to Prudence’s guttural snores.  Prudence flatly refused to sleep underground.  Three hundred fifty years ago Reverend Crane had forced her to live in an underground prison.  After that, Samantha understood why Prudence didn’t want to spend any more time underground if possible.
 
   In Wendell’s original design for the new dormitories, the entire building was to have been underground so that another hurricane couldn’t destroy the dormitories.  Samantha approved of the design, but many of the other girls found the idea less than aesthetically pleasing.  As a compromise, Wendell designed the first floor as a parlor with chairs, tables, and a sofa where the girls could socialize before they went down for bed.
 
   Prudence slept in a cell that stretched the length of the wall on the right side.  Samantha tapped on the door and waited for any break in Prudence’s snoring.  After waiting two full minutes she opened the door and knelt down beside her friend’s bed.  Prudence slept beneath a mound of blankets that heaved with each snore, a few strands of red hair the only sign of her.  Samantha shook the mound of blankets and whispered, “Prudence, wake up.  The doors opened.”
 
   A snort came from the blankets, followed by a pale hand emerging.  Like a bird hatching from an egg, Prudence’s round face appeared, followed by her barrel-shaped chest.  She brushed hair back from her eyes, blinking a few times before recognizing Samantha.  “What time is it?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  Morning.”  Two weeks without being able to see out a window had left them all disoriented about the time.  “I got the doors open downstairs.  We have to see what’s left.”
 
   “Is it that bad?”
 
   “Drifts almost as high as the church roof.  Get dressed and let’s go,” Samantha said.
 
   Prudence gasped at this and then heaved off the bed.  A winter of strict rationing had taken its toll on Prudence’s ample frame so that her nightgown hung loose over her bulging stomach.  Samantha waited in the parlor for Prudence, strapping on a pair of snowshoes Wendell had carved.  She gave a similar pair to Prudence when she emerged from the bedroom.
 
   They tried the front door, but it still wouldn’t budge.  Prudence hesitated a moment before following Samantha down the ladder to the sleeping chambers.  This time as Samantha made her way down the aisle Helena whispered, “Where are you going?”
 
   “We’re going outside to take a look around.”
 
   “Outside?” Helena said too loudly.  The girls around her began to stir.  “Can we finally go outside?”
 
   “Not yet.  We have to make sure it’s safe.”
 
   “Why can’t we come?” Helena asked with a whine that hadn’t left her since she was a toddler.  Around her, the other girls asked the same question with their nervous eyes.
 
   “We don’t know what it’s like out there yet.  It’s too dangerous for everyone to go.  Once we know it’s safe, then the rest of you can go outside for a little while.”
 
   “I want to go now,” Helena said.  She crossed her arms over breasts that had started to blossom during the hard winter.
 
   “We won’t be long.  In the meantime, all of you stay here.”  
 
   At times like this she wished Rebecca hadn’t asked to live away from the dormitories to raise little Molly.  Samantha would have to stop by their cottage to make sure they’d survived the blizzard.  She opened the doors and climbed out into the white world.  She offered Prudence a hand up and then closed the doors behind them.  Samantha thought of trying to find a way to latch the doors from the outside but didn’t want to trap the others in case something happened.
 
   “It’s unbelievable,” Prudence said.  “I can’t remember ever seeing this much snow before.”
 
   “Neither can I,” Samantha said.  “We better start with the boys and make sure they didn’t kill each other.”
 
   They set out towards the boy’s dormitory about a hundred feet away.  While the girls had selected a façade of blue clapboard and wooden lacework painted white, the boys had gone with a log cabin motif for their parlor.  A thin column of smoke rose from the stone chimney, which Samantha took as a good sign.
 
   Prudence lagged behind as they tramped to the dormitory, her stubby legs having difficulty with the snow.  Samantha paused to let Prudence catch up, but Prudence motioned for her to go on.  Samantha left her friend behind to reach the back door to the boy’s dormitory.  She took off one of her snowshoes, using it to sweep snow away from the doors.  Prudence joined her until they cleared away enough for the doors to open.
 
   Samantha knocked and waited for someone to answer.  When the doors popped open, Wendell’s mop of red curls appeared, his freckled cheeks covered by a scarf.  “Hello,” he said.  “Is it safe to come out now?”
 
   “Almost,” Samantha said.  “How are you boys doing?”
 
   “Pretty good.  There was a fight last night, but David broke it up before anything happened.”  Wendell took in a deep breath of the crisp air, blowing out a cloud of steam.  “I’ll be glad to get out of here.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be much longer.  Tell David to sit tight for a little bit until we’re sure it’s safe.”
 
   “I already know what he’ll say:  ‘We don’t need a couple of girls telling us it’s safe.’  I can come along if you want.”
 
   “We’re all right, but thanks for offering,” Samantha said.  Wendell blushed at this and then closed the doors.
 
   Prudence cast a disapproving frown after Wendell.  “Are you sure we can trust him to tell David?” she asked.
 
   “He’ll be fine.  Come on, let’s get down to the fields and see what’s left.”  They began the long trek through the snowdrifts that covered the path to the meadow.  Prudence needed to rest halfway through the forest; Samantha found a log to clear off so they could sit down.
 
   “Do you think there’s going to be anything left?”
 
   “There wasn’t much left to start with.”
 
   “What do we do then?”
 
   “I have an idea, but it’s risky.”  She scooped up a handful of snow to melt in her mouth.  The snow reminded her of something she had tasted in a past life:  ice cream.  The word bubbled up from somewhere in the soup of her subconscious.  After nine years in Eternity she could remember things like ice cream, but still couldn’t remember more basic items like her name or place of birth.
 
   They started down the path again towards the meadow.  In other times of the year the children took lessons in the meadow’s lush grass, which was now covered by several feet of snow.  Prudence took a step and sank up to her waist in a snowdrift.  She called out for help; Samantha took her outstretched hand and yanked her out of the drift.  They both rolled down the meadow, shooting up into the air at the base of the hill and landing headfirst in a snow bank.  
 
   Samantha pulled herself out of the snow, shaking it off like a wet dog.  Prudence kicked her legs as she fought to get out until Samantha dug her out.  “I’m sorry,” Prudence said.
 
   “Look at it this way, we got down here a lot faster.”  They laughed harder than necessary, tears freezing on their cheeks.  Then they set out towards the barn to check on the livestock.
 
   The storm four years ago had killed half of the cows, chickens, and sheep in Eternity, including the only bull.  A few of the sheep and chickens had been replaced, but not enough.  To supplement the loss of chicken, eggs, and mutton they’d eaten enough fish in the last four years for Samantha to worry she might sprout gills.
 
   Inside the barn, Samantha found the cold had finished off the remaining animals.  She knelt down to examine the still form of a chicken and frowned.  They’d been dead too long for water of the Fountain of Youth to restore.  
 
   Prudence stood in the doorway of the barn, her face pale.  “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   “Now we don’t have a choice.  Let’s go round up David and Rebecca.  We’ve got some planning to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2:  Council of War
 
   Long ago in the peaceful kingdom of Dublin, the good King Daniel and Queen Margaret ruled with kindness and fairness to everyone.  That is until the evil Lord Pryde showed up on the doorstep of the king and queen during the celebration for the royal couple’s new daughter.  Always one to show mercy to strangers, the king allowed Lord Pryde to stay for the feast.
 
   After the roast boar was served on silver plates for everyone, King Daniel stood up to make a toast for the new princess.  As he was about to speak, Lord Pryde stood up to interrupt him.  “Your kingdom and all its riches will now be mine,” Lord Pryde said.  With that, he raised his arms and everyone in the castle fell asleep.
 
   Everyone except the newborn princess in her crib lined with pink velvet.  Though just a baby, she could sense something terrible had happened.  She cried and cried for her mommy and daddy, but they never came.  
 
   Seeing the baby girl’s plight, the child’s guardian angel swooped down from Heaven to appear beside the crib.  “Someday, when you’re old enough, you’ll come back to this place and take what’s rightfully yours,” the angel said to the girl.  The angel scooped the girl up and carried her off to the distant island of Eternity, leaving her in the care of a girl named Rebecca.
 
   Rebecca named the girl Molly and raised her as her own.  She never told Molly about her royal parents or the angel watching over her.  She let Molly grow up like every other child on Eternity.  But Molly knew she was special.  Even when the others made fun of her for being too little, it didn’t matter.  One day she would find her real parents and show them all.
 
   Then the moment the angel and Rebecca feared most came to pass:  Lord Pryde found young Molly.  Though Molly wasn’t a baby anymore, Lord Pryde knew she was the daughter of King Daniel and Queen Margaret.  As long as she was free, he couldn’t unlock the treasures of Dublin.  
 
   So he took her away kicking and screaming from Rebecca and locked her up in a tower too high for anyone to climb.  Molly spent day after day in the dark tower with nothing to do except play with two cats.  One was skinny with black fur that she called Samantha.  The other was very fat with orange fur that she called Prudence.  These weren’t ordinary cats; they could speak to Molly and sing to her at night when she got lonely.
 
   Years and years went by in the tower.  Molly’s beautiful red hair grew so long that it wound around the room like a snake.  Outside the window in the tower, snow covered the once-green hills and the blue lakes had turned to ice.  Molly sighed as she gazed out the window.  “I’m never going to get out of here,” she said.  Not even the cats could cheer her up by singing her favorite song—“I Got You Babe.”
 
   But then in the distance a spot of light caught her eye.  Soon the spot of light became a knight in silver armor riding on top of a horse so white she could barely make it out in the snow.  The knight stopped beneath the tower and looked up.  “Greetings fair maiden,” the knight said.  “I am Sir Francis—”
 
   A knock on the front door tore Molly Brigham from her story.  She left the rag dolls on the floor as she ran to the door.  No one had visited in two weeks, not since the big storm.  Mama Becky said they couldn’t go outside to see what had happened; it was too dangerous for a little girl out there.  “I’m not little,” Molly told her.  She turned five years old next week and Aunt Samantha had promised she could go to school with the others in the spring.
 
   Molly almost screamed when she answered the door and saw two faceless people clad in layers of mismatched clothes.  Then one of the people took off a scarf to reveal Aunt Samantha.  “Hello Molly,” Aunt Samantha said.  “How’s your mom?”
 
   “She’s still asleep.  You want to play dollies with me?”
 
   “I would love to, but not right now.  I have to talk with your mom about some important things first.”
 
   “All right,” Molly said.
 
   Aunt Samantha came in and sat down by the fire along with the other person, who took off her hat to reveal Aunt Prudence.  She mumbled a greeting to Molly; Aunt Prudence never talked much to Molly and always had a pained expression like someone was pinching her.  Most of the time, though, she came armed with little presents like a new rag doll or a pretty new dress.  “Did you bring me anything?” Molly asked her.
 
   “Not today, dear,” Aunt Prudence said.  She looked down at the nightgown that now only went to Molly’s knees.  “You’ll have to come in the shop so I can measure you for new clothes.”
 
   “You are growing like a weed,” Aunt Samantha said.  She patted Molly’s head.  “Your hair looks so pretty.”
 
   “Mama curled it yesterday.  She said I had a rat’s nest on my head.  She brushed out the tangles, but I didn’t cry once.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” Aunt Samantha said.  She took off her boots and then stood up from the fireplace.  “Think you can wake your mom up so we can talk to her?”
 
   “Of course I can,” Molly said.  She hurried off to Mama Becky’s room.  Mama Becky slept on her side, facing away from Molly.  She shook Mama Becky and said, “Mama, wake up.  Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence are here.  Mama.  Mama.”  She kept repeating the word and shaking Mama Becky until Mama Becky rolled over.  She lay there, staring up at the ceiling until Molly climbed onto her tummy.  “Morning, Mama.”
 
   “Morning, sweetie.”  Mama Becky sat up and pressed Molly’s head to her breast.  “Mama isn’t in the mood to play right now.”
 
   “I’m not playing.  Or at least I was, but then I heard a knock at the door and I saw two scary-looking people and I was going to cry.  But then it turned out to be Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence all dressed up and they asked to sit down by the fire to warm up and—”
 
   “Now sweetie, what have I told you about fibbing?”
 
   “I’m not fibbing.  They’re really here.  Come and see.”
 
   Molly took Mama Becky’s hand and tried to pull her from bed, but she was far too heavy.  Mama Becky got out of bed, her brown hair like a rat’s nest in need of brushing.  She picked Molly up and carried her into the living room, almost dropping Molly when she saw Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence.  “You are here,” she said.  “I thought Molly was making up another one of her stories again.”
 
   “We managed to get the doors open this morning,” Aunt Samantha said.  “David and Wendell are on their way.”
 
   Mama Becky frowned, although Molly didn’t see why.  Uncle David was always a little grouchy and Uncle Wendell a little strange, but they weren’t mean.  Uncle Wendell had even carved a special big-girl bed for Molly two years ago with pretty dancing unicorns on the headboard.  
 
   Mama Becky set Molly down on the floor.  “Molly, why don’t you go to your room and play?  Mama needs to talk with Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence about some important things.”
 
   “Why can’t I stay?  I’m a big girl now.”
 
   “I know you are, sweetie, but these are very boring grownup things.  After we’re done I’ll make all of us pancakes for breakfast.  Would you like that?”
 
   “Yes, but why can’t I stay?”  Molly’s lower lip trembled, but she held off crying in front of Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence.  She didn’t want them to think she was still a baby.
 
   “Molly, please, go to your room.”
 
   “We won’t talk about anything interesting without you,” Aunt Samantha said.  “I promise.  Cross my heart.”
 
   Molly turned and went to her bedroom.  After she closed the door, she picked up the doll of handsome Sir Francis, but she didn’t want to play.  Instead, she pressed her ear to the door to listen to the grownups talk.
 
   “It’s that bad?” Mama Becky said.
 
   “I’m afraid so.  There’s nothing left,” Aunt Samantha said.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Mama Becky asked.
 
   “I have an idea.  It’s dangerous and I hoped we wouldn’t need to try it for a few more years, but I don’t see any choice now.  Our supplies won’t last more than a couple weeks.”
 
   “We always have the fountain,” Mama Becky said.
 
   “I know, but that’s not a long-term solution.  That wouldn’t be much better than what the reverend did.”
 
   The door opened and Molly heard Uncle David’s growly voice and Uncle Wendell’s voice that squeaked every few words as though he had the hiccups.  Uncle David was mad at Uncle Wendell for falling into snowdrifts.  “I spent twenty minutes digging Wendy out of the snow,” Uncle David said.
 
   “Stop calling me that!” Uncle Wendell shouted.  Mama Becky shushed him and Aunt Samantha told the boys to sit by the fire.  She repeated what she’d said to Mama Becky.
 
   “I don’t see any choice now but to try crossing the sea,” Aunt Samantha announced.  “Wendell, can the fishing boat get us there and back in one piece?”
 
   “It should, with some modifications,” he said.
 
   “Good.  Only a couple of us can go and the others have to stay here and look after things—”
 
   Molly opened the door and raced into the circle of grownups.  “I’ll go!” she said.  “I want to go across the sea.”  
 
   “Molly, I told you to stay in your room,” Mama Becky said.
 
   “Please Mama, let me go.  I’m old enough.”
 
   Aunt Samantha shook her head.  “I’m sorry, honey, but I can’t let you go.  I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anything happened to that pretty head of yours.”
 
   Molly stamped her foot.  “You think I’m too little.”
 
   “No, of course not.  But it’s going to be very scary—”
 
   “I’m not scared.  I won’t cry even if a mean old snake comes out of the water to eat us.”
 
   Aunt Samantha laughed and patted Molly’s head again.  “I’m sure you wouldn’t.  You’re a very brave girl.  That’s why it’s so important you stay here.”
 
   Mama Becky picked Molly up and sat with Molly on her lap.  “That’s right, sweetheart, you have to stay here with me and look after all the other boys and girls.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Aunt Samantha asked.
 
   Mama Becky nodded.  She put a hand on Molly’s head.  “My place is here with Molly.”
 
   Aunt Prudence gulped as if she were swallowing a whole egg.  “I’ll go with you,” she said to Aunt Samantha.
 
   “You should stay here with Becky,” Uncle David said.  “Samantha and I can handle this.”
 
   “What about me?  I want to go too,” Uncle Wendell said.  “You’ll need me if anything goes wrong with the boat.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of going without you,” Aunt Samantha said.  “David, you stay here with Becky.  We’ll need someone to watch over everyone in case something happens.”
 
   “What?  You’re letting Wendy go and not me?”  It was Uncle David’s turn to stamp his foot.  “You expect me to sit here and babysit while you go gallivanting off across the sea?”
 
   “I’m sorry, David, but we need someone here strong enough to look after the others in case anything goes wrong.  Prudence, Wendell, and I will go over there and get what supplies we can.  Becky and David will be in charge of the town.  Agreed?”
 
   Uncle David’s face had turned an angry red, but he nodded along with everyone else.  Mama Becky kissed Molly on the forehead and then stood up.  “Now, how about those pancakes?”  She put Molly down, who ran into her bedroom and slammed the door shut.  She didn’t want the others to see her cry.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3:  Early Withdrawal
 
   The town’s only boat was beached in a cove sheltered from the waves.  Snow covered the boat so that David and some of the other boys had to dig the vessel out from the drifts.  Afterwards, Wendell and Samantha inspected the boat to find it still in good condition.  
 
   The fishing boat was twenty feet long and usually took a crew of two.  Since the vessel operated close to the shore, it relied solely on oars for power.  “It shouldn’t be hard to rig up a sail,” Wendell said.  “We just need to find a piece of wood big enough for a mast and a few bed sheets.”
 
   Wendell explained the size and shape needed for the mast.  Samantha sent David and a party of boys out in search of a tree that could be sacrificed to meet their needs.  She set Prudence and Rebecca to work on stitching a pair of sheets together for the sail.  Molly started to jump up and down excitedly when Samantha came over to talk with Rebecca about the sail.  “I want to help,” Molly said.  “I can help.”
 
   “I’m sure you can,” Samantha said.  She tried to think of something the little girl could do.  “Why don’t you run over to the pantry and help Aunt Phyllis pack the supplies we’ll need?”
 
   “Make sure you dress nice and warm first,” Rebecca said.  
 
   Samantha pulled a hat over Molly’s head of curls and then wet her finger to wipe a spot of dirt from the girl’s freckled cheek.  Molly giggled at this and then pointed to a spot on Samantha’s face.  “What’s that red thing?” she asked.
 
   “That’s a pimple,” Samantha said.
 
   “What’s a pimple?”
 
   “It’s something you’ll get when you’re old like me,” Samantha said with a wink.  “Come on, let’s hurry up and go before your mom changes her mind.”
 
   She took Molly’s hand and waved to Rebecca with the other as she left the cottage on the edge of town.  At first she didn’t understand why Rebecca insisted on her own house in which to raise the girl, but she’d come to see why in the last four years.  Out here, away from the dormitories, Molly could have as close to a normal life as possible in Eternity.  Living with only Rebecca also spared her from much of the teasing from the other girls about being the baby.
 
   Samantha considered the wisdom of putting Molly in the care of Phyllis and Helena for the day.  As Samantha knew from her own experience those two delighted in picking on anyone different.  But Samantha didn’t want the rambunctious little girl disturbing Prudence and Rebecca as they worked on the sail.  They couldn’t afford any delays in getting the boat ready.
 
   Molly rode on Samantha’s back and chattered the entire way from the cottage to the pantry at the far end of what Wendell had dubbed Main Street.  In redesigning the town after the hurricane, Wendell had concentrated the various workshops once spread in a circle around the church into two rows with a road between them to give the feel of a real town.  Samantha and Molly passed Prudence’s tailor shop, Rebecca’s bakery, Helena’s laundromat, Phyllis’s cafeteria, and Wendell’s workshop.  Molly waved to each building, although all the windows were boarded up for the winter months.  “When will Mama Becky be able to reopen the bakery?” Molly asked.
 
   “Not for a little while,” Samantha said.  She cringed at the name ‘Mama Becky.’  This term had first come up almost two years ago when Molly asked ‘Mama Becky’ for a piece of cake at her third birthday party.  Rebecca’s face had reddened for a moment as though someone had slapped her, but she didn’t correct the girl.  Samantha took Rebecca aside later to comfort her.
 
   “She’s never said that to me before.  ‘Mama Becky’ as if she has a dozen mamas looking after her.  I’m the one who raised her since she was a baby,” Rebecca said.
 
   “I know, but she’s a smart girl.  You had to expect she’d figure it out sooner or later,” Samantha said.
 
   “Not this soon!” Rebecca wailed and started to cry.  Samantha had sat Molly down later to explain why Rebecca wouldn’t come out of her bedroom.
 
   “Your mama is very sad right now,” Samantha said.
 
   “Did I do something bad?”
 
   “No, of course not.  You didn’t do anything wrong.”  She sat the little girl down on her lap.  “Your mom works really hard to take care of you and she loves you very much.”
 
   “I know,” Molly said.  “But she’s not my real mama.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Helena told me.  She said all our mamas and daddies went far away a long time ago and someday they’ll come back.”  Molly looked up at her with a child’s innocent eyes.  “Did your mama and daddy leave you, Aunt Samantha?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are they coming back?”
 
   Samantha couldn’t bear to tell sweet little Molly the horrible truth that all their parents had died years ago, including her own.  “Of course they are, sweetheart.”  She lowered her voice to add, “But until they do, Rebecca is your mama and you shouldn’t treat her any differently.”
 
   Molly nodded and to her credit had never called Rebecca ‘Mama Becky’ again, at least not in Rebecca’s presence.  That incident had shown the disadvantage in letting Rebecca raise Molly.  Rebecca had come to see herself as the girl’s actual mother.  As Molly grew older she would question her parentage more.  Samantha didn’t know what Rebecca would do then.
 
   For now Samantha dropped little Molly off with Phyllis.  Always a sullen child, Phyllis had grown into a sullen young woman.  “I’m not a babysitter,” she groused.
 
   “I’m sure there’s plenty Molly can help with,” Samantha said.  She felt Molly press against her leg in fear.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Phyllis said.  Phyllis snorted as she bent down to look Molly in the eye.  “Try not to break anything.”
 
   “It’ll be all right, Molly,” Samantha said when Molly didn’t move.  “Be a big girl and help Aunt Phyllis.”
 
   Molly nodded and let go of Samantha’s leg.  Samantha kissed the little girl on the forehead and then left her with Phyllis to prepare supplies for the voyage.  Samantha waited for Phyllis to slam the door shut before she started out on her own errand.
 
   After strapping on her snowshoes and finding an empty bag, Samantha set out for Pryde’s hut deep in the forest.  The trip was difficult, requiring her to stop three times to rest and twice more to extricate herself from a deep patch of snow.  She checked the snow for any footprints that might indicate any of Pryde’s dogs in the area, but no one had seen any in four years.
 
   Pryde’s hut was invisible in the snow except for the doorway, which had somehow missed being drifted over.  Samantha opened the front door to the mud hut and found everything unchanged.  She opened the cellar door next to the bed and climbed down the steps into the basement.  Here she found a grim memorial in the clothes scattered around the floor.  All of the garments had once belonged to women Pryde had killed over three hundred fifty years.  Samantha stepped gingerly over the clothes, not wanting to disturb them.
 
   She went into Pryde’s trophy room.  At one time he’d kept piles of bones from his victims in this room along with pictures taken from them.  All of these now lay in the ground a short distance away, the ghosts of his evil laid to rest forever.  
 
   A sick feeling came to her stomach as she knelt down in front of the safe.  She put a hand to the necklace she wore around her neck, a half of heart engraved with the first half of the words, “Best Friends Forever.”  Pryde had taken this necklace off her as a trophy.  She didn’t know what had become of the necklace’s other half.  
 
   Samantha spun the combination to the safe—the numbers still burned into her mind—and yanked the door open.  Inside the safe, gold and silver treasures glittered.  She reached out to scoop them up, but then hesitated.  These necklaces, bracelets, and broaches had all belonged to Pryde’s victims.  By taking them now, was she any better than him?
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t have a choice,” she said.  If they were going to cross the sea and get supplies, they needed something to barter.  As much as she hated to admit it, these items had more value than anything else on Eternity.  At least now these monuments to death could be used to bring life.  She dumped them into the bag with tears in her eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4:  Bon Voyage
 
   The boat Wendell had dubbed the Primrose floated in the water, its patchwork sail fluttering in the breeze.  Samantha thought the boat looked small and fragile against the vast expanse of the ocean.  They didn’t have a choice, though.  If they didn’t attempt to find supplies across the sea they would be forced to live off the Fountain of Youth’s water for months or years.  She didn’t relish the thought of remaining fourteen for the rest of her life.  Molly would suffer an even worse fate, being trapped in the body of a five-year-old.  The Primrose was their only hope.
 
   Samantha walked along the rows of children, saying her farewells.  Most of the girls had tears in their eyes while the boys wore grim expressions, trying to remain stoic.  Even Helena had to wipe tears from her eyes; they all knew what was at stake.  Samantha knelt down to look Molly in the eyes.  The little girl’s face had turned red from crying.  “Don’t worry, we aren’t going to be gone for long,” Samantha told her.
 
   “I know,” Molly mumbled.
 
   “I’ll bring you back something.  How would you like that?”  The little girl nodded, but then tugged on Samantha’s sleeve after she turned around.
 
   “Promise you won’t forget me,” Molly said.
 
   “I could never forget you.”  Samantha kissed Molly on the cheek.  “You take good care of your mama while I’m gone.”
 
   Samantha stood up to embrace Rebecca, who had begun to cry as much as Molly.  “Be careful,” Rebecca said.  “If you fall into the water, don’t forget to kick your legs and paddle in nice, easy motions.  Not like you used to do.”
 
   “I’ll remember.”  She kissed Rebecca on the cheek too.  “We’ll be back soon and then you, Molly, and I can go swimming in the stream.”  They embraced again and then Samantha turned to wave at the other children.  Prudence and Wendell came to stand on either side of her, having said their goodbyes.  Together they climbed the ramp up to the Primrose and made ready to sail.
 
   David untied the mooring line from the pier, tossing it into the boat.  Samantha took a seat along a bench in the bow and took up a set of oars.  Wendell leapt onto the bench across from her before Prudence could sit down.  “I was going to sit there!” Prudence said.  Wendell pretended not to hear her.
 
   When she nudged his shoulders, Wendell looked up at Prudence and stuck out his tongue.  Prudence’s fists clenched and unclenched; she stood there, quivering with anger.  “You should sit in the back anyway to make sure we don’t tip over.”
 
   Prudence’s face turned magenta.  Samantha stood up to get between them.  “Come on you two, this is serious.”
 
   “Tell him to get out of my seat,” Prudence said.
 
   “I got here first.  It’s not my fault you’re too slow.”
 
   “Samantha, tell him to move.”
 
   Wendell grabbed the edges of the bench with both hands.  “Let him sit there if he wants,” Samantha said.  Prudence grumbled something and then sat on the bench in the bow among their provisions.  All three of them took up the oars and gradually the Primrose began to move away from the pier.
 
   Samantha watched the children of Eternity fade away along the shore until they disappeared.  They kept rowing for a few more minutes to get into open water.  “Which way do we go?” Prudence asked from her seat in the back.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Samantha said.  She looked all around them, but saw only blue-gray water stretching to the horizon. “Let’s try going west.”
 
   “Why?” Wendell asked.
 
   “Call it a hunch.”  They pointed the front of the boat in the opposite direction of the rising sun and started to row westward.  The wind remained almost nonexistent, forcing them to keep rowing.  Samantha tried to get Wendell and Prudence to stroke as one, but they seemed locked in some kind of competition to row harder than each other.  Samantha finally called for them to stop and ordered Prudence to take a break.
 
   “Why me?” she said.
 
   “Because I said so.  Wendell and I will take the first shift rowing, then you and I, and then both of you.  If we aren’t going to get any help from the wind then we’ll need our strength to paddle all the way there.”
 
   “It’s not fair,” Prudence complained.  She curled up in the stern, using a sack of food for a pillow.  The sound of her snoring soon rumbled across the Primrose.
 
   “Why did you bring her?” Wendell asked as they rowed.  “She’s not good for anything.”
 
   “Prudence wanted to come,” Samantha said.  “She’s stronger than people give her credit for.”  The other, more selfish reason Samantha had allowed Prudence to come along was having a friend with her would make the journey bearable.
 
   “She’s stupid and ugly.  Not like you,” Wendell said, blushing with the last words.
 
   “Prudence is a nice girl.  She doesn’t deserve to be tormented by everyone because she’s a little heavier.”
 
   “A little heavier?  She’s a whale.”
 
   “You of all people should be able to understand what it’s like to be picked on,” Samantha said.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Wendell said.
 
   “Give her a chance.  I’m sure you two would like each other.”  They rowed on in silence until their shoulders ached from the effort.  Samantha let go of her oars to rest for a minute.  She closed her eyes, soaking in the noonday sun.
 
   Her eyes flew open when she felt hands kneading the muscles in her shoulders.  She found Wendell standing behind her with a shy smile on his face.  “How’s that?” he asked.
 
   “That feels nice,” Samantha said.  She closed her eyes and let Wendell’s hands massage the soreness out of her shoulders.  When her eyes opened again, she found herself lying on the deck with Wendell and Prudence standing over her, arguing.
 
   “She was my friend first.  You can’t take her away,” Prudence said.  She pushed Wendell, who stumbled and fell on top of Samantha.  “You’re a stupid little weasel.  I don’t know why she let you come.”
 
   “I’m the one who built this boat,” Wendell said.  “What’d you do other than sew a couple sheets together?”
 
   “You didn’t build anything.  The other boys did all the work because you’re too weak to do anything except whittle some sticks.  You should have stayed home, Wendy.”
 
   Wendell jumped to his feet and stabbed Prudence in the chest with one finger.  “Don’t call me that!” he screamed.
 
   “Why, what are you going to do?  You can’t hurt me.”
 
   “That’s because you’re protected by all that fat.”
 
   “Why you little—” Samantha got between them before Prudence could wrap her hands around Wendell’s throat.
 
   “Knock it off you two,” Samantha said.  “Wendell, go get some rest.  Prudence and I will row.”
 
   “She started it.  She called me a pervert.”
 
   “You were touching her.”
 
   “He gave me a massage, that’s all,” Samantha said.  “The two of you stop fighting or we’ll turn around and I’ll get someone else to help me.  Understand?”
 
   Prudence and Wendell looked down at the deck with shame.  They nodded in unison and then Wendell slunk back to the stern to sleep.  Samantha and Prudence took the oars and continued to row.  “You shouldn’t have let him come,” Prudence said.
 
   “He said the same thing.  You two have a lot in common.”  Samantha winked at Prudence.  “Don’t you think he’s cute?”
 
   “Wendell?  He’s a sissy.”
 
   “Then who do you like?  I bet it’s David.”
 
   Prudence’s face turned red again and to Samantha’s surprise Prudence began to cry.  “What difference does it make if I like anyone?  No one will ever like me.”
 
   “That’s not true.  I’m sure plenty of boys will like you when they get more mature.”
 
   Prudence shook her head.  “None of them will ever like me.  I’m not like you or Helena.  The skinny girls.”
 
   “Come on, Prudence, don’t start that again.  You’re going through a phase, that’s all.  When you get older—”
 
   “I’ll be even fatter.  You don’t understand.  How could you?  You’ve always been skinny.”
 
   “You don’t have to be fat if you don’t want to.  You can fight against it.”
 
   “I’m not strong like you,” Prudence said.  She patted the gut draping over her waist.  “I’m more like Rebecca.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with either of you.  You’re my two best friends.”  Samantha reached across to wipe the tears from Prudence’s cheeks.  “Someone is going to come along and see you the way I do and love you even more than me.”
 
   “Thanks,” Prudence said.  They rowed in silence until the sun began to sink beneath the waves.  Prudence went to the back of the boat to rouse Wendell.  If only Samantha could wave a magic wand and make Prudence thin and Wendell tall and herself with all her memories intact.  But not even the Fountain of Youth’s water could help with that.
 
   Fog rose during the night to shroud the Primrose in gloom.  Samantha, Wendell, and Prudence took turns rowing all through the night, saying little to each other.  Samantha woke in the morning to find the fog even thicker, so that she couldn’t see her hand when she held it over the edge of the boat.  “Let go of the oars,” Samantha said.  “We’ll wait for this to clear.”
 
   They gathered in the stern to eat a meager breakfast of apples, cold bread, and thin strips of salted meat with sips from a skin of water to wash it all down.  “How long until this fog lifts?” Prudence asked.  She ate the least of any of them; from the greenness of her face Samantha sensed it had more to do with seasickness than self-consciousness about her weight.
 
   “The sun should burn it off,” Samantha said.  The day came and went with the fog still in place and the Primrose drifting ahead on its own.
 
   “We’re cursed,” Prudence said that night when the fog still hadn’t lifted.  “God doesn’t want us to cross the sea.  He wants to keep us in Eternity forever.”
 
   “It’s not a curse,” Wendell said.  “It’s a perfectly natural phenomenon.”
 
   “How would you know?” Prudence shot back.
 
   “I know it’s not some kind of silly curse by God.”
 
   “Settle down, both of you.  Let’s get some sleep.”  Despite Wendell’s reassurances, Samantha prayed before she fell asleep for them to reach the mainland.  
 
   The next morning dawned clear without a cloud in the sky.  A divine wind caught the sail, pushing them westward without the need for the oars.  Before the sun reached directly overhead, Wendell gave a shout and pointed excitedly to a dark smudge on the horizon.  “Land!” he cried out.
 
   Samantha tried not to get too excited, but in a few minutes the smudge became a set of cliffs.  At last they had found the mainland.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5:  Good Intentions Gone Bad
 
   Molly and Mama Becky hadn’t visited the bakery in over two weeks, not since the big storm.  Now that the snow had melted enough for everyone to come out of hiding, Mama Becky had reopened the bakery.  She sent Molly over to ask Ugly Phyllis for a bushel of apples to make pies.  “Why?” Molly asked.
 
   “I thought I’d make everyone a treat,” Mama Becky said.
 
   Molly rubbed her hands together with glee and then ran to get her jacket.  Mama Becky’s apple pie was one of her favorite dishes.  The way the sweet scent of the apples filled the bakery left her mouth watering for hours in anticipation.  Then came that first slice, still warm enough for the crust to melt in her mouth.  She wished Mama Becky could make apple pie every day.
 
   She made her way over to the pantry without once sinking into the snow.  She wished Aunt Samantha were here to see she’d made it all by herself.  But Aunt Samantha had gone away across the sea without her.  She’ll come back, Molly thought.  She promised she would.
 
   Molly knocked on the door to the pantry, waiting for Ugly Phyllis to answer.  She hated Phyllis.  Ugly Phyllis was fat like Mama Becky and Aunt Prudence, but her face always looked as if she’d eaten a lemon.  When Mama Becky or Aunt Samantha weren’t around, Ugly Phyllis called Molly names like “Carrothead” or “Freckleface.”  One of her favorite hobbies was to sneaking behind Molly to yank one of her curls straight until she cried out.
 
   Ugly Phyllis wasn’t as bad as Hateful Helena, who more often than not would show up in the pantry when she should be doing laundry.  Hateful Helena pinched Molly’s cheeks until she cried and then dragged her by the hair into the cellar.  She locked Molly down there for hours.  Molly had tried telling Mama Becky, but she thought Molly was making up a story.  When Hateful Helena found out Molly had told, she took Molly’s clothes and then hauled her down to the cellar.  Since then, Molly hadn’t tried to tell anyone.
 
   Ugly Phyllis answered the door and to Molly’s relief she didn’t see Hateful Helena around.  “What do you want, Freckles?”
 
   “Mama sent me to ask for a bushel of apples.”
 
   “We only have one bushel left.”
 
   “She wants to make pie for everyone.”
 
   “She does?”  Ugly Phyllis licked her lips, drawing attention to a line of dark fuzz over her top lip.  Molly cringed at this sight.  “Well, I suppose I can let her have them then.  Tell Becky I’ll bring them over in a little bit.  I wouldn’t want you to carry them.  You’d spill them all over.”
 
   “I can do it,” Molly said.
 
   Ugly Phyllis tousled Molly’s hair hard enough to make her wince.  “I’m sure you think you can, Carrothead.  This is a grownup job, though.  Not for babies.”
 
   “I’m not a baby!” Molly protested, but Ugly Phyllis had already slammed the door in her face.  Molly felt heat rising in her face and stamped her foot in the snow at Ugly Phyllis’s nerve to call her a baby.
 
   She stomped back to the bakery and told Mama Becky what Ugly Phyllis had said.  Mama Becky knelt down to kiss Molly on the cheek.  “Of course you’re not a baby.  You’re my big girl.  Here, you can help me with the crusts,” Mama Becky said.  She helped Molly up onto a stool so she could reach the counter.
 
   A lump of floured dough lay on the counter.  Mama Becky showed Molly how to use the rolling pin to smooth the dough flat.  But when Molly tried to imitate Mama Becky’s smooth, graceful strokes, the rolling pin shot from her grasp and fell to the floor.  “Don’t worry about it, sweetie.  It takes a little bit of practice.”
 
   Mama Becky handed the rolling pin back to her and this time Molly attacked the dough.  The stupid dough still wouldn’t flatten the way Mama Becky had done it.  Instead, the dough became a steep-sided mountain on the counter.  Mama Becky finally snatched the rolling pin away as Molly started to cry.  “There now, it’s all right, sweetie.  You’re doing fine.  You just need to relax a little.  Don’t try to hurt the dough.  You want to stroke it, massage it.”  Mama Becky easily smoothed the mountain into a puddle on the counter.
 
   “I can’t do it,” Molly said through her tears.  “I’m a stupid baby like Ugly Phyllis said.”
 
   “No, sweetie.  Some people are better at things than others.  Why, your Aunt Samantha can’t boil water without burning it.  When she was about your age, she almost burned the kitchen down trying to bake a loaf of bread.”
 
   “Really?  She was that bad?”
 
   “She was awful.  Your Aunt Prudence and I barred her from ever trying to cook again.”
 
   Molly giggled and wiped the tears from her eyes.  Aunt Samantha couldn’t cook and no one would call her a baby.  Molly hugged Mama Becky.  “Thank you, Mama.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetie.”
 
   “I miss Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence.  When are they coming back?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart.  Soon, I hope.”  Mama Becky’s face turned sad at this.  Molly wondered if she were about to cry.  Instead, Mama Becky wadded the dough up again.  “This time we’ll do it together, all right?”
 
   The door flew open then and Annie stood in the doorway.  “There’s a fight in the dormitory,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.  
 
   “Where’s David?” Mama Becky asked.
 
   “In the fields.  With the boys,” Annie said.
 
   “I’d better get over there then.”  Mama Becky bent down to look Molly in the eye.  “You stay here and don’t touch anything while I’m gone.”  She kissed Molly on the forehead and then hurried out the door with Quiet Annie.
 
   After the door closed, Molly stared at the rolling pin and pile of dough.  Mama Becky had said not to touch anything while she was gone.  Did she think Molly was such a baby that she would create a mess if left alone for a few minutes?  Molly would show her.
 
   At first the dough began to flatten as it had for Mama Becky.  Molly cried out with triumph.  She was doing it all by herself!  Then the door banged open, startling Molly.  The rolling pin flew out of her hands and into the air.
 
   Ugly Phyllis turned around in time to see the rolling pin flying at her head.  She dropped the bushel of apples to floor, but still couldn’t duck in time.  The rolling pin struck her in the forehead, knocking her backwards onto some of the apples.
 
   Molly sat at the counter for a moment, paralyzed by fear.  Then she scurried over to a cupboard and climbed inside to hide.  When Mama Becky saw what she’d done she would be in so much trouble.  She would probably get a spanking.  All because Ugly Phyllis had opened the door at the wrong time.
 
   Molly crouched in the cupboard, sobbing to herself for a long time.  At last the door opened and she heard Mama Becky cry out, “What happened?  Molly?  Where are you?”
 
   “That stupid little brat hit me with a rolling pin,” Ugly Phyllis said.  “She waited until I opened the door and then she threw it at me because I wouldn’t let her carry the apples.”
 
   “I’m sure it was an accident—”
 
   “That child is a monster!  You should let me give her a whipping.  That’s what she deserves.”  Ugly Phyllis grunted and then added, “Look at this mess.  We lost a good quarter bushel of apples thanks to her.”
 
   “It will be fine, Phyllis.  Do you need any water?”
 
   “I don’t want anything from you.  When you find that brat, send her over to me and I’ll make sure she gets what she deserves.”  The door slammed shut.  Molly trembled within the cupboard, trying not to make a sound as she sobbed.
 
   To her horror, the cupboard door opened and Mama Becky knelt there, her face red.  “Molly, you’ve been a very bad girl.  You could have hurt Phyllis very badly.  What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to,” Molly said.  “I was trying to roll the dough and the door opened and the rolling pin hit her.  That’s what happened, honest.”
 
   “Molly, I told you not to touch anything while I was gone.  You disobeyed me.”
 
   “Are you going to let Ugly Phyllis beat me now?”
 
   “Of course not, sweetheart.”  Mama Becky reached into the cupboard to pull Molly out.  “I want you to go home and think about what you’ve done.  Later we’ll go over so you can apologize to Phyllis.”
 
   “But Mama—”
 
   “No buts, young lady.  Now, go home and stay in your room until I come get you.  But no playing dollies in there.  Do you understand?”  Molly nodded.  Mama Becky kissed her on the forehead and then helped Molly into her coat.  They stepped past the flattened remains of apples near the door.
 
   “Are you still going to make pies?” Molly asked.
 
   “Yes, but you aren’t to have any.”  When Molly shouted in protest, Mama Becky glared down at her.  “Maybe now you’ll learn not to misbehave.  Go on and we’ll talk about this later.”
 
   She gently pushed Molly out into the snow and then closed the door.  Molly ran towards the cottage, tears freezing in her eyes.  It wasn’t fair!  This was all Ugly Phyllis’s fault for being mean to her and then getting in the way of the rolling pin.  She wouldn’t apologize to Ugly Phyllis, not ever.  Not even if Mama Becky offered her a piece of pie.
 
   She threw herself onto her bed, pressing the dolly of Sir Francis to her chest.  Someday he would come to save her from this awful place.  He would gallop up on his white horse and rescue her just like in her stories.  If only Aunt Samantha had let her go across the sea.  Maybe then she could find him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6:  The Ghost
 
   They drew closer to the shore, paddling as hard as they could.  Samantha’s shoulders burned from the effort, but she didn’t care.  She would have jumped from the boat and swam ashore if it would get her there faster.  
 
   In front of her, Prudence’s hair was plastered to her face by sweat and Wendell’s cheeks glowed red, but still they kept going.  Each time the oars smacked against the surface of the water, Samantha imagined they said, “Almost there.”  Almost there, to a world she could not remember.
 
   The boat struck bottom with about twenty feet left.  Samantha jumped over the side and ordered Wendell to throw the mooring line to her.  She tried to tug the boat ashore, but it was too heavy.  Without being asked, Prudence threw herself over the side to help Samantha pull the rope while Wendell got out to push the boat from behind.  Together they dragged the Primrose onto a narrow band of dirt.
 
   Once the boat was safely beached, the three children sank down onto the sand.  “We made it,” Prudence said between gasps.
 
   “Where are we?” Wendell asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Samantha said.  “We’ll have to find out.”
 
   She looked up at the walls of rock overlooking the beach.  In her hands she still held the mooring line for the Primrose.  “You two stay here.  I’ll climb up and drop the rope to you so you can follow,” Samantha said.
 
   “Samantha, no, it’s too dangerous,” Prudence said.  “We can find another way.”
 
   Samantha gestured at the walls around them.  “There isn’t a choice.”
 
   “We can go farther along the shore,” Wendell said.  “We might find a better place to land.”
 
   “We might get blown back out to sea too,” Samantha said.  She untied the mooring line from the Primrose and then started towards the rocks to find a place to climb.  Before she could start her ascent, Wendell called for her to wait.
 
   He pressed a hammer into her hands.  “If you get stuck, you can use this to carve some handholds.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She tucked the hammer into the waistband of her trousers and then kissed Wendell on the forehead.  He wobbled for a moment as if he would faint, but then took a few steps back.  Prudence hugged Samantha, tears in her eyes.  “Don’t cry.  I’m not going far.”
 
   “I know.  I just don’t want to lose you,” she said.  “We can’t do this by ourselves.”
 
   “You got this far, didn’t you?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Stop worrying.  Everything will be all right, you’ll see.”  Samantha tied one end of the rope around her waist and then started up the rocks.  The first handholds were easy to find and in no time she had covered a quarter of the distance.  She looked down to find Prudence knelt in prayer and Wendell watching her with fascination.  She waved and then kept going.
 
   She looks up at the mountain of rust-red stone. Her fingernails dig into the rock as she attempts to push herself up to the next handhold. Her right hand grabs a chunk of rock. The rock cracks, her eyes widening with terror as she watches it break away. Her left hand manages to catch part of another rock to keep her from falling. She tries to get traction with her feet to steady herself. The fingers on her left hand begin to lose their grip on the rock. She pushes down on the stone until her fingers bleed, but they continue to slip away. She claws wildly at the air, trying to grab onto anything. Before she plunges to her death, something stops her fall and guides her back onto the rock.
 
   She looks to her left to see a man with mocha-colored skin and sparkling turquoise eyes smiling at her with the whitest teeth she ever saw. “I got you, kiddo,” he says. “You have to be careful on these rocks.”
 
   Samantha nearly lost her grip on the rock from the memory.  She shook her head and wondered who the man with the turquoise eyes was.  Then she remembered what the mystery man had said about being careful.  She would have to think about him later; for now she had to focus on finishing the climb.
 
   Near the halfway point she was glad Wendell had given her the hammer.  The rocks here had been worn smooth, leaving her with no choice but to carve her own holds.  She kept her feet planted against the rocks while she stretched out with the hammer to smash the clawed end into the stone.  Dust blew into her face, bringing tears to her eyes.  After a few minutes of hard labor, she carved out a hold for her fingers.
 
   The rest of the climb continued in this manner until Samantha felt too exhausted to go farther.  She clung to the side of the wall, wondering if she should have listened to Wendell’s suggestion of finding another place to land.  No, they had been lucky to find this point.  
 
   She finally reached the top of the wall to find a metal rail.  Samantha pushed herself over the top to find an expanse of a hard, gray material beyond the rail.  Asphalt, she recalled.  This was a road!  “We did it!” she called down to Prudence and Wendell, her words echoing along the walls.
 
   She untied the rope from her waist, tying one end to the guardrail and dropping the other down to Prudence and Wendell.  The rope reached only three-quarters of the way so that they would have to climb up to meet the rope.  Samantha shouted instructions down to Wendell, but couldn’t be sure if he heard or not.  After a minute of arguing with Prudence, he began scurrying up the rocks, heedless of the danger.
 
   One of his hands slipped halfway up the rope; Samantha pressed both hands to her mouth to keep from screaming.  Wendell clung to the wall with one hand for a moment until he swung himself back to the handhold and continued up to the rope.  He tied it around his waist and then waved to Samantha.  She began to haul him up the wall, the coarse rope burning through the fabric of her coat to cut into her hands.  By the time Wendell reached the top, her hands were bleeding and her coat was shredded.  Wendell gaped at her before squeaking, “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  Help me get Prudence up.”
 
   “We should leave her there with the boat,” he said.  “She’s too heavy to pull up.”
 
   “We can’t leave her there.  If you’re not going to help, then get out of the way and I’ll do it myself,” Samantha said.  She took off her shirt to wrap around her hands.  Again Wendell seemed ready to faint.  Then he shook himself back to full alertness and gave his jacket to her.  
 
   “Here, use this,” he said.  She took the jacket, putting her shirt back on.  Wendell took off his vest to cover his hands.  They waited for Prudence to climb up to the rope.  She paused with each step, looking back down as though considering whether or not to stay behind as Wendell had suggested.
 
   “You can do it, Prudence,” Samantha called down.  Prudence continued her slow climb up, finally reaching the rope.  She secured it around her waist and then motioned to Samantha and Wendell.  They began hauling her up, Wendell’s face turning as red as when they had rowed ashore.
 
   Once Prudence reached the top, she collapsed into Samantha’s arms, sobbing and surrounded by an odor Samantha knew all too well from childhood.  She stroked Prudence’s hair and whispered, “It’s all right.  You made it.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have come,” Prudence said.  “You should have taken someone brave.”
 
   “No, Prudence, don’t be silly.  You’re fine.  You did it.”  She untied the rope from Prudence’s waist and then helped her friend stand.  They took a few cautious steps along the gravel at the side of the road.
 
   “What is this?” Wendell asked.
 
   “It’s a highway,” Samantha said.  “If we follow it we’re bound to find a town somewhere.”
 
   Prudence screamed and threw herself to the ground.  Samantha turned around to see an automobile rumbling down the road towards them.  “That’s an automobile,” Wendell said in disbelief.  “They do exist.”
 
   Samantha squinted to make out the broad, silver front-end of a pick-up truck with a yellow bowtie glinting in the sun.  The truck slowed as it approached them, finally pulling off onto the shoulder.  The driver’s side door opened and a man stepped out.  Samantha bit down on her lip to keep from screaming at the sight of a ghost.
 
   The man who emerged from the truck looked exactly like Jonas Pryde, except he wore a denim jacket, flannel shirt, and a dark blue cap with a red ‘B’ stenciled on it.  Otherwise he had the same stern face, gray eyes, and shoulder-length gray hair.  But it couldn’t be Pryde.  She had seen him disappear into the Fountain of Youth nine years earlier.  Who could this man be?
 
   At the sight of Pryde, Wendell sagged to the ground next to Prudence, who whimpered like an injured puppy.  Samantha reached to her waistband for the hammer.  Whoever this was, she wouldn’t let him hurt Wendell and Prudence, not without a fight.  The man flicked a cigarette from his mouth and blew out a cloud of smoke.  “You kids shouldn’t be playing by the road,” he said in the same gruff voice as Pryde.
 
   “We’re not playing.  We’re on our way to town,” Samantha said, her voice trembling.
 
   “In that case, why don’t I give you a ride?  If your friends don’t mind riding with my tackle.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer, but we’ll be fine.”
 
   “It’s five miles to town.  It’ll take you all day to get there.”  The man reached into a pocket for a red-and-white package with the word ‘Marlboro’ printed on it.  He took out another cigarette and lit the tip.  “I ain’t going to hurt you.”
 
   Something told Samantha she could believe this man.  She couldn’t explain it, but something in his eyes seemed different from Pryde.  Softer.  “All right,” she said.  “Thank you.”
 
   Prudence leapt to her feet and took Samantha by the shoulders.  “Samantha, we can’t go with him!” she said.
 
   “He’s not going to hurt us.  If he wanted to do that, he could have run us over already.”  Samantha motioned to the hammer in her belt.  “Everything will be fine.  Trust me.”
 
   Prudence considered this a moment and then nodded.  She helped Samantha carry Wendell to the bed of the pick-up truck.  Prudence rode in the bed with Wendell while Samantha climbed in the passenger’s seat next to the man.  He stuck out a calloused, greasy hand and said, “Judah Pryde.”
 
   “Samantha Young,” she stammered in disbelief.  Judah Pryde put the pick-up truck in gear and started down the road.  When he reached out, Samantha’s hand went to the hammer, but he only snuffed out his cigarette.
 
   “What’s the story with your friends?  They Amish or something?” Judah Pryde asked.  Samantha looked at him blankly.  “Those old-fashioned clothes.  They in one of those religions that don’t believe in technology and all that?”
 
   “Oh, Amish.  Right.  Yes, that’s what they are.”
 
   “Thought so.  Don’t remember seeing any of them around here before, though.  What happened to their buggy?”
 
   “We don’t have one.  We walked from,” Samantha paused to scramble for a lie, “from up the coast.”
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, how’d you get hooked up with them?  You don’t look like no Amish.”  Judah Pryde patted his pocket to pull out another cigarette, but didn’t light it.  “I don’t mean on account of your skin.  Your clothes don’t look like theirs so much.”
 
   “They’re my cousins.  Distant cousins.”
 
   “Where’re you and your cousins heading?”
 
   “We’re just visiting.”
 
   “You have someplace to stay?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Well, you’re welcome to stay with me for the night.  I got plenty of room.  Save you money on a motel.”
 
   “Thanks, but—”  Samantha stopped as she thought about the last thing Judah Pryde had said.  Money.  She had the bag of jewelry tucked into her coat, but they couldn’t pay for a place to stay with watches and bracelets.  They needed currency.  Dollars.  Until she could figure out how to get some, Mr. Pryde’s offer would at least give them a roof over their heads instead of freezing to death outside.  “We’d love to spend the night.”
 
   “Good.”  Judah Pryde now lit the cigarette in his mouth.  “You know, I got a son about your age,” he said.  Samantha shivered at the thought of another, albeit smaller Pryde.  She kept this thought to herself as Judah Pryde accelerated around a curve, the point where Samantha and the others had come ashore disappearing from view.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7:  The Discovery
 
   Joseph Pryde eased across the snow on his skis.  Not many people enjoyed cross-country skiing, but from his experience as a long-distance runner he appreciated the discipline and patience needed to trek across mile after mile of snow.  The lack of popularity was an added bonus, as it meant no one else was around to disturb him.
 
   Today was anything but a leisurely jaunt, however.  Joseph had waited two weeks for this.  Now with sunny skies and spring temperatures, he had the perfect weather to photograph the site.
 
   A small article in the Seabrooke Weekly three weeks ago announced a developer had purchased a large parcel of land outside town.  The land would be turned into time-share condominiums to make Seabrooke “New England’s Aspen.”  While the rest of the community celebrated the jobs this would generate, Joseph mourned the loss of a hundred acres of virgin forest.
 
   He became determined to photograph as much of this landscape as possible before the bulldozers arrived to tear it down.  He hoped to put together a retrospective for the school newspaper—where he served as an assistant editor—that might rally support for saving the forest.  To this end, a digital camera dangled around his neck.  
 
   Joseph stopped among a grove of trees to snap a few pictures of the majestic old evergreens.  Mom used to take Joseph for walks in this very same forest.  She let him run through the brush until he tired and then carried him on her shoulders.  He closed his eyes as she’d instructed him to do and listened to the sounds of the forest.  He heard nothing but the rustling of branches.  Soon even those sounds would be gone and another part of his mother would be dead along with the trees.  
 
   Joseph still remembered the night he woke up to the sound of Mom screaming.  He raced down the stairs as fast as he could, finding her in the kitchen.  A black woman held a knife to her neck.  Joseph cried out.  The stranger rammed the blade through Mom’s chest.  Mom sagged to the floor.  He stood in the doorway, too terrified to move.  A policewoman took him by the shoulders.  She looked into his eyes and said, “Mom’s gone to Heaven.”  
 
   Only years later did Joseph learn who had killed his mother, though he never understood why.  Mom had been such a gentle soul, incapable of hurting anyone.  She donated to every charity, took Joseph to church every Sunday, and never raised her voice and yet a maniac had murdered her that night.
 
   Joseph shook his head, forcing himself to concentrate on the task at hand, gliding ahead on his skis until he reached a clearing.  Sunlight reflected off the snow to blind him.  He reached up to flip down the shades over his glasses.  When the green spots cleared from his vision, he held up the camera to photograph the rugged stone walls of a hill.
 
   As he zoomed in with the camera, he noticed something out of place with the rocks around the hill.  The snow-topped boulders around most of the hill were all salmon-colored granite except for a round, gray boulder in the center.  Someone would have had to push the rock there, but why?
 
   Joseph skied over to the boulder for a closer look.  He brushed snow away from the rock and then felt the smoothness of it with his bare hand.  The finish was too smooth to have occurred naturally in this spot.  Maybe if it had been sitting in water for a long time, but the closest source of water was the ocean; he couldn’t imagine anyone rolling the boulder out of the ocean and up the hill.
 
   He braced himself to push away the boulder by stretching out his arms and legs as he did before a race.  He spiked the skis in the snow to give his feet a bit more agility.  Then he threw himself against the boulder with all his weight, flopping into the snow when his feet slipped.
 
   The ‘boulder’ sailed away from the opening, landing about twenty feet away.  Joseph picked himself up out of the snow and then strapped on his skis to investigate the rock.  There was no way he could have moved a rock that size so easily unless he’d gained superhuman strength in the last two minutes.
 
   He reached the rock and picked half of it up, the other half having shattered on an actual boulder.  Inside the gray rock he found nothing more than white plaster.  The rock was a fake!  Curiouser and curiouser, he thought.  
 
   Joseph looked in the opening left by the rock and saw a long, dark tunnel slanting down.  Time to go down the rabbit hole, he thought.  Though he tried not to get his hopes up, he imagined finding a chest full of gold and jewels left by pirates long ago.  Or he might find a crystal meth lab and get his throat slit by a drug dealer.
 
   Either way, he had to go down to look before someone on the construction crews beat him to it.  He took off his skis and reached down into his pocket for the penlight he always kept on hand.  The blue light didn’t let him see more than a few feet ahead, but it was better than nothing.
 
   He started down the tunnel, sweeping the light around for any sign of treasure or danger.  He didn’t see anything but granite until he’d gone about a hundred feet.  There along the left wall he found a white stick figure with a snake in either hand.  He lifted his camera to take a picture for later.
 
   The symbol had to be a Native American drawing, but there hadn’t been any tribes here in at least three centuries, since the first group of French-Canadian fur trappers came to found a settlement.  No way any Native Americans had designed that false boulder, though.  That meant someone else had discovered this place and put the rock there to keep others away.  Joseph studied the drawing more carefully and wondered what could be so valuable to go to so much trouble.  And if that person or persons found him down here, what would they do to him?
 
   He pressed ahead down the tunnel, finding more drawings of stick figures.  Most had a snake either in the hand or wrapped around the head, neck, or waist.  A couple also had stick figures with lightning bolts in either hand.  One particular image depicted a stick figure with the head of a snake.  What did any of it mean?  He didn’t have any idea.  Chemistry and physics were his areas of study, not anthropology.
 
   He paused at a set of drawings that were partially scratched out as if by an animal’s claws.  The claws were too close together to have come from a bear.  A wolf or badger maybe?  He couldn’t be sure.  He should go home and find Pop’s hunting rifle.  No, he’d gone this far already.  He may as well see what was down here.
 
   There were a lot more drawings along the walls as the tunnel leveled off, some splattered with blood.  At last he came to a circular chamber at the end of the tunnel.  Joseph’s glasses fogged up at a surge of sudden warmth.
 
   When his glasses cleared, he jumped back at a gruesome sight.  A skeleton lay in the center of the chamber, a knife sticking out of its rib cage.  He didn’t see any treasure or crystal meth, just a lot of clay pots, some as big as a 55-gallon drum and others no larger than a saltshaker.  The smaller jars sat on stone shelves around the room, many of these broken open to stain the walls with dark splotches.  Joseph’s nose stung and his eyes watered from an indescribably pungent odor.
 
   “What the hell is this place?” he wondered aloud.
 
   He reached up to take one of the little jars off the top shelf.  As he stretched, his foot slipped on a shard of pottery.  He scrambled to grab onto something to keep from falling onto the body in the center of the room.  He thought he grabbed one of the shelves, but it turned out only to be a clay jar.  
 
   Joseph fell back onto the corpse, the clay jar coming down after him.  The jar spilled over Joseph’s face, a rancid taste filling his mouth and a black liquid covering his eyes.  He tried to spit out the awful liquid, but couldn’t.  He passed out wondering if someone would find him years from now decomposed on top of the corpse.  At least I’ll see Mom again, he thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8:  Homecoming
 
   Mr. Pryde didn’t say much for the rest of the trip up the winding road.  Samantha wanted to ask about his last name and any potential relationship to Jonas Pryde, but she didn’t want to risk revealing from where she and the others had come.  The last thing the children of Eternity needed was a bunch of strange adults invading the island to ship everyone off to foster homes.  
 
   They passed by a one-story house painted white with pink trim and a front yard swarming with gnomes, flamingos, and deer.  A silver box on Samantha’s side of the road identified the house as belonging to the Schulmans.  The road now turned to packed snow as the truck climbed up the hill.
 
   At the top of the hill, Samantha saw a house whose wooden sides might have once been white, but now had turned gray.  The black roof added to an ominous feeling surrounding the house.  There were no lights in the windows on any of the three floors.  “This is where you live?” Samantha asked.
 
   “This is it.  My ancestors built the place back in 1720 when the town was founded,” Mr. Pryde said.  He pulled the truck around a curve onto a patch of bare dirt that had been spared from the snow.  “It’s a mess, but it’ll keep you warm and dry for the night.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Pryde.  I promise we won’t inconvenience you too much,” Samantha said.  Even as she said this, she saw Wendell leap from the truck and race over to a rusty car.  He swept snow away from the hood to gape at the engine.  “I’m sorry about him.  He’s never really seen a car before.”
 
   “If he can get the old girl running he’s welcome to keep it,” Mr. Pryde said.  His laugh sounded as though he were choking on a bone.  “You might want to help your other friend out.”
 
   Samantha went around to the side of the pick-up, where Prudence rocked back and forth as if the truck were still moving.  “Prudence, we’re here,” Samantha said.  “Give me your hand and I’ll help you down.”
 
   “I don’t want to get down,” Prudence said.  “I want to go home.  I shouldn’t have come in the first place.”
 
   Samantha climbed over the side of the pick-up truck and shoved aside crates and netting to sit beside her friend.  “It’s not so bad,” Samantha said.  “You have to give it a chance.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say.  You’ve lived here before.”
 
   Samantha heard a creak and looked over to see Wendell tearing something out of the car’s engine.  She didn’t have time to coddle Prudence any longer.  She tilted her friend’s chin up to look her in the eye.  “Prudence, you’re acting childish.  We still have to figure out what to do.  I can’t do this alone.”
 
   Prudence nodded.  “I’m sorry, Samantha.  This is all so strange.  But you can count on me.  I won’t let you down.”
 
   “I know.  Now, let’s get Wendell before he hurts himself.”  Samantha helped Prudence dismount from the pick-up truck.  Then she grabbed the collar of Wendell’s jacket.  “You can play with this later.  Right now we have more important things to do.”
 
   “I just wanted to see what’s inside,” he said.  “It’s amazing.  Not at all like I imagined.”
 
   They climbed a set of creaky steps up to a porch with worn netting strewn about over the furniture.  Mr. Pryde opened the front door for them, waving them into a parlor finer than anything on Eternity.  The white couch with its pink flowers was stained with dirt, the white-and-gold wingback chairs torn, and the wooden coffee table lined with dust.  A musty smell like a crypt hung in the air.  Books, magazines, and newspapers were thrown around the room.  Prudence gathered up those on the couch and deposited them on the coffee table before she sat down.
 
   “You kids want anything to drink?  I got water, milk, or soda.  There might be some cookies too.”
 
   Samantha looked over at Prudence, who sat so rigidly Samantha doubted she heard anything, and then at Wendell, who had found a portable cassette player on the floor.  “We’re fine,” Samantha said.  “Thank you for asking.”
 
   “If you don’t mind, I got to go upstairs and change.  I don’t suppose your friends watch TV.  There’s one across the hall,” Mr. Pryde said.  He ducked out of the parlor; Samantha heard his boots stomp up the stairs followed by a door shutting.
 
   “A television?” Wendell asked.  “Can we see it?”
 
   “As long as you promise not to dissect it.”  Samantha led Wendell across the room to a living room with a blue-and-gold couch, blue recliner, and a rocking chair surrounding a wooden cabinet with a TV and VCR inside.  Wendell began slapping the buttons on the television until the screen flickered to life.  Prudence jumped back as an image of a man wearing a gray uniform with ‘Boston’ printed in red and a hat like Mr. Pryde’s appeared on the screen.  Samantha took Prudence’s hand and sat her down on the couch.  “It’s all right.  This is a television program.  A baseball game.  See, this man throws that little white ball and the other man tries to hit it with his stick.”
 
   Wendell fiddled with the buttons until the sound became deafening.  Samantha found the remote control on the coffee table and turned the volume down.  Wendell looked back at her in disbelief.  “How did you do that?”
 
   She gave the remote control to him.  “You point this at the television and it tells it what to do.”
 
   He examined the remote control as if she’d given him a magic wand.  He punched a button and the baseball game was replaced by two people with skin nearly the same color as Samantha’s arguing in a language none of them understood.  Wendell hit another button and a cartoon appeared.  A square, yellow character jabbered with a red blob.  “What are those?” Prudence asked.  “They’re like pictures, but they’re moving.”
 
   “That’s right.  It’s called animation,” Samantha said.
 
   Wendell repeated the word with reverence.  “How do they create these things?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Samantha said.  “It’s complicated.”
 
   “I don’t like it,” Prudence said.
 
   “Give it a chance,” Samantha said.  “You two keep watching.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   Samantha didn’t want to take advantage of their host, but she needed to find answers.  She crept into the parlor to search for any clues about Judah Pryde.  On the mantle above the fireplace, she found a color photograph similar to the one of her parents.
 
   She recognized a younger Judah Pryde despite shorter hair and a smile on his face.  He knelt beside a boy with brown hair sticking up in the back and a pair of black-rimmed spectacles.  A chubby woman who looked almost exactly like her son—including the glasses—smiled on the boy’s other side.  Behind them was a forest of evergreens.  “That’s my wife and son about ten years ago,” Mr. Pryde said.  Samantha jumped and muttered an apology.  Mr. Pryde waved the apology away and picked up the photograph.  “That was about three months before she died.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.
 
   “A heart attack.  Real sudden.”
 
   “That’s awful.” Samantha looked down at the dusty floor as she composed her next words.  “I used to know someone named Jonas Pryde.  Is he any relation?”
 
   Mr. Pryde set the picture back on the mantle.  “I had a grandfather named Jonas, but he disappeared probably sixty years ago during the war.  Left my grandmother with a baby and this house.  I don’t suppose you could have known him.”
 
   “I suppose not,” Samantha said.  “It must be a different Jonas Pryde.”  She thought of the trophies Jonas Pryde had kept from his victims, the various eras from which they had originated.  He could easily have come ashore and married a woman before heading back to his duties on Eternity.
 
   “If it is, he ain’t related to me.  Joey and I are the last of the family.”  Mr. Pryde sighed and then reached into the pocket of a different flannel shirt for another cigarette.  “There’s one other of us—my sister—but she disappeared years ago.”
 
   “Don’t you miss your sister?” Samantha asked.  She thought of the night her parents died and the sister or brother who had died in her mother’s stomach.
 
   “I hardly knew her.  My parents died when I was a baby and she’d already taken off by then.  I saw her a few times, mostly when she wanted a place to lay low.  She wasn’t a good person.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samantha said again.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Mr. Pryde said.  He looked up at the clock on the mantle and shook his head.  “Joey should be here.  He’s usually upstairs with his crazy experiments by now.”
 
   “Should we go look for him?”
 
   “Nah, he’s probably studying some rocks.  Your little cousin would hit it off with him.”
 
   “I’m sorry for any trouble he’s caused—”
 
   “He ain’t done nothing wrong.”  Mr. Pryde tossed his cigarette into the fireplace.  “I ought to show you kids where to sleep.”
 
   “Thank you.  By the way, about how far is town from here?”
 
   “Not far.  Down the hill and to the right about three miles.  I can take you kids in tomorrow if you want.”
 
   “I couldn’t ask you to do that.  You’ve been so nice to us already.  We can make it on our own.”
 
   “I’ll take you.  We can’t have you kids out on those icy roads getting in the way.”  From the tone of his voice, Samantha knew better than to argue.  She went to the living room to tell the others only to find Prudence and Wendell both asleep on the couch in the blue glow of the television.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9:  Open Doors
 
   The universe unfolded before Joseph’s eyes.  Planets, stars, and galaxies zoomed through his vision, disappearing in a moment.  Whole species evolved from single-cell organisms into bipedal creatures more advanced than humans.  Stars exploded in bursts of blinding light before collapsing into formless black holes consuming everything.
 
   A voice whispered into his ears, the words at first undecipherable.  Joseph strained to make them out.  Soon everything came into focus.  The voice whispered theories and equations beyond anything Newton, Einstein, or Hawking had ever conceived.  With these, Joseph would be the world’s greatest scientist.  He would be rich and famous; he would win every possible Nobel Prize.  They would rename the award after him.  
 
   The whispering became fainter until it finally died out.  No, there was still so much he could learn!  The planets, stars, and galaxies whizzed by in the opposite direction, time reversing until everything contracted into one single point of light.  That light grew brighter and brighter until it blinded Joseph.
 
   His eyes opened to the underground chamber.  He snatched the penlight that had fallen next to him, sweeping it around in search of the wonders he’d seen.  He found no one in the chamber with him but the corpse.  Had he dreamed the whole thing?
 
   Joseph sat up and looked down at the black stains on his shirt and the stone floor.  Of course, the vile-tasting potion he’d swallowed.  That must have caused him to hallucinate.  No, not a hallucination—a vision.  A vision revealing the secrets of the universe.  The key to understanding everything.
 
   He pressed a hand to his forehead as he tried to remember what the voice had whispered.  Snippets came to him, but nothing cohesive.  He shot to his feet, looking around the chamber again.  “Please, you have to tell me.  Tell me again so I can remember.  Where are you?” he shouted.  His voice echoed throughout the chamber, receiving no answer.
 
   Joseph knelt down to taste the liquid that had spilled on the floor.  This time nothing happened.  He needed a larger dose.  One of these jars must hold more.  He would find it and this time retain everything he saw and heard.
 
   His watch beeped; it was midnight.  Pop would skin him alive if he didn’t get home soon.  He didn’t have time to look through the jars now, but he couldn’t leave them here.  He couldn’t let someone else find them and discover the secrets of the universe.  “They’re mine,” he said.
 
   He carefully took the jars from the shelves to put into his backpack.  When he ran out of room, he dumped out his textbooks and notebooks for school.  What did he need them for now?  No book could teach him as much as the potion.  When he finished, the backpack felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds, but he didn’t care.  He slung the pack over his shoulders and started up the tunnel, ignoring the cold.
 
   His skis remained where he’d left them in the snow.  He strapped them on and hurried along the dark forest path, no longer stopping to photograph the trees.  Mom would understand what he had to do.  When he became the world’s most famous and richest scientist he could buy the entire state of Maine and replant every tree ever cut down.  She would be proud of him then.  Even Pop would be proud.
 
   Joseph started to shiver from the cold breeze, but didn’t dare go back for his coat now.  He had to get his load back to his room to find more of the potion.  This time he would be prepared with recording devices to document everything.  The knowledge would not escape his grasp.
 
   He met the road near Old Lady Schulman’s house and started up the hill.  His house always looked creepy in the moonlight, like a haunted house in an old horror movie.  He climbed up the front steps and rummaged through his pockets to find the key.  Not that anyone in Seabrooke had the guts to rob the place.  A curse was said to exist on the Pryde family, spanning generations to the founding of Seabrooke when the first occupants of the house were found butchered except for the youngest son, Jonah.  The curse had killed Joseph’s mother, people around town whispered when they thought he couldn’t hear.
 
   The house was silent as Joseph crept along the front hall and started up the stairs.  Pop must have gone to bed already.  He didn’t like to stay up later than nine o’clock so he could get up early to take the boat out.  Pop had been on the boat the night Mom died.
 
   The weight on his shoulders reminded him of his purpose.  He had more important things to do than relive a past he couldn’t change.  He had the key to unlimited knowledge and power almost within his grasp.
 
   Joseph paused at the top of the stairs when he heard snoring from down the hall.  Pop didn’t usually snore and never that loud.  He listened a moment longer before reminding himself he didn’t have time for such petty mysteries.  He went down to his bedroom door, turned the knob, and then almost lost his footing in shock when he hit the light switch.
 
   There was a girl in his bed!  She looked about the same age as him, but he couldn’t remember seeing her before.  He wouldn’t have forgotten a girl with skin such an exotic bronze and hair such a glossy black.  He certainly wouldn’t have forgotten those juicy melons pressing against her T-shirt.
 
   The girl sat up in bed and blinked in surprise.  She looked around the room, her eyes settling on Joseph.  A yelp escaped her lips as she rolled off the bed and onto her feet in one smooth motion.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I got up to use the bathroom and I must have gone into the wrong room.”
 
   “It’s all right,” he said, unable to think of anything else to say.  The girl slid along the wall, her cheeks turning red.
 
   “You must be Joseph.  Your father mentioned you earlier.  This is a nice room.  Much nicer than mine.”
 
   “You know Pop?”
 
   “He let me spend the night here.  My cousins and I.  We’re from out of town and we didn’t have anywhere else to stay, so he said we could stay here for the night—” her voice finally ran out of steam and with a look of frustration she took a deep breath.  “My name is Samantha Young.  My cousins and I are spending the night.  I’m really sorry about sleeping in your bed.  I’ll go back to my room now.”
 
   “Oh, OK,” Joseph said, hating himself for not coming up with anything more clever.  He stepped aside so Samantha could run out of the bedroom and down the hall.  He heard a door slam shut.  For a moment he stood there, waiting for her to come back, but she didn’t.
 
   What had he done?  A beautiful girl lying in his bed and he couldn’t untie his tongue to say anything.  I’m such an idiot, he thought.  He should go down the hall to apologize for acting like such a dork, but he’d only end up making things worse.  Just like when he tried to ask Stacey Hennigan to the Valentine’s Day dance.  He’d gotten within ten feet of her before his bladder loosened and he had to spend the rest of the day in the bathroom, waiting for everyone else to go home so they wouldn’t see or smell the mess he’d made.
 
   He closed the bedroom door and then set the backpack on his bed.  As he unpacked the clay jars taken from the chamber, he thought of the potion he’d taken.  If one potion could tell him the history of the universe, maybe another could tell him how to get a girl.  Not any girl—Samantha Young.  He had to have her.
 
   Joseph swept away everything on his desk except for his microscope and notepad.  He lined up the jars and then sat down to begin his work.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10:  Kiss and Tell
 
   The brave Princess Molly entered the enchanted castle made of sparkling crystal from floor to ceiling.  She took Sir Francis’s hand as she approached the throne room.  With one kiss, she and Sir Francis would free the kingdom of Dublin from Lord Pryde’s evil spell and at last she and her parents could be together to live happily ever after.
 
   Sir Francis lifted the visor of his helmet to reveal his handsome face.  He bent down to kiss Princess Molly—
 
   “Molly, where are you?” Mama Becky called out.
 
   “I’m over here,” Molly said.  She crawled out from beneath a fallen tree covered with snow.
 
   “Sweetie, you shouldn’t play out here.”  Mama Becky bent down to wipe dirt from Molly’s face.  “You’re all dirty.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mama,” Molly said.
 
   “It’s all right, sweetie.”  Mama Becky took Molly’s hand and led her towards town.  They went into the bakery, where Molly found traces of smushed apples still on the floorboards.  Mama Becky threw wood into the oven until a roaring fire warmed the bakery.  Then she turned to Molly and said, “I’ve got to make some bread for dinner.  Can you be a big girl and get a jar of preserves from the pantry?”
 
   “I don’t want to go back there.  Ugly Phyllis will be mean to me,” Molly said.  Her cheeks burned at the memory of Mama Becky dragging her over there yesterday by the ear.  Through tears, Molly apologized to Ugly Phyllis for hitting her in the head with the rolling pin and spilling the apples.
 
   “Next time you should be more careful,” Ugly Phyllis said.  She patted Molly on the head and sneered at Mama Becky.  “You should still let me give her a proper spanking.  That’s what the girl needs if you ask me.  You spoil her too much.”
 
   “It was an accident, Phyllis.  Molly was only trying to help me,” Mama Becky said.
 
   “She should be put to work with the other girls instead of coddled like she’s something special.  Just because she used—”
 
   “That’s enough, Phyllis.  Molly’s already apologized.  There’s no need to upset her about this any more.  Good day.”  Mama Becky scooped Molly up and carried her back home.  Molly had stopped crying by the time Mama Becky put her into bed.  “I’m sorry, sweetie.  Phyllis isn’t a bad girl.  She’s been under a lot of pressure lately.  Like all of us.”
 
   “I hate her,” Molly said.
 
   “I know you don’t mean that.  You shouldn’t hate anyone.”  Mama Becky read to Molly from the Bible, but the story of Jesus forgiving Judas even after Judas betrayed him did little to ease Molly’s hatred towards Ugly Phyllis.  
 
   She never wanted to see Ugly Phyllis again.  How could Mama Becky ask her to go back?  “I don’t want to go,” Molly said.
 
   “Now sweetie, if you want to be treated like a big girl you have to act like one.  That means forgiving people, even after they’ve been mean to you.”  Mama Becky tousled Molly’s curls.  “I’m sure if you go over there, Phyllis will feel badly about what she said yesterday.”
 
   “I don’t like her.  She’s mean.”
 
   “You march over to the pantry right now and fetch me a jar of preserves.  And no dawdling.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes Mama,” Molly said.  She slunk out the door and started towards the pantry.  Why didn’t Mama Becky understand Ugly Phyllis would always be mean?  
 
   Molly kicked the snow in front of the pantry door and then knocked.  No one answered.  She waited a minute before knocking again, this time as hard as she could.  Still no one answered.  Ugly Phyllis must be gone.  Good.
 
   Molly pushed open the door and looked around the room.  She saw only wooden shelves with jars of preserves and vegetables scattered about.  She stretched out to grab a jar of preserves, but couldn’t reach.  Behind the counter near the stairs for the cellar she found the stool where Phyllis usually sat.  
 
   Before she could drag the stool over to get the preserves, she heard giggling coming from the cellar.  She waited a moment and then heard a low moan.  What was going on down there?
 
   Molly crept down the stairs to the dark cellar.  “That’s nice,” Hateful Helena said.  “No, don’t stop.  Keep going.”
 
   “I thought I heard something,” a boy’s voice said.
 
   “It’s probably the wind.  Come on, you’re almost there.”
 
   Hateful Helena moaned again.  Molly reached the bottom of the stairs and ducked behind a barrel.  She peered over the top and saw Hateful Helena naked on a table with her legs spread far apart.  John stood between Helena’s legs.  Molly gasped at what she saw before clapping a hand to her mouth.
 
   But it was too late.  Helena and John turned in her direction.  “Who is that?  Phyllis is that you?  You pervert, I said I wanted to be alone,” Hateful Helena said.  Molly ducked behind the barrel again, quaking with fear.  She didn’t know what had happened, but she knew it was something bad.
 
   “You said no one would see,” John hissed.
 
   “It’s just Phyllis.  She isn’t going to tell.”  Molly could hear their voices getting closer.  She had to get out of here and find Mama Becky.
 
   Molly bolted for the stairs, scampering up as fast as she could.  She heard footsteps charging behind her.  She reached the top, daylight from the doorway striking her face.  She came within a yard of the door before she was yanked back violently by the hair.  She tried to scream, but a hand was pressed over her mouth.  “You little brat, what are you doing here?” Hateful Helena said.  “Take her downstairs.”
 
   John dragged Molly back into the cellar, shoving her against a wall.  Then he turned to Hateful Helena and said, “What are we supposed to do now?  She’s going to tell.”
 
   Molly curled up into the corner, sobbing uncontrollably.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   Hateful Helena knelt down and grabbed Molly by the chin.  “You’re not going to tell anyone, are you sweetheart?” Helena asked.  Molly shook her head.  
 
   “I told you we were going to get caught.  I told you we should have gone somewhere else,” John said.
 
   Helena turned away from Molly to hurl John’s clothes at him.  “Go out to the forest until sundown.  If anyone asks, say you were hunting.  That’s what you boys do, isn’t it?”
 
   “I guess so, but I haven’t caught anything.”
 
   “Then go find something.  Do I have to think of everything?”  Hateful Helena kissed John on the cheek and then added, “Don’t worry about poor widdle Molly.  I’ll deal with her.”  They kissed again before John ran up the steps.
 
   Hateful Helena wiggled into her dress and then turned back to Molly.  “You know it’s wrong to spy on other people, don’t you Molly?  You’re going to be in big trouble when I tell your mother what happened.  You don’t want that, do you?”
 
   Molly shook her head.  “Good.  Now, let’s go upstairs and pretend nothing ever happened.  All right?”  Molly nodded and took Helena’s hand.  Mama Becky had told her before not to pry into other people’s business.  She would get mad if she found out Molly had been spying on Helena and John.
 
   Hateful Helena led Molly up the stairs, where Ugly Phyllis waited.  “What’s going on here?  John ran out of here like his ass was on fire.  What’s Freckles doing here?”
 
   “Molly’s been a very bad girl.  She was spying on John and I,” Helena said.  Molly looked down at the floor, saying nothing so she wouldn’t get in more trouble.
 
   “Oh shit, what are you going to do?” Ugly Phyllis asked.
 
   “Don’t worry, everything’s under control,” Helena said.  She bent down to look Molly in the eye.  “Molly, because you’ve been a bad girl you have to be punished.  This is going to hurt a little, but you should learn a valuable lesson.”
 
   Before Molly could say anything, Hateful Helena pushed her down the stairs.  Molly screamed as she bounced down the steps, landing in a heap on the floor.  She cried out for Mama Becky before passing out.
 
   When she awoke, she found herself in bed with Mama Becky at her side.  Hateful Helena stood near the door, her face red with tears.  Mama Becky said, “Are you all right?  You took a nasty spill.  If Helena hadn’t found you—”
 
   “She pushed me!” Molly shouted, pointing at Helena.  “She pushed me because I saw her and John in the cellar.”
 
   Helena cried even harder, but Molly didn’t care.  Hateful Helena deserved to get in trouble for what she’d done.  Molly hoped Mama Becky gave Helena a spanking right here.
 
   To her surprise, Mama Becky shook her head and said, “Molly, I’ve warned you about lying.  I want you to apologize to Helena right now.”
 
   “I’m not going to apologize!  She pushed me.”
 
   “Pushed her?  I wouldn’t ever hurt her,” Helena said.
 
   “She’s taken quite a fall.  Her mind is playing tricks on her.  I’m sure tomorrow she’ll come to her senses.  Won’t you?”
 
   “She pushed me!  Why won’t you believe me?”
 
   Mama Becky brushed hair back from Molly’s face to kiss her on the forehead.  “Sweetie, I know you think Helena pushed you, but it’s just your imagination.  She saved your life.  You should be grateful to her.”
 
   “I hate her!  And I hate you!”  Molly leapt from the bed, shoving Mama Becky away as she ran from the bedroom.  She ran into the forest until she couldn’t hear Mama Becky calling after her anymore.  Only then did she realize how cold she was without a coat or shoes.  But she wouldn’t go back.  Not now or ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11:  Seabrooke
 
   Samantha didn’t sleep for the rest of the night.  She sat on the lumpy mattress, kneading the floral bedspread as she thought of what she’d done.  She must have sounded like such an idiot to him, rambling on while her face felt hot enough to fry an egg on.  She wanted to stop and bolt from the room, but couldn’t make herself stop talking.  The words kept spilling from her lips until she finally managed to leave.
 
   The look of mortification on his face prevented Samantha from sleeping.  The way his blue eyes widened behind his glasses, his full lips pursed, and his lean cheeks paled remained etched in her memory.  Then there was that warm, husky voice that sounded so puzzled.  And those compact, powerful muscles twitching with impatience.  
 
   She wished she could go back down the hall to apologize, but he would already have gone to bed.  Not that he would want to speak with a lunatic like her again anyway.  He probably had a girlfriend—that must be why he was out so late—who didn’t get lost and ramble on like a senile old woman.
 
   The sound of Prudence’s snoring came through the wall separating them.  If only Prudence were awake so Samantha would have someone to talk to about this.  Prudence would pat her hand and tell her everything was all right.  This wasn’t the end of the world and they still had more important things to worry about at the moment.
 
   None of this helped ease Samantha’s mind as Joseph Pryde’s face rose up before her eyes again.  She bit down on her lip to keep from crying.  He’s just a boy, she told herself.  A stupid boy like all the others back on Eternity.  Except none of the boys on Eternity had the same delicate yet powerful body.  “I’m such an idiot,” she moaned.  She pulled the comforter over her head, curling up into a ball for the rest of the night.
 
   She lifted the comforter hours later when she heard someone tap on the door.  She fell out of bed in her hurry to answer the door, hoping to find Joseph there.  Instead, it was only Prudence.  “Mr. Pryde is making breakfast downstairs,” she said.
 
   “Oh, I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Is something wrong?  You look tired.  Didn’t you get any sleep last night?” Prudence asked.
 
   “No, not really,” Samantha said.  “I guess I’m not used to sleeping away from Eternity.”
 
   “I wish we had beds like that back home.  It was so soft, like sleeping on a cloud.  And the sheets weren’t stiff either.  The fabric on them is soft and flexible.  Not like anything I could make.”  Samantha couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Prudence this animated.  Her friend seemed as excited as Wendell at the treasures they’d discovered.
 
   “We better get down to breakfast,” Samantha said.  She followed Prudence downstairs, pausing at Joseph’s door, which remained shut.  Maybe he’s already down there, she thought.
 
   He wasn’t in the kitchen.  His father sat at a round table, reading from a wide sheet of paper—a newspaper—as he chewed a piece of bread.  Meanwhile, Wendell studied a silver box, jumping when two pieces of bread popped out of slots on the top.  Wendell plucked a piece of bread from the box, studying it.  “Amazing.  The bread’s toasted without any fire at all.”
 
   “It’s a toaster,” Mr. Pryde said.  “It runs on electricity.  Just about everything here does.  Don’t suppose you kids have any of that where you’re from.”
 
   “No, sir,” Samantha said.  She dusted off a chair before sitting down at the table.  In the center of the table was a plate of eggs along with strips and round tubes of meat.  She bit into one of the strips, crunching it in her mouth.  Bacon, she thought.  A delicacy never available in Eternity because Reverend Crane hadn’t believed in raising pigs.  Prudence nibbled on a tube of meat, her face lighting up.  She promptly helped herself to five more of the tubes.
 
   “These are good,” she said.
 
   “Don’t you have sausage?” Mr. Pryde asked.  “That ain’t against your religion or anything, is it?”
 
   “Not exactly.  We don’t keep any pigs.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”  Mr. Pryde took a sip of black liquid from a cup.  “What about coffee?”
 
   Samantha and Prudence looked at each other and then shrugged.  “We don’t have any of that either,” Samantha said.
 
   “I don’t know how you kids can live like that,” Mr. Pryde said.  “No offense,” he added.
 
   “None taken.  We live a very simple life,” Samantha said.  Wendell finished examining the toaster to sit down at the table and try some of the bacon and sausage.  He and Prudence were soon racing to empty the plate.  Samantha looked up at the ceiling and asked, “Did Joseph already leave?”
 
   “Nah, he’s not up yet.  Either that or he’s up there tinkering with some experiment of his.  I don’t know what he’s doing half the time,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   Or he might be too horrified about last night to come down, Samantha thought.  “He seems nice,” she said, looking down at her plate so Mr. Pryde couldn’t see her face reddening.
 
   “He’s a good boy.  A lot like his mother.”  Mr. Pryde folded up his newspaper, displaying a headline on the election results from someplace called New Hampshire.  “What are you kids doing today?”
 
   “We have to go into town and get some supplies for back home,” Samantha said.  “They’re expecting us soon.”
 
   “How long you figure this business of yours will take?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  A couple days maybe.”
 
   “You kids are more than welcome to stay here until you’re ready to head out.”  Mr. Pryde took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.  “Unless you got other plans.”
 
   Both Prudence and Wendell stopped eating, smiles breaking out across their faces.  Samantha didn’t need to ask them to know how much they wanted to stay here.  Nor did she need more than an instant to make her own decision.  “We’d love to stay,” she said.  “If you don’t mind, that is.”
 
   “Of course not.  Kind of nice to have company for a change.  I’m sure Joey won’t mind either.”
 
   “I don’t know how we can ever repay you for everything.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I ain’t done nothing no one else around here wouldn’t do.”  Mr. Pryde stood up from the table, his face turning red.  “I best go out and make sure the car runs if I’m going to take you into town.  If you kids want some fresh clothes, I got some in the hall closet you can borrow.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Pryde,” Samantha said.  Prudence and Wendell chimed in with their thanks.  Mr. Pryde mumbled something and then hurried outside.
 
   Samantha opened the door to the closet in the hallway to find boxes stacked to the ceiling.  She pulled down one box labeled ‘Shoes’ in black ink.  The box was filled with women’s shoes of different types—pumps, flats, sneakers, and boots.  Samantha thought of Jonas Pryde’s cellar on Eternity with its array of different shoes all taken from his victims.  These, however, were all the same size.  Samantha tried on a pair of sneakers, finding them tight on her big feet.
 
   She took down another box, labeled ‘Clothes’, finding it loaded with women’s clothes.  She held up a black T-shirt with the word ‘Nirvana’ printed on it in blue.  A pair of black jeans looked as though they would fit.  She found a denim jacket like Mr. Pryde’s to replace her tattered coat.  “I don’t suppose there’s anything in there to fit me,” Prudence said.
 
   “I’m not sure, let me look,” Samantha said.
 
   “We could probably find a tent and cut a hole in it,” Wendell teased.  He blushed when Samantha shot him a dirty look.  She turned back to the closet, scanning the labels.  Near the top she found one labeled, ‘Maternity.’  She took down the box, keeping the label facing away from Prudence, and pulled out a turquoise dress with a lacy white collar.
 
   She handed the maternity dress to Prudence, who held it up to her body.  “It matches your eyes,” Samantha said.  Prudence looked skeptical.  “Try it on.”
 
   “What about me?” Wendell asked.
 
   “Look for a box of baby clothes,” Prudence snapped.
 
   Samantha read the labels until she found one that said, ‘Joe.’  She took down the box, opening it to reveal Joseph’s clothes from when he was a little boy.  Samantha examined a T-shirt featuring a figure clad in blue-and-red swinging from a rope and the words ‘Spider-Man’ underneath.  She wanted to tuck the shirt into her pocket so that something of his would be near her, but instead she tossed the shirt to Wendell along with a pair of blue jeans.
 
   Samantha and Prudence changed in the bathroom.  To Samantha’s relief, the maternity dress fit Prudence with a little room to spare.  Prudence studied herself in the full-length mirror behind the bathroom door.  “It’s beautiful,” she said.  “I love it.”
 
   The clothes Samantha had chosen for herself didn’t fit as well.  The shirt didn’t reach to her navel and the jeans ended at her calves.  Still, unless she tried the maternity clothes she doubted she’d find anything better.  As she teased her hair in the mirror, she wondered what Joseph would think of her now.  
 
   They emerged from the bathroom to find Wendell looking miserable in his baggy T-shirt and jeans.  Prudence hid a smile behind her hand.  “You look fine,” Samantha said.  She patted Wendell on the shoulder, bringing a smile to his face.  “Come on, let’s find Mr. Pryde.”
 
   Mr. Pryde waited in a rusty silver car belching smoke.  He tried to hide a grimace as Samantha sat in the passenger’s seat.  “I remember when Laura and I went to that concert in Bangor,” he said, motioning to Samantha’s shirt.  “Some jerk spilled beer on her shirt, so I bought her that one.”
 
   “I can go back and get another one—”
 
   “It’s fine.  She’d be glad it’s getting some use.”  He backed out of the driveway and then drove down the hill.  
 
   Behind her, Prudence and Wendell leaned against their windows to get a better look as a town came into sight.  A white steeple pierced the morning sky ahead of them with the ocean spreading out behind it.  A row of low buildings ran on either side of a wide street, along which were parked numerous automobiles of different shapes and sizes.  A blue-and-white sign announced they had arrived in the town of Seabrooke, population 2,074.
 
   “Here we are,” Mr. Pryde said.  “You kids got any idea where you want to start looking?”
 
   Samantha shook herself away from admiring the buildings and automobiles to say, “Would you mind if we got out and walked around?  I think it would be easier that way.”
 
   “Sure.  Why don’t you kids get out and do a little window-shopping.  I’ll meet you back here in about an hour.  I got to check on my boat.”
 
   Mr. Pryde pulled over to one side of the road and the three children got out.  He waved to them before he took off down the road, disappearing around a corner.  Samantha stood with Prudence and Wendell on the side of the road, in awe of how large and grand Seabrooke appeared in comparison with Eternity.
 
   A sharp pain stabbed Samantha’s head.  She cried out, Prudence and Wendell grabbing her by the arms before she fell.  “Samantha, what’s wrong?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Samantha said.  The pain subsided and they pressed on to a shop.  Prudence threw herself against the display window to gape at the mannequin dressed in a glittering black dress.  “Designs by Suzie,” Samantha whispered.  She looked up at the sign over the door, which read, ‘Designs by Suzie.’  The pain in Samantha’s head returned.
 
   “Can we go inside?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I don’t want to go in there.  That’s for girls,” Wendell said.  “It’s not like they’ll have anything for you anyway.”
 
   “They will so!” Prudence shot back.  “We can probably find you a nice dress too, Wendy.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!”
 
   “Can’t you two be quiet?” Samantha said.  She rubbed her temples, the pain growing worse, to the point where she could hardly see.  “Stay here and wait for Mr. Pryde.”
 
   “Sam—” She didn’t hear the rest of Prudence’s question.  She bolted down the sidewalk, trying to escape the pain.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12:  New Beginnings
 
   As Samantha ran, she looked up at the names of the shops through a red haze of pain.  She knew every store name before reading it off the sign.  She finally collapsed onto a chair outside a café, shaking her head at the realization she must have been here before.
 
   With her head still pounding, she tried to think of when she might have been here and whom she might have been with.  Nothing emerged from the subconscious soup in her brain to provide her with an answer.  There has to be some way to find out, she thought.  
 
   “Excuse me, can I get you something?” Samantha looked up to see a fat old woman standing by the table.
 
   “No, I was resting for a moment,” Samantha said.
 
   “These tables are for customers only, young lady.  Move along before I call the police,” the old woman said.
 
   Samantha got up from the table, the pain in her head easing somewhat.  She patted her pockets, feeling the jewelry she’d brought from Pryde’s cellar.  She needed to find a place to sell the jewelry for some local currency.  Where could she go?  She should have asked Mr. Pryde before he left, but she didn’t want to make him more suspicious than he probably already was about why Samantha and her “cousins” were here.
 
   She continued along the sidewalk, which sloped down towards the sea.  Near the bottom she came to a stop in front of a clapboard shack with everything from an anchor taller than the Primrose to a bathtub strewn about the front yard.  The words, ‘New Beginnings Antiques’ were painted on the front window.  Something told her this was the place to sell her jewelry.
 
   She opened the door, a bell ringing overhead.  Inside she found the store as disorganized as the front yard.  Old clothes, appliances, books, and knickknacks were spread about the shelves with no organization.  In a glass case at the back of the store she found rows of broaches, necklaces, rings, and even war medals.  The sight of so much jewelry gave her the sick feeling they wouldn’t want any of hers.
 
   “Can I help you?” a woman called out.  Samantha turned around to find a middle-aged woman in a ratty brown sweater and a pair of reading glasses standing behind her.
 
   “Yes, I think so.  You buy old jewelry, right?”
 
   “That depends on the quality.”
 
   Samantha reached into the pocket of her jeans to take out the bag of jewelry from Pryde’s cellar.  She emptied it out onto the counter.  “Is any of this high quality?”
 
   The woman bent forward, squinting behind her reading glasses to study the jewelry Samantha had poured out.  As the woman examined an emerald broach, Samantha put a hand to her forehead.  She couldn’t shake the feeling she had been here before.  But she couldn’t simply ask the woman if she had been here previously without sounding like a lunatic.  
 
   When the woman turned to Samantha, she took off her reading glasses and raised an eyebrow, “This is a magnificent collection.  How did you happen to come about them?”
 
   “They belonged to my mother,” Samantha said.  She couldn’t tell the woman she’d stolen them from a serial killer who’d taken them off his victims over three hundred fifty years.
 
   “Your mother?  Where is she?”
 
   “She’s dead.  Both my parents are dead,” Samantha said.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.  Whom are you staying with now?”
 
   “I’m staying with my cousins.  They’re Amish,” she said, remembering what Mr. Pryde had said the day before.
 
   “You must have come a long way then.  There aren’t any Amish communities in Maine I’m aware of.”
 
   “We did come a long way.  On a boat,” Samantha said.
 
   “I see.”  The woman crossed her arms over her chest.  “I think you and I need to have a discussion with Sheriff McCovey.”
 
   “The police?  Why?  I haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “I’m sorry, young lady, but I can’t accept stolen goods from a runaway.  It’s against the law.  Now, why don’t you sit down and the sheriff can take you home.”
 
   “I’m not a runaway,” Samantha said.  “I’m—”  She tried to come up with a plausible explanation for how a fourteen-year-old girl could end up on her own with a bag of jewelry.  She finally snatched the bag from the counter and took off running.  The woman shouted for her to come back, but Samantha paid her no heed.  She had to get out of here before the police showed up and asked her questions she couldn’t answer, like where she’d come from and where she’d been for the last nine years.  
 
   Samantha ran along the docks, searching for a place to hide from the police.  Fishermen looked up as she ran by, one even whistling at her.  Behind her, she heard a siren and knew she didn’t have much more time to disappear before she was caught.
 
   As she continued to run past boats and piles of equipment, she looked back for any sign of someone following her.  She turned her head around in time to run into a man tying up his boat.  They both tumbled to the ground, the bag of jewelry shooting out of Samantha’s hand and spilling on the ground.  She sat up to find Mr. Pryde standing over her, offering her a hand.
 
   “You all right?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   “Why you running?”  He indicated the bag of jewelry lying on the ground.  “What’s all this?  You been stealing from people?  Is that your game?  You and your friends come here pretending to be Amish so you can rob folks?”
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that,” Samantha said.  She took a deep breath before saying, “We’re not really Amish.  We are from a community that hasn’t had any contact with the modern world in over three hundred years.  It’s on an island near here.  We sailed over here in a boat.”
 
   “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   “We’re usually self-sufficient, but the crops failed last year and then this blizzard killed our livestock and—”  She stopped to wipe tears from her eyes.  “We’re desperate and we don’t have any money, so I took all the jewelry and I tried to sell it to this woman but she thought I stole it and called the police.  I’m really sorry about lying to you after everything you’ve done.  Please don’t tell the police about Wendell and Prudence.  They didn’t do anything wrong.  This is my fault.”
 
   Mr. Pryde reached into his pocket for a cigarette, lighting it with an unsteady hand.  He blew out a stream of smoke and then said, “I ain’t going to let Sheriff McCovey take you.  The way I see it, you ain’t done nothing wrong.”  He bent down to shovel the fallen jewelry back into the bag.  Then he handed the bag to her.  “We’ll straighten all this out.”
 
   “You mean it?  Thank you, Mr. Pryde,” Samantha said.  She kissed Mr. Pryde on the cheek, causing his cigarette to fall from his lips.  “You’ve been so wonderful to us.  Isn’t there anything I can do to repay you?”
 
   “You can stop that crying for starters,” Mr. Pryde said.  “Everything’s going to be all right.  The sheriff and I go way back.  He won’t touch you long as you let me do the talking.”
 
   Samantha wiped her eyes and nose, biting down on her lip to keep from crying any more.  Part of her worried this might be some kind of trick, but she didn’t think Mr. Pryde capable of such deception.  Not after all he’d done for them already.  
 
   When she returned to New Beginnings Antiques, she found a fat, bald man in a dark blue uniform talking with the shopkeeper.  Sheriff McCovey turned away from the woman at Mr. Pryde’s approach, his red face brightening with a smile.  “You caught our runaway, eh, Judah?  Hate to tell you, but there ain’t no reward on this one yet.”
 
   “She ain’t no runaway, Rick,” Mr. Pryde said.  “She and her cousins been staying with me the past couple days.”
 
   “That a fact?” Sheriff McCovey asked.  He turned to Samantha, his voice rising as if talking to a small child.  “What’s your name, honey?”
 
   “Samantha Young.”
 
   “How do you and your cousins know old Judah here?”
 
   “He’s our third cousin.  On my mother’s side.”
 
   “That a fact, Judah?”
 
   “Sounds about right.  I let her have that stuff there, just some old stuff of Laura’s.  I reckon she didn’t need it.”
 
   “That a fact, Samantha?”  She nodded.  “Well, sounds like we got everything about wrapped up then.  Unless you got anything to add, Miss Pestona?”
 
   “I think that’s a satisfactory explanation, Sheriff,” the woman said.  “If you boys don’t mind, young Samantha and I have some business to conduct.”
 
   Miss Pestona led Samantha by the arm into the store.  As she sorted through the jewelry Samantha had brought, she asked, “You said your name is Samantha Young?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Miss Pestona paused to squint at Samantha from behind her glasses.  “It’s funny, about ten years ago I had a woman come in here calling herself Samantha Young.  She looked just like you.  She was older than you, of course.  I’d say by about thirty years.  She even had a necklace like that.”  Miss Pestona motioned to the half-heart necklace around Samantha’s neck.  “I don’t suppose she was your mother?”
 
   “Yes, my mother.  She told me about this place.  Before she died, of course.”
 
   “That’s a terrible shame.  She seemed like a nice woman.  She knew more about antiques than anyone I’ve had in here.”  Miss Pestona finished sorting through the jewelry and then reached into her sweater for a pad of paper.  “You have some nice specimens in here.  I’ll take these ones and give you a thousand dollars.  If you want, I can give you the name of a broker in Portland who might take the rest.”
 
   Samantha nodded, her mind too distracted to consider whether she was being cheated or not.  A Samantha Young who looked like her being here almost ten years ago?  Along with the déjà vu she’d felt earlier, she knew it couldn’t be a coincidence.  But thirty years older?  That meant she would have been forty.  She did the terrible math in her head, figuring her parents would have been dead for thirty-five years now.
 
   Despite biting down on her lip, Samantha couldn’t keep from crying again.  Miss Pestona put an arm around her shoulder and asked what was wrong.  “My mother, what did she say when she was here?  She died when I was little.  Anything you could tell me would be helpful.”
 
   “Mostly we talked about military antiques.  She bought an old set of binoculars off me.  Your mother was very knowledgeable about that.”  Miss Pestona tapped her glasses against her chin.  “You might want to talk with Mrs. Milton over at the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  I think that’s where your mother stayed at when she was here.”
 
   “Really?  Oh, thank you Miss Pestona.  I’ll talk to her right away.”  Samantha almost raced out the door, but Miss Pestona grabbed her arm.  
 
   “Wait a second, young lady.  Don’t forget your money.  I’ll be right back.”  When Miss Pestona disappeared into the back room, Samantha went over to an antique mirror to study her face.  She tried to imagine herself at forty-four with wrinkles instead of pimples.  Had she been thin or fat?  She thought of asking Miss Pestona, but decided the question would sound too odd.  Maybe she could find a way to ask Mrs. Milton at the inn.
 
   Miss Pestona returned with an envelope, inside which Samantha found slips of green paper.  Dollars, she thought.  Now she, Prudence, and Wendell could purchase the supplies for Eternity.  But first she had something more important to do.
 
   “Thank you for your help,” she said to Miss Pestona and then bounded out the front door to find Mr. Pryde.  She took his hand and started to tug him uphill.  “Come on, we have to find the others,” she said.  There wasn’t a moment to lose; she had waited too long already.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13:  Transformation
 
   Joseph logged the latest entry into his computer.  So far he had catalogued nineteen varieties of chemicals taken from the underground chamber.  He examined a slide from each one in his microscope—careful not to touch any with his bare hands—ecstatic whistles turning to stunned silence.  
 
   The results were unbelievable.  The compounds in these formulas were unlike anything he had ever seen before.  The molecular structures didn’t correspond to any known substances.  He couldn’t be certain without better equipment, but he didn’t think some of the elements in these compounds could be found on the Periodic Table.
 
   With each substance he catalogued he included a hypothesis of the chemical’s effect on the body.  Each one stimulated different areas of the brain, he surmised.  The one he had ingested in the cave must have stimulated the visual and learning areas, although he couldn’t be certain because he had not found another jar of it.  Others affected creativity or pleasure centers.  Still others affected the level of hormones secreted within the brain.  
 
   He considered what to do with the potions.  The obvious solution would be to turn them over to a real laboratory for more in-depth analysis and study.  Perhaps these chemicals could restore movement to crippled limbs or combat Alzheimer’s.
 
   But then if he turned them over to someone else, those people would get the credit and not him for the greatest discoveries in medical history.  He might get a brief mention in someone’s acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize, behind the scientist’s mother or Jesus Christ if he was lucky.  No, the fame, fortune, and glory extending from those discoveries belonged to him.  He would be the only one to make acceptance speeches for the Nobel Prize.
 
   He went to the door, stopping before he turned the knob, the memory of last night coming to him.  Samantha Young might still be in the house.  He didn’t want to see her again and risk further humiliation.  He turned back to the jars lined up on the table.  None of the chemicals on the table could make her fall in love with a geek like him.  Unless—
 
   Of course!  Why hadn’t he seen it earlier?  If these compounds could alter hormonal levels and affect parts of the brain, perhaps they could transform him from a geek into a stud.  No single potion he’d found would do the trick, but if he found a way to separate the elements of each potion and then combine them he might be able to concoct what he needed.  
 
   One look at her last night had told him she was the woman for him.  Her exotic beauty compared to the other girls in Seabrooke was like an orchid in a field of dandelions.  Everything from the homemade clothes to the way she cut her hair to the lack of makeup indicated this was a girl who didn’t care about fashion trends or what other chattering hens at school might think of her.  She was a strong, independent woman.  He had to have her.
 
   In the driveway he saw only Pop’s truck and the rusty hulk of Mom’s station wagon.  Pop must have taken the car with Samantha.  He would be pissed if he found out Joseph had taken the truck, but there wasn’t time to wait for Pop.  He found Pop’s spare keys in the toolbox under the kitchen sink and then hurried outside to start the truck.  He backed out of the driveway and turned onto the road towards Seabrooke.
 
   When he passed the welcome sign, he checked to make sure Sheriff McCovey wasn’t anywhere in sight to bust him.  The last thing he needed right now was to get detained by the cops and have to explain why he’d taken the truck.  Then Pop would find out and ground him, forcing him to sleep in one of the guest rooms to cut him off from his equipment.  He couldn’t afford those kinds of delays now.
 
   As he passed by Designs by Suzie, he slowed to get a look at a redheaded boy arguing with a fat girl.  Joseph remembered owning a Spider-Man shirt like the one the boy wore.  He’d worn it every day during the summer when he was ten after Pop let Mrs. Schulman take Joseph to see Spider-Man 2 in Ellsworth.  As for the fat girl, he could have sworn Mom had worn a turquoise dress like that in a picture taken from when she was pregnant with him.  These kids must be Samantha’s cousins.  He was tempted to pull over and ask about her, but he didn’t want to reveal his intentions.  
 
   Instead, he accelerated down to the corner, finding an empty parking spot behind Grossman’s Pet Store.  He looked around again to make sure no one noticed he’d driven the truck into town.  He nearly fell out when he saw her in the mirror.
 
   Samantha sat across the street at a table of Barb’s Grill.  Even with her face covered by her hands there was no mistaking that bronze skin of hers in a town like Seabrooke.  He wanted to race across the street to ask her what the problem was, but he couldn’t take the chance of making a fool of himself again.  He watched her for a few minutes in the rearview mirror, until Barb the owner of the café came out to shoo Samantha away.  Joseph ducked in the driver’s seat, his entire body shivering.  
 
   Minutes went by without anyone knocking on the door or window.  Joseph finally got the courage to sit up and look out the rearview mirror.  Samantha was gone.  He sighed with relief and then opened the door.  He considered looking for her to make sure she was all right, but told himself not until his experiment was complete.
 
   In Grossman’s Pet Store he hurried down the aisle of dog food and squeaky toys to the back, where Mr. Grossman kept the rodent cages.  Hamsters, gerbils, and guinea pigs lazed around in their cages, but he had no interest in them.  “Looking for a pet, Joe?” Mr. Grossman asked.
 
   “It’s more of a science experiment, Mr. Grossman,” Joseph said.  “I need some of your rats to, you know, run through mazes and all that.”  Joseph didn’t dare explain his true purpose for fear Mr. Grossman wouldn’t sell him the rats.
 
   “How many do you need?”
 
   “All of them,” Joseph said.  He reached into his pocket for the money he’d brought.  “Is this enough?”
 
   “That should more than do it.  Are you going to need anything else to go with them?  Some food maybe—”
 
   “Just the rats and a cage,” Joseph said.  “A strong cage.”
 
   “We got some nice sturdy ones over here, should make a nice new home for your little friends.”  Joseph left the store with six white rats scurrying back and forth in a clear plastic cage.  
 
   He didn’t see the car in the driveway when he got home, nor did he find anyone inside the house.  He left Pop’s spare keys in the toolbox underneath the sink and then went upstairs with his test subjects.  “You guys ready to be part of history?” he asked the rats.  They cowered in one end of the cage, compacted into a furry ball.  “Too bad.”
 
   Joseph sat down at the computer to review his notes on the nineteen potions he’d recovered from the underground chamber.  In no time at all he identified a combination that would make him attractive to Samantha.  He separated the necessary elements from the potions, combining them in a vial to produce a gray liquid.  He held it up to the light with a smile.
 
   He opened the top of the cage to lower an eyedropper filled with the potion.  “Come and get it,” he said to the rats.  One emerged from the furry ball to sniff at the end of the eyedropper.  Joseph squeezed a few drops onto the rat’s pointed snout, finally managing to get a couple into its mouth.  
 
   Nothing happened for five minutes and then ten.  After fifteen minutes Joseph slammed his fist against the table, rattling the clay jars.  What had he done wrong?  From all his calculations, something should have happened.
 
   He turned back to his computer screen to study his notes.  What did I miss? he wondered.  Then he heard a shriek come from the cage.  He swiveled in the chair in time to see the rat’s body quivering as though with a seizure.  The rat’s body started to expand like a balloon, the muscle’s in the animal’s legs swelling up to twice their normal size.  Even the creature’s tail grew thicker.  The reaction stopped a few moments later with the bulked-up rat clawing feverishly at the cage to escape.
 
   “I did it!” Joseph shouted.  With this formula he would no longer be a pathetic, scrawny geek and he would have Samantha.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14:  Mama Veronica
 
   Molly fell again, sinking up to her numb shoulders in the snow.  She’d lost count of how many times she’d fallen since running away from Mama Becky’s house.  She pushed herself out of the snow and toddled deeper into the forest.  If only she had grabbed her jacket, mittens, and a pair of boots on the way out the door, then she wouldn’t be in this fix now.  But she couldn’t go back, not after what Mama Becky—just Becky now, she reminded herself—had done to her.
 
   Molly rubbed her cold hands together and blew on them in a vain attempt to keep them warm.  She wished a real-life Sir Francis would ride to her rescue right now on his white horse.  He would make a fire and give her some warm tea.  Then he would take her across the sea to the palace where King Daniel and Queen Margaret waited for their daughter to return.
 
   She tripped over something and collapsed into the snow once again.  This time she couldn’t muster the strength to raise her numbed limbs from the snow.  She managed to roll over onto her back to look up at the clear blue sky through the naked branches.  The sky looked so pretty; she thought it might be nice to live up there as an angel like Becky had told her.  She said in Heaven people lived on clouds and did the things they loved to do all the time.  They could look down on the earth to see everyone they loved.  If she was up in Heaven, she could at least see her parents.  
 
   She heard snow crunching followed by a horse neighing.  Sir Francis knelt down next to Molly, raising the visor of his helmet so she could see his kindly face.  “Don’t worry, my child, you’re going to be safe now,” he said.
 
   “You came for me,” she said.  “I knew you would.”
 
   “My child, I could not let a princess be slain out here in this godforsaken wilderness.”  He scooped her from the snow, carrying her in his silver-plated arms to the waiting horse.  He didn’t mount the horse so much as he floated up into the saddle with Molly on his lap.  He brushed hair from her face and leaned down to kiss her on the forehead with the same tenderness as Becky.  “It won’t be long now before you’re home,” he said.
 
   Home.  She let the word echo in her mind.  So long she had been away.  It seemed like forever.  Would her parents remember her after so long?  She tried to voice her concern to Sir Francis, but her lips wouldn’t move.  It didn’t matter.  All that mattered was she would soon be home.  She closed her eyes, the steady motion of the horse galloping through the snow rocking her to sleep.  I’ll be home soon, she thought.
 
   “Little girl?  Are you awake?” a voice whispered.  Molly felt a hand on her forehead.  She opened her eyes to find an old woman leaning over her.  The old woman had brown skin creased with wrinkles, frizzy gray hair streaked with white, and gray eyes rimmed with dark circles.  She wore a tattered gray sweater and a silver chain around her neck.  “Can you hear me?”
 
   Molly opened her mouth, but couldn’t get any words out.  Her throat felt dry as paper and her tongue heavy as clay.  A silver flask appeared in front of Molly’s lips, dribbling water down her throat.  “Does that feel better now?” the old woman asked.  Molly nodded.  The old woman helped her to sit up.
 
   She wasn’t anywhere in Eternity.  The walls around her were made of mud, not wood or stone like the buildings in town or Becky’s cottage.  Could this be the castle where Mama and Papa lived?  The room seemed awfully small for a castle.  And who was this old woman?  She must be a servant.
 
   Molly cleared her throat and asked in a hoarse croak, “Where are my parents?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  You’re the only one I found out there.”
 
   “You found me?  No, I remember there was a horse—”
 
   “I didn’t see any horses.  I was walking through the forest and found you lying in the snow half-dead.  So I brought you here,” the old woman said.
 
   “Where is here?  Are we in Dublin?”
 
   “Dublin?  We’re on the island of Eternity.  This house used to belong to my grandfather.”
 
   “Your grandfather?”
 
   “Jonas Pryde.  He lived here some time ago.”  The lines along the old woman’s lips and forehead deepened when she smiled, exposing a mouth full of yellow, crooked teeth.  “My name is Veronica.  What’s yours?”
 
   “Molly Brigham.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  You look like a Molly with that pretty red hair and those freckles.”  Molly blushed at this.  She wondered how many Molly’s the old woman had seen before.  “How did you get here, Molly?”
 
   “I’ve lived here since I was a baby.”
 
   “With your parents?”
 
   “No, with Becky.”
 
   “Was Becky with you out in the snow?”
 
   “No.  I ran away from her because she’s mean,” Molly said.  She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I hate everyone there.  They’re all stupid and I don’t want to go back.”
 
   “Where’s that, Molly?”
 
   “In town, where everyone lives.”  Molly raised an eyebrow as a thought struck her.  “I don’t remember seeing you before.”
 
   “That’s because I only got here a couple days ago.  I came over on a boat across the water.  From a town called Portland.”
 
   “Is Portland very far away?”
 
   “It’s a little far.  Are you hungry?  I made a can of tomato soup if you want some.”
 
   “What’s tomato soup?”
 
   “It’s soup.  Made from tomatoes.”  Molly stared at Veronica blankly.  “You don’t know what a tomato is?”  When Molly shook her head, Veronica said, “It’s a red vegetable.  Some people call it a fruit.  Haven’t you seen one before?”
 
   “No.  Are they like apples?”
 
   “Not really.  They’re squishy and red on the inside.  How can you not have seen a tomato?”  Molly said nothing.  She started to worry this Veronica might be some kind of crazy person.  Or maybe Molly was still dreaming.  
 
   Veronica went over to the hearth and returned with a metal can blackened on the sides from the fire.  Inside the can, Molly saw liquid almost the same color as her hair.  Veronica put a little of the soup on a spoon, putting it up to Molly’s mouth.  The soup tasted warm and rich with a sweetness to it.  She slurped down another dozen spoonfuls.  “You really like this stuff, don’t you?” Veronica said.
 
   “It’s delicious.  I wish we had tomatoes in Eternity.”
 
   “Maybe we could go over to buy some seeds and grow them ourselves,” Veronica said.  “If you want to stay here.  Or as soon as you’re feeling better we can take you home.”
 
   “Eternity isn’t my home,” Molly said.  “My home is in Dublin with King Daniel and Queen Margaret.”
 
   “Oh, so that would make you a princess.  Princess Molly.  Here’s your soup, your majesty.”  Veronica gave Molly another spoonful of tomato soup.  “When you’re feeling better we can go over to Dublin and reunite you with your parents.”
 
   “Can we really?”
 
   “It’s very far away though.  We’ll need to make sure you’re feeling good and strong for the trip.  Here, make sure you eat all your soup to help get your strength back.  I’ll see if your highness’s clothes are dry.”
 
   Molly finished the can of soup in no time, feeling strong enough to fly across the sea to Dublin.  How lucky she’d been for this nice old lady to find her.  Maybe Veronica was her guardian angel.  “Veronica, are you an angel?” she asked.
 
   “Me?  No, dear, I’m not an angel.”  Veronica brought over Molly’s dress and shoes.  Molly tried to get out of bed, but her legs buckled and she would have fallen if Veronica hadn’t caught her.  “Looks like you’re not ready to leave yet.  You get some rest, sweetheart.  I’ll be right here.”
 
   Veronica helped Molly lie back down in bed and then pulled the covers up to Molly’s chin.  She brushed away hair from Molly’s forehead and kissed her as Sir Francis had done in her dream.  “Goodnight, Mama Veronica,” Molly whispered before falling asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15:  The Awful Truth
 
   Prudence watched Samantha recede into the distance.  She didn’t understand what had caused her friend to get angry and run away.  Wendell started to brush past her until she grabbed his arm.  “We have to stay here and wait for her,” Prudence said.  The two of them going out on their own and getting lost wouldn’t do any good right now.  With so many dangers in this unfamiliar world, they were better off waiting for Samantha.
 
   “We can’t let her go off alone,” Wendell said.  “She could get hurt.”  He wasn’t about to leave Samantha out there by herself to get crushed by an automobile or something worse.  He couldn’t live with himself if anything bad happened to her.  Of course stupid Prudence would want to stay here on her fat butt.
 
   “She’ll be fine.  She can take care of herself.”  Prudence didn’t really believe this.  From what she’d seen of this place so far there were hidden dangers lurking around every corner.  Still, Samantha was better equipped to survive in this environment than either of them.  “I’m sure she won’t be long.  In the meantime, there’s no sense in us getting lost.”
 
   Wendell squirmed in Prudence’s grasp, but her stubby fingers kept hold of his arm.  “Let go of me!” he shouted.
 
   “Calm down.  Samantha will be fine.”  She steered Wendell over to a wooden bench to sit down.  She kept hold of Wendell’s arm so he didn’t run away and get into more trouble.  “After all she’s been through on Eternity, this should be easy,” Prudence said, trying to sound cheerful.
 
   “Something bad’s going to happen to her.  How can you sit here and let it happen?” Wendell said.
 
   “She told us to wait here for herself or Mr. Pryde and that’s what we’re going to do.  Whether you like it or not.”
 
   “You’re just scared,” Wendell said.  “You’re too scared to go anywhere by yourself.  That’s how much you care about her.”
 
   “Samantha told us to wait.  If she finds out we’ve disobeyed her, she’ll get mad at us.  You don’t want that to happen, do you?” Prudence said.
 
   Wendell considered this.  As much as he worried about Samantha’s safety, he didn’t want her to get angry with him for disobeying her.  She might hate him after that.  He couldn’t bear for Samantha to hate him.  “You’re right,” he said.
 
   “Good, I’m glad that’s settled.”  Prudence let go of Wendell’s arm and then heaved herself off the bench.  She wanted to get a better look at the Designs by Suzie shop.  Looking in the window wouldn’t violate Samantha’s orders.
 
   She pressed her face against the display window for Designs by Suzie.  Never in her life had she seen anything so wonderful as what she saw through that window.  Clothes of every color in so many shapes, more than she could have ever imagined.  How could one person have possibly made them all?  She had to go in and find out.  Samantha could see her through the store windows if she happened to come back while Prudence was inside.
 
   Wendell grabbed Prudence’s arm.  “We can’t go in there.  We have to stay out here in case Samantha comes back,” he said.  He didn’t understand girls.  One moment Prudence was saying how important it was for them to wait for Samantha and the next she wanted to go shopping.  
 
   “I’ll only be a minute.  You can stay out here and wait.”
 
   “There’s nothing in there for you.”
 
   “There’s nothing in there for a baby like you either.”
 
   “You’re the one wearing maternity clothes.”
 
   “I am not!”
 
   “You are so.  I saw the label on the box where Samantha got that dress.  It said, ‘Maternity’ plain as day.  Figures only a dress for a pregnant woman would fit you.”
 
   Prudence’s cheeks flushed red with rage.  How dare Wendell say she was wearing a pregnant woman’s clothes!  This was a perfectly fine dress, much better than her Eternity clothes.  This dress was so pretty and colorful, like those inside the shop.  She smoothed down the dress over her stomach and said, “I don’t care what you think.  I’m going inside.”
 
   She marched into the store and took a sleeveless red dress off a rack.  She held it up to her body, but it wouldn’t fit.  She tried another and another with the same result.  Wendell was right, no one made dresses for anyone as fat as her.
 
   She clutched a green dress with puffy sleeves in her hand when a woman asked if she needed any help.  “I’m just looking,” Prudence said.  She put the dress back on the rack.
 
   The woman wore a tan jacket, a matching skirt that went to her knees, and a white blouse that shimmered in the light.  The ensemble gave the woman a feminine look, but also a powerful one.  Prudence felt underdressed by comparison in her simple dress.  “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but how far along are you?” the woman asked.
 
   Prudence put a hand to her stomach as tears came to her eyes.  The woman wrapped an arm around Prudence’s shoulders.  “I’m sorry to upset you, honey.  My sister went through the same thing when she was about your age.  Do you need a place to stay?  I know a great place over in New Hampshire that will take care of you.  I think I still have a business card—”
 
   “I’m not pregnant!” Prudence finally managed to blurt out.
 
   “Oh.  I thought by the dress and—”  The woman took her arm off Prudence’s shoulder.  “I apologize.  That was so presumptuous of me.  I feel terrible.  Can we start over?  My name is Suzie.  I own the store.  You probably gathered that from the sign, I’m sure.  What’s your name?”
 
   “Prudence.”
 
   “What a lovely name, very classic.  I don’t think I’ve ever met a Prudence before.  A few Constances and even a Temperance, but never a Prudence.  It’s very unique,” Suzie said.  
 
   Prudence didn’t care how unique her name was, she just wanted to leave this awful place and go back to Eternity.  Why had Samantha run away and left her to face this alone?
 
   “How about we find something pretty for you?  I’ll let you have it free of charge for me being such a knucklehead.”  Prudence didn’t say anything.  Suzie took her hand, leading her to the back of the store to a section labeled ‘Plus Sizes.’  She thumbed through the rack until pulling out a mint green T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans.  “These are good for a girl your age.  Why don’t you go into the changing room to try them on?”
 
   Prudence looked at the clothes skeptically, but then decided they couldn’t be any worse than what she had on now.  She took the clothes and trudged into the changing room.  Her reflection in the floor-length mirror on the door brought tears to her eyes.  Why was she cursed to be so fat?  Why couldn’t she be skinny and pretty like Samantha or Helena?
 
   She sat on the bench in the little room to cry, keeping her eyes on the floor so she wouldn’t have to see her bloated reflection.  After a few minutes, Suzie knocked on the door and asked, “Do you need any help in there, honey?”  No one could help her with what she wanted most.
 
   Outside the store, Wendell leaned against the clapboard façade, studying the automobiles as they passed.  He wished Samantha would come back and Prudence would stop dallying in the store so they could return to Mr. Pryde’s house.  The sight of so many automobiles made him want to tear apart the one at Mr. Pryde’s house so he could figure out how it worked.
 
   He recognized one particular automobile as belonging to Mr. Pryde.  He cried out with relief when the car pulled over and Samantha jumped out of the passenger’s seat.  She dashed across the road, nearly getting run over by a passing automobile.  Samantha ignored the automobile’s horn and, as she had so many times in Wendell’s dreams, threw herself against him.
 
   “This is the happiest day of my life,” she said.
 
   “Why?” he managed to ask, hoping she didn’t feel the sudden bulge in his pants.
 
   “I’m going to find out about myself,” she said.  Wendell tried not to let his disappointment show.  The bulge in his pants faded away as quickly as it had appeared.  “It’s so wonderful.  I know how old I am now—how old I really am.  And I know I’ve been to this place before.”
 
   “That’s good news,” Wendell said.  “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Where’s Prudence?  I want to tell her too.”
 
   “She’s inside the store.”  Samantha released him and bolted into Designs by Suzie.  Wendell followed her inside, wishing he really could feel happy for Samantha.  He’d known this day was coming, but he’d never prepared for it.
 
   Now Samantha would find out her real identity and leave Eternity forever.  He wouldn’t ever see her again.  He wouldn’t have the chance to tell her how much he’d come to care about her in the last couple years, not as a friend, but as something more.  Every night before he fell asleep he saw her face and imagined what it would be like to kiss her full brown lips.  He would never get the chance now.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Samantha knocking on a wooden door.  “Prudence, are you all right in there?  It’s me, Samantha.  I have wonderful news.  I’m going to find out who I am.  Can you believe it?”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Prudence said through the door.  She stifled a sob by putting the T-shirt to her mouth.  She knew she should be happy for Samantha, but she couldn’t help worrying about what she would do now.  If Samantha found a new home, Prudence wouldn’t have anyone.  She would be as lonely as before Samantha had arrived in Eternity.  “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Is something wrong, Prudence?  Do you need any help?”
 
   “I’m fine.  I’ll be out in a minute.”  Prudence took off her jacket and then the turquoise maternity dress.  She slipped on the mint green T-shirt, which fit over her stomach with plenty of room to spare.  Then she held up the blue jeans, marveling at the crinkled material in the waistband that could stretch taut to fit her.
 
   Despite the new clothes, in the mirror Prudence still saw a fat girl looking back at her.  She would never be skinny or pretty and once Samantha found out her past, Prudence would be alone too.  I should be happy for her, Prudence thought.  Jealousy and selfishness are terrible sins.  She wiped the tears from her eyes and tried to smile.  She would thank Suzie for these clothes and she would be happy for Samantha.
 
   She opened the door and turned so Samantha and Suzie could see how the clothes fit.  Both of them gushed with compliments at the same time.  “You look so lovely,” Suzie said.  “I should take a picture of you for my catalog.”
 
   “You’re beautiful,” Samantha said.
 
   Prudence thanked Suzie and Samantha.  She started for the door, but Suzie called for her to stop.  She darted into the changing room and returned with Prudence’s jacket.  “I wouldn’t want you to catch death of cold out there,” Suzie said.  She examined the jacket for a moment.  “This is a lovely coat.  Where did you get it?”
 
   “I made it,” Prudence said.
 
   “You did?  This is magnificent work.  I know girls three times your age who couldn’t make anything half as good.”
 
   Prudence blushed at the compliment, her heart almost leaping from her chest.  She had received praise from Miss Brigham, Samantha, and Rebecca, but never from a fellow seamstress before.  “Thanks,” she said.  “That means a lot.”
 
   “You have a very bright future ahead of you,” Suzie said.
 
   Prudence continued blushing all the way out to Mr. Pryde’s automobile.  After she fastened her seatbelt, she looked back at Designs by Suzie, imagining her name over the door.  Then she thought of trying to live in this strange world on her own.  She couldn’t do it.  Not by herself.
 
   Wendell slid into the seat next to her.  Samantha turned in her seat to face them, a smile still on her face.  “Isn’t this so exciting?”  
 
   Wendell and Prudence said anything.  They both were trying not to cry about losing their best friend.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16:  Tea and Sympathy
 
   Samantha shifted in the front seat of Mr. Pryde’s automobile, counting down the miles until they reached the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  After nine years, she might finally be able to answer the question haunting her since waking up in Eternity:  Who am I?  So many years she looked in the mirror, squinting to recognize anything and coming up with nothing.  Now the missing piece to the jigsaw puzzle of her past might fall into place.
 
   “Not much farther,” Mr. Pryde said.  He turned onto a narrow road overlooking the sea.  Above, Samantha saw houses larger than Mr. Pryde’s tucked among ancient trees.  “Almost nobody lives up there at this time of year.”
 
   “Why not?” Samantha asked.
 
   “The rich folks who own those go somewhere warmer until the snow melts.  If you got money there ain’t no reason to grub around in the snow with the rest of us,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   “Oh.  You must not like them much,” Samantha said.
 
   “It don’t matter to me one way or the other.”  He reached into his pocket for another cigarette.  “They’re free to do what they want.  Long as they don’t bother me, we get along fine.”
 
   Samantha sensed there was more to the issue, but she didn’t want to press Mr. Pryde.  The road wound up, the sea obscured now by trees.  The automobile was plunged into sudden darkness from the shadows, Mr. Pryde’s cigarette tip the only light.
 
   Samantha craned her neck back to look at Prudence and Wendell.  They each leaned their heads against a window, a hand underneath their chins.  “No matter what happens, nothing is going to change between us,” she said to them.  “We’re always going to be friends, right?”
 
   Prudence nodded, but Wendell didn’t move.  Samantha would have to speak with him later to reassure him she would always care about him and everyone else in Eternity.  Finding out more about herself would help her become a better person.  That discussion could wait until she spoke with Mrs. Milton.
 
   Sunlight exploded upon the automobile as it emerged from the trees.  On a cliff above the ocean, Samantha saw a sprawling white house.  “That’s it!” she said.  Mr. Pryde nodded, but she didn’t need to be reassured.  She recognized the bed and breakfast as though she’d lived there her whole life.
 
   Mr. Pryde turned off the road, but couldn’t get much farther.  The driveway was blocked with over two feet of snow.  “Looks like you’ll have to walk,” he said.  “You want me to come along and make sure you get up there all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  Do you suppose Mrs. Milton is home?”
 
   “The old lady hasn’t left this place since her husband died,” Mr. Pryde said.  “In the summer I bring her fish for the guests.  She’s kind of a strange old bird, but she ain’t bad.”
 
   “Good luck,” Prudence said without feeling.  Wendell said nothing.  Samantha climbed out of the automobile and set off into the snow.  The top of the drifts had frozen over with ice, making the journey more difficult.  Twice she lost her footing, but managed to keep her balance.  At last she reached the marble steps of the house and waved back to Mr. Pryde.
 
   She reached up for a brass knocker in the shape of a bear’s head.  Before she could bring it down on the blue door, the knocker was torn away from her hand.  An old woman in a dark blue sweater and white pants that complemented the house’s color scheme stood in the doorway.  “Hello there, young lady.  I must say I didn’t think you would make it.  The rest of your family is welcome to come as well,” Mrs. Milton said.  She frowned at Samantha.  “Are you going to stand there and catch death of cold?  Come in, come in.”
 
   Samantha followed her inside to a spacious parlor with white walls and floors and dark blue furniture to match Mrs. Milton’s wardrobe.  “I must apologize for the snow in the driveway.  We don’t usually receive guests at this time of year.  The boy who shovels my driveway is so busy right now he hasn’t gotten out here yet.”  Mrs. Milton stopped to motion around the room.  “This is the common area, where our guests are welcome to unwind.  You will notice there is no television in this room or anywhere else.  My husband and I believe a vacation should not be spent in front of the idiot box.  If you must have one, there are motels along the interstate.”
 
   Samantha tried to interject, but Mrs. Milton kept talking as she swept through the parlor and into an empty room with a vast marble floor.  “This is the ballroom.  During the summer we hold dances every weekend.  As you may have guessed, the room is not in operation at the moment.  This is the dining room.  Breakfast is served at seven o’clock until nine o’clock sharp.  Lunch commences at noon until two o’clock and dinner from five o’clock to seven.  No exceptions.  There is also tea at three o’clock, hosted by myself.  Rosalie, our cook, makes the most wonderful crumpets in all of Maine—she came to us directly from England—but alas she won’t be here for another two months.  I do have some tinned cookies in the pantry that will have to do—”
 
   “Mrs. Milton, this is all very nice, but I didn’t come here for a room,” Samantha finally interrupted.
 
   “Well now, young lady, why have you come here then?  If you’re looking for a donation, I will be happy to write you a check, although you could have simply telephoned me instead of risking your neck in that snow.”
 
   “I’m not here for a donation either.”
 
   “Then, my dear, why are you here?  I don’t suppose you’ve come here to rob me, have you?  All of our money is safely put away in the bank—”
 
   “I’m not going to rob you either.  I just want some information.  Miss Pestona at the antiques store said you might be able to help me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?  You should not play games with a woman of my advanced years.  Why don’t you sit down and I will see what I can do.  Would you like any tea?”
 
   Samantha wanted to reject the offer, but a chill in her hands and feet changed her mind.  “I would love some tea.”
 
   “Good.  Go on and sit down.  Here now, let me have your coat to hang up.”  Samantha took off her coat, her cheeks flushing at the ill-fitting T-shirt she wore underneath.  “That’s a good girl.  I won’t be long.”
 
   Mrs. Milton hustled away through a door, leaving Samantha to sit in a white wicker chair.  She folded her hands in her lap, afraid to touch anything in a place this fancy.  She closed her eyes, seeing this room filled with men in business suits and women in summer dresses.  She sat at a table like this one and across from her sat Miss Brigham in her drab Eternity garments, her face tinged with green.  Miss Brigham opened her mouth to say something, but instead Samantha heard Mrs. Milton say, “Is something wrong, young lady?  This is no place to fall asleep.  Here, perhaps a spot of tea will wake you up.”
 
   Mrs. Milton set a porcelain cup decorated with rose blooms in front of Samantha along with a plate of butter cookies.  The old woman sat down across from Samantha, in the place where Miss Brigham had sat in her memory.  “Now then, young lady, what is it you would like to know?”
 
   Samantha took a sip of her tea, savoring the warm, sweet taste.  She swallowed and then said, “Miss Pestona said about nine years ago a woman named Samantha Young stayed here.  She looked like me only older.  In her forties, maybe.”
 
   “Is this woman your mother?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right,” Samantha said.  The real story of course was too impossible for anyone to believe.  “Do you remember her staying here?”
 
   “Let me think.  It’s such a long time ago.  Samantha Young, Samantha Young.”  Mrs. Milton squinted at Samantha as if searching for a resemblance.  “Yes, I remember her.  She didn’t stay here long.  She paid in advance for a week, but she disappeared after a few days.  Beatrice—one of our maids—complained of an awful mess left in her room.  Poor Beatrice cut her hand on a broken liquor bottle and had to get five stitches.  Am I to assume your mother abandoned you at a young age?”
 
   “Yes.  Did she leave an address when she checked in?”
 
   “I’m afraid any such records are confidential unless you’re working for the police.”  Before Samantha could protest, Mrs. Milton raised her hand.  “In this case, you needn’t worry.  Your mother didn’t leave us with any real information.  The address on file is for a pizza parlor in Bangor.  I suspect her real name is not Samantha Young, is it?”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “Young lady, I’ve been in this business for nigh on sixty years.  I’ve seen more than my share like your mother.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, dear girl, the type of woman on the run from something in her past.”
 
   “You mean like a criminal?”
 
   “Perhaps.  In any case, I wish I could be more helpful to you.  If you don’t mind, all this activity has me feeling a bit worn.  Let me show you out.”
 
   Samantha left her half-filled teacup on the table, following Mrs. Milton to the front door in stunned silence.  She put on her jacket and then heard the door close behind her.  With it ended any chance to answer the questions haunting her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17:  Second Impressions
 
   Samantha trudged through the snow out to where Mr. Pryde’s automobile still sat.  With each step, she cursed her naïveté.  How could she have been so blind?  The signs had been right there in front of her.  She had chosen to ignore them.
 
   “The night you came here, you were not trying to help Miss Brigham.  You were trying to attack her.  Out there, in the heathen wilderness, you were a murderer and a thief.  You were a blight upon God’s creation,” Reverend Crane had told her.  At the time she thought he was lying, trying to distract her.  Now she knew he had told her the truth.
 
   Samantha climbed into Mr. Pryde’s automobile.  “How did it go?” he asked.  She couldn’t say anything; she was biting down on her lip to keep from crying.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Prudence asked.  Again Samantha didn’t say anything.  “Samantha—” 
 
   “Just drive,” she growled to Mr. Pryde.  He pulled out of the driveway and started back towards Seabrooke.  Samantha closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see her reflection in any of the mirrors.  She knew what she would see looking back at her now:  a cold, heartless criminal who preyed on the weak.
 
   Weak like Miss Brigham.  In her mind’s eye she could see Miss Brigham walking along the streets of Seabrooke in her homemade clothes, smiling and saying “Hello dear” to everyone she met.  A woman as open and innocent as the child she was now on Eternity.
 
   Samantha must have invited Miss Brigham to meet her at the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  They had chatted over tea with all the usual pleasantries and then “Samantha Young” asked Miss Brigham to her room on some pretense.  There, Samantha would drug Miss Brigham and rob her.  
 
   They went to the room, where Samantha offered Miss Brigham a drink—one laced with some kind of poison to knock her out.  As Samantha waited for the drug to do its work, the door burst open.  Pryde charged into the room, taking Samantha by surprise.  She snarled like a wild animal, landing a kick that sent Pryde slamming into a wall, shattering the liquor bottle.  From his jacket, he withdrew a vial of glowing liquid and hurled it at her.  The vial broke over her face, splashing water onto her.  She screamed as her body started to shrink within her clothes until she was a little girl staring up at Pryde in disbelief.  “What did you do to me?” she squeaked.
 
   “You’ll make a nice addition to my collection,” he said.  He punched her in the face, knocking her against a wall.  She sagged to the floor, the world going dark around her.  From somewhere Pryde produced a sack.  “This ought to hold her.”
 
   Of course Pryde would have killed her and made her a part of his bone collection in the cellar, but sweet, innocent Miss Brigham intervened on her behalf, suggesting to Reverend Crane that Samantha could be of use.  So instead of dying, her memory was wiped and she woke up in Eternity as a ten-year-old girl.
 
   She opened her eyes, no longer able to hold back the tears.  She couldn’t go back to Eternity now.  Someone with her past shouldn’t be in charge of other people.  She was too dangerous.
 
   The automobile wound its way down the road to the waterfront.  She had to escape now, before the curse following her did any more harm to Prudence, Wendell, and the rest.  She unfastened her seatbelt and then turned to face Prudence.  “Goodbye,” she said.
 
   Samantha opened the door and dove out of the moving automobile.  She rolled to her feet and then took off running along the waterfront.  She heard the automobile stop and Mr. Pryde shout at her, but she couldn’t make out what he said.  It didn’t matter.  
 
   Through teary eyes she cut across the waterfront and into a line of trees.  She kept going uphill, trying to concoct an escape plan.  If she got back to the highway, then she could find someone to give her a ride away from this place.  She didn’t care where she went from here, so long as it was far away from Eternity.
 
   At the top of the hill she ran into a metal fence.  Samantha scampered over the fence without difficulty, landing on a vast field with rows of benches rising on the far side.  She hurried across the field, hoping Mr. Pryde hadn’t brought the automobile up here to find her.  She didn’t relish the thought of hurting him, but she would to keep from going back.
 
   Behind the benches, she found a square building with ivy crawling up the brick walls.  What was this place? she wondered.  “You there, what are you doing out here?” a man’s voice called out.  Samantha turned to find a bald man in a blue uniform similar to Sheriff McCovey’s glaring at her.  “Well, go on kid, the bell’s going to ring in a minute.”
 
   Samantha started to protest, but the man added, “Get in there or I’ll have to write you up.”  He pointed to a pair of wooden doors along the ivy-covered walls.  Samantha didn’t understand why he wanted her to go in there, but she didn’t want to get in any trouble.
 
   The doors opened onto a wide hallway lined with narrow metal doors, each with a combination lock.  Lockers, she thought.  This is a school.  As she thought this, a shrill bell sounded and the hallway suddenly filled with teenagers.  Samantha threw herself against a bank of lockers to avoid the stampede.  She watched the children hustle by, hearing snippets of conversations about a wild party somewhere and an unfair teacher assigning too much homework before a big game.
 
   “What are you doing here?” a girl’s voice said.  “Hello, I’m talking to you.  Do you speak English?  Habla espanol?”
 
   Samantha realized the girl was talking to her.  She snapped out of her reverie to find a blonde girl in a pink T-shirt glaring at her.  “I’m sorry,” Samantha said.  She backed away from the locker, pressing herself between a water fountain and a wall as the flow of children continued to roll by.
 
   “Who was that?” one of the blonde girl’s friends asked.
 
   “I don’t know, some freak,” the blonde girl said.  She snickered as she added, “Did you see what she was wearing?  She must have got that out of the Goodwill or something.”
 
   “And what about her hair,” another girl said.  “She probably cut it herself.”
 
   “She’s probably homeless.  She probably lives in, you know, a Dumpster or under a bridge or something.”
 
   “Well, she obviously couldn’t afford to buy any Clearasil for those zits.”  The girls broke into peals of laughter.  Samantha took off running down the hall, shoving aside anyone who got in her way.  “Watch it, you freak!” someone called out.  
 
   She burst through another set of doors and down a set of steps, cold air stinging her watery eyes.  She kept running without any idea of where to go.  She was homeless now.  An ugly, homeless freak with a criminal past and a name that didn’t belong to her.
 
   She slammed into someone and bounced off, landing on her rear in the snow.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I didn’t see you.”
 
   “Samantha, there you are.  I’ve been looking for you,” a boy said.  Samantha squinted up at him, but didn’t recognize the burly young man she’d run into.  “It’s me, Joe Pryde.”
 
   “Joseph?”  She squinted again and thought she could make out a vague resemblance in his eyes, although he no longer wore glasses.  What had happened to him?  Since she saw him last night his ropy muscles had expanded to the point where they seemed ready to burst through his clothes.  His hair had grown longer than hers and a thick beard had sprouted along his jaw.
 
   “That’s right.  What happened to you?  Did someone hurt you?  Give me his name and I’ll kick his ass for you.”
 
   Samantha told him what the girls had said about her clothes, hair, and pimples.  She couldn’t bring herself to mention what Mrs. Milton had said at the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  “They’re right,” she said.  “I am ugly.”
 
   Joseph knelt down in the snow, caressing her cheek with one long finger.  “You’re not ugly.  You’re a beautiful girl.”
 
   “No I’m not.  You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
 
   Joseph seemed to be considering something.  His hairy face broke into a smile.  “I think I can help you,” he said.
 
   “You can?”
 
   “Sure.  Come with me back home and—”
 
   “No!  I can’t go back there.  Your father could be there with my friends.  I can’t let them find me.”
 
   “Don’t worry, they won’t.  I’ll keep you safe.  Come on, I promise you’ll feel better and nobody will ever be able to laugh at you again.  Trust me.”
 
   She looked into his eyes and then held out a hand.  He pulled her from the snow, taking her into his arms.  Against his body she felt warmer and safer than she ever had before.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18:  Blame Game
 
   Wendell looked through the back window of Mr. Pryde’s automobile as Samantha disappeared from his life.  She had jumped from the moving vehicle for reasons he could not fathom.  What had this Mrs. Milton told her to upset her so much?
 
   “We have to go after her,” Wendell said.  He tried to open his door as Mr. Pryde stopped the automobile, but the door refused to budge.
 
   “You two ain’t going anywhere,” Mr. Pryde said.  “No sense in three of you running around like ninnies.”  Mr. Pryde reached over to close Samantha’s door and then accelerated away from the waterfront.  Wendell clawed at the door, trying to figure out how Mr. Pryde kept it locked from the front seat.
 
   “We can’t leave her!” Wendell shouted.  To his embarrassment, tears came to his eyes.  Samantha couldn’t be gone, she couldn’t be!  There were still so many things he wanted to say to her.  “We have to go back!”
 
   “She ain’t going to get too far on foot,” Mr. Pryde said.  He continued driving through the town and along the highway.  In the backseat, Prudence stared out her window in shock.  Despite what Mr. Pryde said, she knew Samantha was gone.  If Samantha didn’t want to be found, then no one would be able to find her.
 
   The automobile climbed up the hill to Mr. Pryde’s house.  Prudence flinched as though struck when Mr. Pryde said, “Goddamn it!  I told that boy not to take my truck.”  Prudence shivered at hearing someone take the Lord’s name in vain so casually.  “You kids go inside until I get back.”
 
   “I’m not leaving her.  I’ll help you look,” Wendell said.
 
   “I’ll have an easier time finding her alone.”
 
   Wendell folded his arms across his chest.  He wouldn’t leave this automobile.  He had to find Samantha and tell her everything.  No matter what she’d found out from Mrs. Milton, it couldn’t change how much he cared about her.  Nothing could make him stop loving her, even if she grew as fat as Prudence or became as little as Molly.  He had to tell her all this so she would stay and they could be together.
 
   Mr. Pryde opened the door and glowered down at Wendell.  “Come on, kid.  Your friend will be fine.  I’ll bring her back and we’ll figure all this out,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   “I’m going with you,” Wendell said.  Prudence opened her door and climbed out of the automobile.  Mr. Pryde was right:  he had a better chance of finding Samantha without them along.  Prudence put a hand on her stomach.  She would only slow him down.  If there was any chance of finding Samantha at all, they needed to work fast before she disappeared.
 
   “Wendell, get out,” Prudence said.  “Let Mr. Pryde find Samantha and bring her back.”
 
   “No!” he said.  Of course Prudence wouldn’t understand.  She didn’t care about anything she couldn’t put in her mouth and swallow.  “I’m not going to leave her.”
 
   Mr. Pryde reached into the automobile, unfastening Wendell’s seatbelt.  Wendell scurried over to Prudence’s former seat, but Mr. Pryde caught hold of his legs and dragged him from the automobile.  He then tossed Wendell over his shoulder like a bag of wheat, not so much as grunting when Wendell punched him in the back as hard as he could.  Mr. Pryde dumped Wendell on a couch in the parlor and then reached into his pocket for a cigarette.  “I’m sorry, kid, but there ain’t time to argue about this.  You two stay here and keep out of trouble.”
 
   Wendell got to his feet and tried to race after Mr. Pryde, but found Prudence blocking the doorway with her wide body.  “He said to stay here,” she said.
 
   “You always do what you’re told.  If you had let me go after Samantha in the first place none of this would have happened,” he said.  “It’s your fault.”
 
   “My fault?  I did what Samantha wanted us to do.  How was I supposed to know what would happen?”
 
   Wendell tried to break past Prudence, but she was too heavy for him to move.  “Get out of my way!” he shouted.
 
   “No.”  He reared back and punched her in the center of her bulging gut.  Prudence’s face turned red and tears came to her eyes.  She pushed Wendell back; he tripped over the couch and crumpled to the floor.  Prudence rubbed her stomach as she continued to cry not just from the pain of Wendell hitting her.
 
   Samantha was gone.  Her best friend had abandoned her and the other children on Eternity still needed their help.  Prudence couldn’t do this herself and scrawny little Wendell wouldn’t be of much use.  They were doomed.  
 
   Wendell tried to stand up, but felt a flash of pain in his ankle from where he’d tripped.  Stupid Prudence, standing there crying like a baby when they should be out looking for Samantha.  He sat up and then used his hands to bounce himself onto the couch.  “Are you hurt?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Yes, thanks to you.  Is your brain as flabby as the rest of you?  We can’t let Samantha go.”
 
   “What good would it do for us to get lost trying to find her?  Mr. Pryde will have an easier time without us.”  She came over and plopped down next to Wendell on the couch.
 
   “Do you really think he’ll find her?”
 
   “No, but let’s pray he does.”  They sat on the couch for a few minutes in silence.  Prudence repeated one short prayer over and over again in her mind.  Please God, let Samantha be all right and bring her back to us.  
 
   “What are we supposed to do?” Wendell finally asked.  He couldn’t sit here praying all day while Mr. Pryde searched for the only girl Wendell cared about.  He had to do something.
 
   “We wait,” Prudence said.  She heaved herself off the couch and then picked Wendell up.  She carried him over her shoulder as Mr. Pryde had into the living room.  She turned on the television, letting its flickering images and strange noises fill the void of Samantha’s disappearance.
 
   She and Wendell watched a program about a group of teenagers in something called a high school.  All of these teenagers were thin and beautiful, not at all like Prudence.  At the end of the program, when two of the beautiful girls made up after an argument by hugging, tears came to Prudence’s eyes again.  She imagined herself and Samantha in place of the girls on the screen, although she knew that would never happen.
 
   She leapt to her feet when she heard the front door open.  “Mr. Pryde?  Samantha?” Prudence called out.  By the time she got to the hallway, she saw only the blurred shape of a man going upstairs.  “Mr. Pryde?  Is that you?”
 
   Wendell got off the couch, wincing at the pain, and limped over to where Prudence stood.  “Samantha?” he shouted.
 
   A door slammed upstairs.  Prudence took Wendell over her shoulder and climbed up the steps.  She dumped Wendell at the top and then knocked on the first door she came to.  “Hello?” she asked.  “Is anyone here?”  She heard no response.
 
   She tried the next door while Wendell limped past her to knock on another door.  Soon they neared the end of the hallway and a door with the picture of a wild-haired old man sticking out his tongue with the caption ‘Genius At Work.’  Prudence heard something rattle behind the door.  “Hello?” she said.
 
   “What do you want?” a man’s voice growled back.
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Who is this?” the man asked back.  Prudence heard a stifled giggle accompany this.
 
   “Samantha?  Are you in there?  It’s Prudence.”
 
   “Prudence?” the man said.  “What kind of name is that?”  Prudence heard someone shush the man.  “I’m sorry, but who names a girl Prudence anymore?  It’s an old lady name like Mabel.”
 
   “Samantha?  Come out, please,” Wendell pleaded.
 
   “Look, Prudence—if that’s your real name—there’s no one named Samantha in here.  Now beat it.”
 
   “I’m not Prudence!” Wendell shouted.  “I’m Wendell.”
 
   “Wendell?  Jesus Christ.  Are you two Canadian or something?  I can’t imagine any Americans naming their kids Prudence and Wendell.”  Someone shushed the man behind the door again.  “I’m just saying they got lousy names.”
 
   “Samantha, if you’re in there, please come out.  We’re not mad at you.  We want to help you.”
 
   “For the last time, she’s not in here.  Scram.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” Prudence asked Wendell.
 
   “It means get the hell out of here!” the man shouted.  “I’m too busy to fool around with a couple of nosy kids.”
 
   “We’re not leaving until you open the door and let us see Samantha,” Wendell said.  “We know she’s in there.”  He didn’t know this for certain, but he was reasonably sure the second voice he’d heard belonged to Samantha.  Maybe his bluff would cause her to come out of this cretin’s room so they could talk.
 
   The two voices behind the door whispered in a fierce argument, and although Prudence couldn’t hear what they said, she knew the second voice belonged to Samantha.  “We only want to talk,” Prudence said.  “Whatever happened with Mrs. Milton doesn’t matter to us.  We don’t care.  We love you, Samantha.  Please open the door.”
 
   “I love you too, Prudence,” Samantha said through the door.  “I’ll be down to talk with you two later, but right now Joseph and I have some things to discuss.  Can you give us a few minutes alone?”
 
   “Of course,” Wendell said.  In his relief, he jumped up to hug Prudence.  Samantha had come back!  He would finally have his chance to set things right with her.  
 
   His ankle no longer bothered him as he bounded down the stairs.  Then he followed Prudence to the living room to sit on the couch in front of the television again.  He stared at the screen without following the program, hoping he didn’t look too anxious.  He didn’t want Samantha to see his desperation.
 
   The minutes soon dragged into hours and still Samantha didn’t come down as promised.  Wendell grew worried, but he didn’t want to go upstairs and plead with her to come down again.  Who was this Joseph person anyway? he began to wonder.  Mr. Pryde’s son, he knew that much, but what did he mean to Samantha?  The longer the wait grew, the more this troubled him.
 
   Prudence started to wring her hands after the first hour.  Samantha had promised to come down and talk.  What were she and this Joseph doing up there?  Prudence wanted to go upstairs to ask, but worried if she did Samantha might never come down.
 
   Prudence didn’t know when she fell asleep, but the living room had gone dark except for the blue glow of the television when the front door opened.  In the dim lighting, Mr. Pryde’s face resembled the Pryde of her nightmares.  He met her gaze and then glanced at Wendell curled up on the other end of the couch before stomping upstairs.
 
   Prudence sat rigid on the couch as Mr. Pryde shouted, “Boy, did you take the truck?  I told you not to go off driving without asking me.  You could have run off the road and ended up floating over to Canada.”  There was a pause and then Mr. Pryde said, “Don’t sass me, boy.  I can break down that fucking door if I want.”
 
   Prudence strained to hear what happened next, but couldn’t make out anything more than hushed voices.  Finally she heard Mr. Pryde stomp off and another door slam.  Still Samantha didn’t come downstairs to find them.  She doesn’t care, Prudence thought.  She found the button to turn off the television so no one could see her cry.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19:  Family Matters
 
   Molly woke up to find Becky leaning over her.  But something wasn’t right about Becky.  She looked younger than Molly remembered, not much older than Molly herself.  She wore a tight-fitting pink dress Molly recognized as the one Aunt Prudence had given Molly to wear on her third birthday.  Strangest of all, Becky was crying.
 
   Molly wanted to tell her not to cry, but all that came out was a gurgling sound.  When she reached out an arm towards Becky she saw how tiny it was.  She was a baby!
 
   She howled in protest, furiously kicking her chubby limbs.  This wasn’t fair!  She didn’t want to have to grow up all over again.  She didn’t want to learn to walk, talk, eat, and go potty again.  She didn’t want to rely on Becky to feed her and change her stinky diapers.
 
   “There now, Molly, hush,” Becky whispered.  She picked Molly up off the ground, holding her close.  Becky’s face looked pale and her smile more of a wince.  “Everything will be fine.”
 
   Molly wanted to say something reassuring, but could only make a cooing sound.  Her tiny fingers stroked the side of Becky’s nose, wiping away a tear.  Don’t cry! Molly wanted to say.  I’m still here, inside.  I only look like a baby on the outside.  I’m still me!
 
   Becky rocked her back and forth, whispering that everything would be fine even as she cried.  Molly understood then.  Becky was scared.  She was still a little girl herself, a child trying to act like a grownup.  But what was she scared of?
 
   “I’m here now.  I’m never going to let you go.”
 
   Molly cooed and reached out to touch Becky’s nose.  Becky kissed her on the forehead and then tickled Molly’s belly until she giggled.  Becky pressed Molly to her chest again and then set off through the forest.  When Molly whimpered at the darkness from the trees, Becky rocked her and hummed a lullaby.
 
   “You look so pretty.  I’m going to take good care of you from now on.  I’m going to be your mommy.”
 
   “Molly?  Molly, wake up,” a woman’s voice said.  Molly’s eyes flashed open and she found Veronica looming before her with a look of concern.  “Are you all right?”
 
   Molly held up a normal-sized hand and nodded.  “It was just a dream,” she said.  She was glad to hear the sound of her own voice.  Then she realized that like in her dream she’d wet herself.  She hoped Veronica didn’t notice or else she might think Molly still a baby who couldn’t take care of herself.  I’m not a baby, she told herself.  I’m a big girl.
 
   Veronica pressed a hand against Molly’s forehead.  “You feel much cooler now,” she said.  “You were so warm earlier I thought you might not make it.  Can you sit up?”
 
   Molly sat up in the bed and looked around the hut to make sure there was no sign of Becky.  What a strange dream, she thought.  “How long have I been asleep?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, I’d say about twelve hours.  The way you were kicking and screaming, I thought you were possessed.  What were you dreaming about?”  Molly explained the dream.  Afterwards, Veronica smiled and hugged her.  “You’re not a baby.  You’re a wonderful little girl.  Becky must be crazy to let you go.”
 
   “She hates me,” Molly said.  “Everyone there does because I’m the littlest.  It’s not fair.  It’s not my fault.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s not.  You can’t help when you’re born.”  Veronica went over to the hearth to retrieve a can of tomato soup.  “Are you hungry?  I kept it warm for when you woke up.”
 
   Molly’s stomach grumbled in response and she eagerly accepted the can of soup.  After slurping down half the can, she asked, “Veronica, were you ever little like me?”
 
   “Of course, sweetheart, but it was a very long time ago in a place very far away called Albuquerque.”
 
   “Albu…where is it?”
 
   “In the desert where it’s very dry and warm and we hardly ever get snow, even in the winter.  Never snow like this.”
 
   “That sounds nice.”
 
   “It was nice.  Maybe I could show it to you before we go to Dublin, if you’d like.”
 
   “That would be wonderful.  I’ve never seen a desert.”  Molly slurped down more soup.  “What was your family like?”
 
   “My parents were very bad people.  My father liked to drink and when he drank, he liked to hit my mother and I.”
 
   “Why would your daddy hit you and your mama?”
 
   “That’s what alcohol does to people, honey.  It makes them do bad things.”
 
   “What happened to your mama and daddy?”
 
   Veronica turned her face to stare at the door.  “They’re dead,” she said.  “They died a long time ago.”
 
   “Does that make you sad?”
 
   “No.  Bad people deserve to die,” Veronica said.  She turned back to Molly with a smile.  “You won’t die for a long, long time I’m sure.”
 
   “I wish Helena were dead.  And Ugly Phyllis.  And Becky,” Molly said.  Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t say that.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetheart.  There’s no harm in wishing bad people dead.  That’s what they deserve.”  Veronica patted Molly’s cheek with a rough hand.  “Go on and finish your soup.”
 
   Molly drank the rest of the soup, wondering if Veronica was right.  Maybe she shouldn’t feel bad about wanting Helena and Phyllis dead.  They had done terrible things to Molly for as long as she could remember.  They called her names, locked her in the basement, and then Helena had pushed her down the stairs and said she fell.  They were very bad people.
 
   But not Becky.  Molly thought back to her dream with a pang of remorse.  Becky had taken care of her when she was too little to care for herself.  She didn’t want Becky to die.  
 
   Molly finished the can of soup and then laid back down.  She wished Aunt Samantha were here to read her a story.  “Veronica, can you tell me a story?”
 
   “Let me think, it’s been so long since I had to tell one.  Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess named Molly who had curly red hair and freckles like you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes and she lived in a faraway place called Seabrooke across the ocean.  In Seabrooke, Molly lived with her mean little brother in a very old, very stinky castle.  Then one day Molly went exploring in the attic and found an old box of things belonging to her grandmother.  She tried on some pretty old dresses and looked through a box of her grandmother’s old photographs.  Her grandmother was a very beautiful woman who looked like her.  But her grandmother looked sad all the time.”
 
   “Why was she sad?”
 
   “I’m getting to that, sweetheart.  Molly wondered why her grandmother would look sad all the time.  Something awful must have happened to make a pretty lady like her grandmother sad.  Then in the box Molly found a magic book.”
 
   “A magic book?  Did it show her how to turn people into frogs or to make straw into gold?”
 
   “No, honey, nothing like that.  This magic book showed her how to find a golden land where she could live happily forever.”
 
   “Did Molly find this place?”
 
   “Yes, she did, but not right away.  The book didn’t have a map to tell her where to find this place.  To find it, she needed to solve a lot of riddles.”
 
   “What’s a riddle?”
 
   “It’s like a puzzle only with words.  Long ago, Molly’s grandfather had asked her grandmother these same riddles, but she wasn’t smart enough to solve them.”
 
   “That’s why she was sad?”
 
   “Yes, because she wasn’t smart like you.  She never could find the paradise the book spoke of where she could live with her husband forever.  And so she was very sad.”
 
   “What about Molly?  Was she sad?”
 
   “Yes, Molly was sad for a long time.  Years and years until she was an old lady like me.  But every day she read the book and worked on solving the riddles until finally she had them all figured out.  And so she got on a boat and followed the clues to the magical place her grandfather had talked about, where she became young and pretty again and lived happily ever after.”
 
   “I like that story,” Molly said.  
 
   Veronica patted Molly’s shoulder.  “Go back to sleep and tomorrow you’ll feel all better.”
 
   Molly nodded and closed her eyes.  She felt Veronica brush hair away from her forehead to kiss her.  As she fell asleep, Molly saw the land of which Veronica had spoke with rolling golden hills atop which sat a castle.  Inside, she saw her parents, Sir Francis, and Aunt Samantha, calling to her.  Someday she would find it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20:  The Cure
 
   Samantha stared at the glass bottle next to the bed filled with rose-colored liquid.  Joseph had promised her two squirts from the perfume bottle once belonging to his mother would make Samantha beautiful.  “Not that you need a lot of help,” he said.
 
   “I need to think about it,” she told him.
 
   “Why?  Don’t you think it’ll work?  You think I screwed it up somehow?  I wouldn’t do that—”
 
   Samantha put a finger to Joseph’s lips.  “It’s not that.  I’m not sure I should take it.”  She couldn’t explain to him about her experience with strange liquids on Eternity.    
 
   Joseph’s face reddened as though he were getting ready to say something hurtful, but then he nodded.  “It’s all right.  I understand.  You take this and use it if you want.  If you don’t, that’s cool too.  I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.  He walked her to the bedroom door, checking the corridor to make sure no one saw them.  Then he pressed the bottle into her hands and kissed her farewell on the cheek.  His beard scratched against her skin, but his lips were moist and warm.  The spot where his lips touched turned red as Samantha blushed.  Joseph pulled away, shutting the door behind him.
 
   The taunts of the girls in the school rankled her yet again.  She looked in the mirror, tracing the pimples dotting her face with one finger.  Her finger moved back to touch the shaggy haircut Rebecca had given her two weeks ago.  At the time she had liked the idea of no longer needing a ribbon or headband to keep hair from her face and not having to spend the better part of an hour each morning and night brushing the long tresses to keep them untangled.  Now she saw how coarse and crude the haircut looked, how boyish it made her.  She hated it and hated herself for asking Rebecca to give it to her.
 
   Samantha hadn’t felt like this since first waking up in Eternity.  She remembered seeing her reflection in the stream for the first time and despairing about her narrow chin, sharp cheekbones, flat nose, big ears, and wide-set eyes.  In the mirror now she saw puberty had sharpened those problems and added pimples.  Ugly on the outside and the inside, she thought.
 
   Taking the potion Joseph had concocted wouldn’t do anything about the more serious issue of what she’d learned from Mrs. Milton.  Becoming the most beautiful girl in the world couldn’t erase the monster lurking within her.  She picked up the bottle, weighing it in her hand.
 
   The future awaiting her was one of wandering, searching for some quiet place where she might settle and live without hurting anyone.  Even then she would always have to worry about the past one day catching up with her.  She couldn’t find peace and comfort anywhere no matter how beautiful she looked.
 
   The bedroom door opened a crack, startling her.  At first she worried Prudence or Wendell had found her, but it was Joseph’s head that peeked into the room.  “You’re still awake?”
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” she said.  She glanced down at the bottle in her hands.  “It doesn’t matter if I’m pretty.  I’m still an ugly person in here.”  She pointed to her heart.
 
   “Samantha, you’re a beautiful girl and I’m sure you’re just as beautiful on the inside,” Joseph said.  He put an arm around her and guided her to sit on the bed.  “When I saw you, you seemed so upset I thought maybe this would help, but you don’t need it.  I only thought you might want the rest of the world to see you in the way I do.”
 
   “You really think I’m beautiful?”
 
   “From the very first moment I saw you.”
 
   “You don’t mind my pimples or my hair or my clothes?”
 
   “Of course not.  You’re perfect in every way.”  He slipped one of his wide, muscular hands around hers.  “But wouldn’t you like to go back and stick it to those girls?  Show them how much more beautiful you can be?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Samantha, I know we only met last night, but I feel like I’ve known you all my life.  I know you want the same things I do.  You don’t want to be ordinary.  You want something more.”
 
   “I’m not sure what I want.”
 
   “If you look into your heart I’m sure you’ll find I’m right.”  He squeezed her hand and smiled. “You and I can be extraordinary.  This world is ours for the taking.  You only have to reach out and grab it.”
 
   “I can’t.  What if—”
 
   Joseph’s other hand ripped the bottle from her grasp and in one fluid motion sprayed her twice in the face.  The world around Samantha turned painfully bright and blurry.  “You’ll thank me in the morning,” Joseph said, his voice sounding as if it came from a thousand miles away.  He took Samantha by the shoulders and laid her out on the bed.  She tried to get up, but the muscles in her limbs wouldn’t move.  She couldn’t even open her mouth to scream as the world exploded in a nova of white light and then faded to darkness.
 
   She woke up to find something tickling her nose.  She swatted at it with one hand only to find a tress of hair lying across her face.  She swept it back, following it all the way to her shoulders.  What happened to me? she wondered.  Then she saw the bottle on the nightstand and remembered.
 
   Samantha sat up in bed, holding out her arms to make sure she hadn’t shrunk into a little girl.  If anything her arms appeared longer and leaner, the skin on them a deep tan.  The T-shirt she wore fit tight around her heaving bosom while the jeans fit loose around her narrow waist.
 
   She leapt from the bed, hurrying over to the mirror.  “Oh my God!” she squealed.  She was beautiful!  She ran a finger along her smooth cheeks to her cute button nose.  Then she swept her hair—no longer black but a chocolate brown—back behind a pair of adorable little ears.
 
   She danced down the hallway to Joseph’s room, throwing open the door.  He looked up from his workbench, his jaw going slack.  “Samantha?  You look wonderful.”
 
   “I feel wonderful,” she said.  She hugged Joseph, rubbing a wet cheek against his.  “I never thought I could look this pretty.  Thank you, Joseph.  Thank you so much.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  He took her hand and stood up.  “Come on, we have to show everyone.”  They walked down the stairs hand-in-hand, finding Prudence and Wendell in the kitchen.
 
   “Samantha, what happened to you?” Prudence asked.  “You look different.”
 
   “I am different.  I’m pretty now.”  She kissed Joseph on the cheek.  “I’ll see you guys later.  Don’t wait up.”
 
   She and Joseph left the room laughing and continued laughing all the way to the car.  As Joseph pulled the car out of the driveway, Samantha stuck her head out the window to let the wind blow through her hair and whoop.  Never before had she felt so free.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21:  Alterations
 
   Prudence heard the front door and then the automobile door slam, but she couldn’t rouse herself from the breakfast table.  What had happened to Samantha?  She looked so different.  Her face, her skin, her hair, everything about her had changed.  Prudence didn’t understand it.
 
   The boy, she thought.  After Samantha ran off yesterday she must have run into Mr. Pryde’s son and come back here.  Prudence remembered her conversation with Joseph through the door and Samantha’s muted giggling.  Now this morning Samantha ran off with Joseph.  She doesn’t need me anymore.  
 
   Prudence dropped the remains of her toast onto the table.  After nine years of growing up, from little girls to teenagers, Samantha had finally replaced her.  Cast her aside for someone older and better looking.  In her heart, Prudence had long known this day would come.  She knew one day Samantha would no longer need her, would find a friend more worthy of her.
 
   While Prudence mangled her toast, Wendell slipped into the bathroom, collapsing onto the toilet.  He couldn’t get the image of Samantha standing in the doorway out of his mind.  Never could he have imagined her so beautiful, every part of her flawless as a painting or statue.  She had looked so beautiful he had to shield his pants with his plate and slink into a far corner of the kitchen before she ran off with Joseph Pryde.  
 
   He should have seen this coming, of course.  All this time he’d been waiting to express his feelings, he should have known she would find someone better.  If only he’d gotten up the courage to tell her earlier.  Then what?  She would have rejected him.  She would have patted him on the head and said how flattered she was, but she wasn’t interested.  She was holding out for someone strong and handsome.  
 
   Wendell left the bathroom to find Prudence gorging herself on handfuls of some confection named Cap’n Crunch.  “Is that all you’re going to do?  Get fatter?” he asked with a sneer.
 
   She threw a handful of the yellow rectangles at him.  “Don’t start with me!  I’m not in the mood for you, Wendy.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!”  Wendell picked a piece of bread off the table to hurl at Prudence’s head.  She ducked and threw another handful of Cap’n Crunch at him.  Before long, yellow rectangles and shards of toast lay all over the kitchen.  When they ran out of ammunition, they glared at each other.  “You’re cleaning this up,” Wendell said.
 
   “You’re helping me.”
 
   “No I’m not.  You started it.”
 
   “I did not!”
 
   “You did so!”  Wendell lunged forward to tackle Prudence, but she weighed too much for him to topple.  She seized him by the shoulders and rolled over to pin him to the floor, her thighs and stomach crushing him.  “Get off.”
 
   “Not until you promise to stop making fun of me.”
 
   “Fine,” Wendell grunted.  Prudence rolled off him and offered to help him up, but he swatted her hand away.  “I don’t need your help.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”  She waddled off to a closet, leaving Wendell to touch his aching chest.  No wonder Samantha had fallen in love with someone else.  He couldn’t even beat a stupid fat girl like Prudence.
 
   Prudence found a broom in the closet along with a dustpan made of a strange, lightweight material.  She wished Samantha were around to ask about the dustpan.  We’re on our own now, Prudence thought.  Samantha’s too busy with her new friend to have time for us.
 
   As she swept the floor, Prudence thought of their mission.  How could she and Wendell do it alone?  They didn’t know anything about this strange place.  How could they buy the necessary supplies on their own?  And even if they somehow managed, how could they get them back to Eternity?
 
   Prudence dropped onto a chair, the broom slipping from her fingers.  Everyone back on Eternity was counting on them.  She thought of brave Rebecca, dear Annie, and little Molly.  How could Samantha abandon them for some boy?  This wasn’t like her best friend.  “What happened to her?” Prudence said.
 
   “She found someone else.  Someone better,” Wendell said.  “Good riddance.  I didn’t like her anyway.  She’s as stupid as the rest of you girls.”
 
   “We need her help.  We can’t do this by ourselves.”
 
   “I can do it.  All by myself.  I don’t need any stupid girls getting in the way.”
 
   “We can’t even get into town right now,” Prudence said.  “They took the one automobile and Mr. Pryde has the other.”
 
   “Then we’ll walk.  It’s not that far.”
 
   “How are we going to get any supplies then?  Carry them on our backs?  Drag them through the snow?”
 
   “If we must.  Are you scared?”
 
   “No.  I’m trying to be reasonable,” Prudence said.  “We should wait here for Mr. Pryde to come back.”
 
   “Fine, you do that.  I’m leaving.”
 
   “Wendell, get back here!  I’m warning you.”  Wendell grabbed his jacket from by the front door and then stomped out into the snow.  He plodded along the driveway and out onto the road.  Prudence followed him, her face turning red as she struggled to keep pace.  “Wendell, slow down.  Please.”
 
   He waited in the snow along the shoulder to wait for her.  When she reached him, she doubled over to catch her breath.  “At least you’re getting some exercise,” he said.
 
   She looked up and he saw not sweat but tears in her eyes.  “Why do you have to be so mean to me?” she asked.  “I miss her a lot more than you do.  She was my best friend.”
 
   “You can’t understand.  She’s more than a friend to me.  I love her!” Wendell shouted.  “And now she’s with him and all I have left is you.”
 
   He whirled around and continued stomping down the road, unconcerned with whether Prudence kept pace or not.  Let the fat pig fall over dead for all I care, he thought.  He didn’t need her for anything; she would only slow him down.
 
   He reached the base of the hill to find her staggering after him, her breath coming out in gasps.  “Why don’t you go back and wait for Mr. Pryde?” he said.
 
   “I’m…coming,” she said.  Wendell shook his head at her pitiful display.  She’d never make it all the way to Seabrooke.  Maybe they could flag down another automobile to get a ride.
 
   He heard a vehicle coming then and recognized it as Mr. Pryde’s truck.  The automobile came to a stop next to Wendell.  “What are you doing out here on the road?” Mr. Pryde asked.
 
   “We have to get into town,” Wendell said.  “Your son and Samantha took the other automobile.”
 
   Mr. Pryde threw his cigarette to the ground and shook his head.  “I warned that boy about taking the car.  How long ago did he leave?”
 
   “An hour ago maybe.”
 
   “We better go find them before they get into too much trouble.  Where’s your sister at?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your sister.  The fat one.”
 
   “She’s not my sister!”
 
   “You could have fooled me the way you two been acting.”
 
   Wendell bristled at this thought.  How could anyone think he was related to Prudence?  They didn’t bear any resemblance in looks and definitely not personality.  “She’s not anything to me,” Wendell said.  “Just a stupid fat girl.”
 
   After Wendell climbed into the automobile, Mr. Pryde lit another cigarette and shook his head again.  “You ought not talk about her like that, even if she ain’t your sister.  Because she’s heavy ain’t no excuse to look down on her.”
 
   “Why not?  She can’t do anything but sew clothes.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with that.  People need clothes.”
 
   Wendell said nothing.  Mr. Pryde didn’t know anything.  He’d only known Prudence for a couple days.  He didn’t have any right to judge anyone, especially Wendell.
 
   Prudence chugged down the hill, her legs wobbling as she neared the base.  She dropped into the snow at the bottom, unable to go any farther.  She watched her stomach heave beneath her jacket with every breath.  So many times she wished she could sink her hands into the fat and peel it away like crust from a piece of bread.  A stupid fat girl, that’s all I am, she thought.  That’s why Samantha had left her here with nasty little Wendell, who delighted in tormenting her.
 
   She heard snow crunching and then saw a hand in front of her face.  “Come on, let’s get you out of here,” Mr. Pryde said.  Prudence batted his hand away.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.  I’m staying right here.”
 
   “You can either get up or I’ll drag you back to the car myself.  Your choice.”  Given the alternatives, Prudence decided to take Mr. Pryde’s hand.  He grunted as he strained to pry her out of the snow.  She started to cry again at the sound.  
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll find your cousin,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   “It’s not that.  I’m tired of this.”  She flapped her stomach with both hands.
 
   “Ain’t nothing to be ashamed about.  God makes us in all different shapes and sizes.”
 
   “Why did He make me like this?  It’s not fair.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m sure there’s a good reason.”  He ushered Prudence into the truck’s cab to squeeze in beside Wendell.  She tried to put the seatbelt on, but it wouldn’t stretch far enough.  She waited for Wendell to make a snide comment, but he only stared straight ahead through the windshield.  “There ain’t too many places for them to have gone,” Mr. Pryde said.  “Shouldn’t be too hard to find them.”
 
   Prudence nodded, although she knew it didn’t matter.  Samantha was lost to them and with her, any hope for the children in Eternity.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22:  Hide and Seek
 
   At first Molly thought the noise she heard must be part of a dream, but then it continued after she opened her eyes.  Someone banged on the front door, trying to get in.  A monster?  She rolled under the bed, taking the blanket with her to cover her face.  “Veronica?” she called out.  “Mama Veronica?”
 
   Where had Veronica gone?  Molly couldn’t see her anywhere.  The fire in the hearth had gone out.  Other than two cans of tomato soup left on the floor, she didn’t see any sign of Veronica’s presence.  She left me, Molly thought.
 
   The banging continued, followed now by muffled voices.  It wouldn’t be much longer until the monsters outside found their way in to devour Molly.  She thought back to her dream, remembering the door in the floor Becky had opened.  Molly shook off the blanket and crawled out from under the bed to find the door in the same place as her dream.
 
   She opened the door and scurried down the dark steps into the cellar.  All around her she found clothes of different colors and styles, most of them grownup clothes.  
 
   A sound like thunder rumbled over her head.  The monsters had finally gotten through the door!  Molly ran through the cellar, looking for a way out, but found only another room with an empty safe.  She was trapped.
 
   She heard footsteps from upstairs and more muffled voices.  Maybe they would leave without finding her.  To her horror, the door in the floor creaked open and heavy footsteps descended the stairs.  Molly searched about the room for somewhere to hide.  The safe!  No one would find her in there.  She scampered over to the safe, yanking out the empty shelves so she had enough room to squeeze inside.  She pulled the door shut, blotting out any sound except for that of her own breathing.
 
   The inside of the safe was so warm that she began to sweat and the air so stale that she gagged.  Sweat dripped into her eyes, but she didn’t have enough room to wipe it away.  Bile rose in her throat and her stomach rumbled.  How long would she have to stay in here before the monsters left?
 
   What seemed like an eternity passed inside the safe.  Molly’s breathing turned shallow and dark spots obscured her vision.  She imagined herself emerging from the box years later as an old woman like Veronica, her hair gray and skin always wrinkled like she’d just taken a long bath.  The thought of this made her laugh and cry at the same time.
 
   She could barely keep her eyes open when the door flew open and a pair of chubby arms reached in to grab her.  Molly didn’t have the strength to fight back.  The arms yanked her out of the safe and laid her out on the floor.  They’re going to eat me now, she thought without concern.  
 
   “Molly, oh thank God!  You had me so worried.  Are you all right?  Answer me, sweetie, please,” Becky said.  As in her dream, Molly reached out to touch Becky’s nose.  Becky took her hand and gave it a squeeze.  “That’s right, sweetie, I’m here.  I’m going to take care of you.”
 
   Becky held out a leather flask, filling its cap with strange, glowing water.  She eased the cap towards Molly’s mouth.  “Here, drink this and you’ll feel all better.  Come on, sweetie, you can do it.  Open your mouth a little bit.”  From the way Becky talked, Molly thought her dream must have come true and that somehow in the safe she must have shrunk into a baby.  She tried to say something, but no sounds would come out.  “That’s a good girl.”
 
   Becky poured the capful of glowing water down Molly’s throat.  A warm feeling ran through her body, filling her with strength.  She sat up and croaked, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I thought you might have found your way here.”  Becky hugged Molly to her chest and only then did Molly realize Becky was crying.  “Do you have any idea what could have happened to you in that safe?  You could have suffocated.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Molly said.
 
   “I was so worried.  I thought you were dead.”  Becky held Molly out at arm’s length to add, “You’re never, ever to do anything like that again.  Do you understand?”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do.  You’re not my mother.”  Becky slapped her across the face hard enough to snap Molly’s head to the left.  Molly stared back at Becky in shock, tears starting to well up in her eyes.  Becky hadn’t ever hit her.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.  I shouldn’t have done that.”  She kissed Molly on the cheek and hugged her again.  “Now let’s go home and clean you up.”
 
   “I don’t want to go home with you.  I want to stay here with Veronica,” Molly said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Veronica.  She’s my friend and she’s much nicer than you.”
 
   “I see.  And what does Veronica look like?”
 
   “She’s an old lady, much older even than Samantha.  She has gray hair and brown skin and pretty gray eyes.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s very nice.  Where is she now?  Is she in the room with us right now?”
 
   “No.  I’m not sure where she is.”
 
   “When we get back home you can tell me all about her.”  Becky helped Molly off the floor and put an arm around her shoulders.  “Then we’ll have a long talk about everything.”
 
   Upstairs, Molly found Uncle David waiting for them.  “You found the little brat.”  He reached down to his belt.  “Becky, go outside and I’ll teach this one some respect.”
 
   Becky interposed herself between Molly and Uncle David.  “No, David.  She’s been through enough already.”
 
   “You spoil this girl too much, that’s why she’s such a little monster.  She needs some discipline.”
 
   “Beating her isn’t going to help anything.  Let’s go.”  Becky pulled Molly close, keeping her on the other side of Uncle David.  He glared down at Molly, his fists clenching.
 
   Along the way, Molly kept looking back for any sign of Veronica.  Once she thought she saw movement in the trees, but it turned out to be a deer.  She doesn’t care about me, Molly thought.  She hates me.  All that time Veronica had only been waiting for Molly to get better to leave her.  
 
   They reached Eternity by nightfall, by which time Molly’s legs had gone to sleep from sitting too long on Becky’s shoulders.  Becky set her down on the front step and then turned to Uncle David.  “Thanks for helping me find her,” she said.
 
   “Are you two going to be all right?”
 
   “We’ll be fine now.”
 
   “I’ll go look in on the kids then.  Goodnight.”  To Molly’s surprise, Uncle David leaned down to kiss Becky on the lips as Molly had seen John and Helena doing in the pantry cellar.
 
   When Becky turned around, Molly saw her cheeks had turned bright red.  “Let’s go inside and I’ll warm up some water for a bath,” Becky said.
 
   “Are you and Uncle David—”
 
   “That’s none of your business, young lady.  Come on now.”  Becky led Molly inside the cottage and had her take off her dirty clothes.  As they waited for water to boil, Becky went into the kitchen to fetch a stale loaf of bread and some watery gravy.  Molly refused to take any.  “This is all we have, eat.”
 
   “No.  I want tomato soup like Veronica gave me.”
 
   “What soup?  Molly, I don’t want to hear any more of your stories about this Veronica person.  She’s not real.”
 
   “She is so!  She found me in the snow and she took me to her grandfather’s house and fed me tomato soup and she told me a story all about a magic book and she promised when I got better she would take me to my parents in Dublin and—”
 
   “That’s quite enough, Molly.  We don’t have any tomato soup here, so you either eat what’s in front of you or go hungry.”
 
   Molly folded her arms across her chest.  She’d rather go hungry than eat this slop.  How could Becky say Molly had invented Veronica?  She never believed Molly about anything.
 
   Becky had eaten all of the bread and gravy by the time the water came to a boil.  She mixed some of the hot water with snow from outside in a bowl and then used a wet towel to give Molly a bath.  Molly stood there in the center of the cottage, wishing she were back with Veronica in her grandfather’s hut.  She wanted to hear more about the magic book and the golden land where Veronica’s grandfather had gone.  Maybe that’s where she went, Molly thought.  She went to the land of golden hills and she didn’t take me with her.  Molly started to cry.
 
   “Did I get soap in your eye?” Becky asked as she washed Molly’s hair.  Molly didn’t say anything.  “I’m sorry, sweetie.”
 
   Molly continued to cry even as Becky dried her off and combed her tangled hair straight.  “Don’t worry, sweetie, tomorrow I’ll get out the curlers to fix your hair and you can help me at the bakery.  How would you like that?”
 
   “Fine,” Molly whispered.  She didn’t care about curling her hair or going to the bakery.  She would never get to see the magic land of Veronica’s story.  She would never see her parents.  She was a prisoner and the only person who could have broken her out had abandoned her.
 
   Becky carried her to bed and then tried to kiss her on the forehead, but Molly rolled over so that Becky kissed wet hair.  “Everything will be better in the morning,” Becky said.
 
   She closed the door, leaving Molly all alone.  Tomorrow wouldn’t be any better than today.  She would never be free of this place.  Never.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23:  On the Town
 
   Samantha enjoyed riding with Joseph in his father’s automobile until she saw him check the rearview mirror for any sign of someone following them.  Then the word popped into her head:  fugitives.  She and Joseph had become fugitives.  “Isn’t your father going to be mad when he finds out you took his car?” she asked.
 
   “No, I do it all the time,” Joseph said.  He smiled at her, causing her to blush.  “There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Oh, all right,” Samantha said.  She wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t stop thinking they were on the run from something.  Just like when she showed up at the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast before losing her memory.  “Did we do anything wrong?”
 
   “No, how could you think that?  Don’t you trust me?”
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   He started to pull over towards the snow-covered shoulder of the road.  “Maybe we should go home right now so you can hang around with those friends of yours.”
 
   “No!”  She didn’t want to go back to Prudence and Wendell.  She didn’t want to face them after what she’d learned about herself, the kind of person she had been.  She wanted to spare them from that.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t want you to get in trouble is all.”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about.  I’m going to take good care of you.  Sit back and enjoy the ride.  We’ll be there soon.”  She thought about asking him where they were going, but she didn’t want to upset him any further.  Wherever they went would be better than Mr. Pryde’s house or Eternity.
 
   They passed within sight of Seabrooke, but avoided driving through the town.  Instead, Joseph took them down the highway, away from the sea.  Trees gradually replaced the water and shoreline and before long Samantha leaned back in her seat, Seabrooke and her past far behind.  Joseph turned on the radio to a song with an up-tempo beat that matched Samantha’s mood.
 
   “I like this song.  What’s it called?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It’s from the ‘60s or something.  Older than my dad even.  Do you guys have music where you’re from?”
 
   “We sing a few hymns,” she said.
 
   “I don’t know how you could stand to live in a place like that.  What do you do for fun?”
 
   “We have plenty of fun.  We—”  She broke off, trying to think of the last time she did anything fun.  Not since she was a little girl playing tag with Prudence and some of the other girls could she remember doing anything purely fun.  “There’s really not a lot of time for fun.”
 
   “That sucks.  Don’t worry, though, we’re going to have plenty of fun now.  I promise.”  She didn’t say anything.  Until now she hadn’t realized how these last four years had crept by without her doing anything for herself.  Her entire life had become about looking after the other children to make sure they could survive.  Meanwhile this dark past of hers lurked in the shadows.  How long would she have lasted before it reared its ugly head and she wound up hurting those she loved?  “Is something wrong?  You’re crying.  Do you want to go back?”
 
   “No.  I’m sorry.”  She reached across the front seat to touch the warm flesh of Joseph’s arm.  The solid muscle she felt beneath his skin reassured her about the rightness of her decision.  She didn’t have to worry about anything now.  Joseph would keep her safe.  
 
   The road widened and traffic thickened around them.  Buildings became closer together and much larger, some with parking lots bigger than all of Eternity.  On the horizon a cluster of buildings rose into the sky, touching the clouds.  She pressed her face against the window in disbelief that such huge, magnificent places could exist in real life.  “What is this place?” she asked Joseph.
 
   “This is Bangor, or at least one of the suburbs.  The actual city is over that way where those big buildings are.”
 
   “Are we going there?”
 
   “Maybe later.  Right now we’re going to have some good old-fashioned teenage fun,” Joseph said.  He turned into a parking lot, a sprawling white complex filling the windshield.  This must be bigger than the whole island, she thought.  
 
   Joseph stopped the automobile in a parking spot at the edge of the lot and turned off the engine.  “We’re here,” he said.  He opened his door and then came around the front of the vehicle to open hers.  He held out a hand to her.  “Let’s go.”
 
   She took his hand and followed him through the parking lot to a pair of tinted glass doors with the words, ‘Bangor Mall’ printed on them in white letters.  A shopping mall, she thought.  She stood in the doorway with Joseph for a moment, gaping at the rows of shops that seemed to go on forever.
 
   A group of teenage girls drifted past them, giggling about something.  She thought back to the girls in the high school, a hand instinctively touching her face.  “You’re beautiful,” Joseph said.  “You don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   She lowered her hand, scraping it across her dingy jacket.  Underneath, she still wore the ill-fitting clothes of Mr. Pryde’s dead wife.  The taunts of the girls at the high school rang in her ears.  “I shouldn’t be here,” she said.  She spun around and ran out the door, back towards the parking lot.
 
   Joseph caught her arm, whirling her around to face him.  “Samantha, get a hold of yourself.  There’s nothing to be scared of.  You’re more beautiful than anyone in there.”
 
   “But nobody in there is wearing a dead woman’s clothes.”
 
   “Is that the problem?  We can fix that.  Come on.”  He tried to lead her back inside, but she refused to move.  “Sam, you have to trust me.  I’m going to take care of everything.”
 
   She looked into his eyes and relented.  Nothing bad could happen with him at her side.  She nodded to him and they went back into the mall.  Joseph led her along a line of shops, past a candy shop Rebecca would like and a toy store with a host of flashing lights and buzzing noises that would have prompted Molly to squeal in delight.  They’re gone, she told herself. 
 
   She stopped at a window with a picture of a blonde woman dressed in pink denim pants that barely clung to her hips and a white T-shirt with a glittery butterfly covering her breasts.  The woman looked off into the distance, her face painfully serious, which somehow heightened how beautiful she looked.  Here was someone pretty who didn’t seem to care about it.  Samantha didn’t think she could ever look like that.
 
   Through the window she saw more girls her own age prowling the aisles, holding up shirts and pants against their bodies and discussing each item with their friends.  Samantha turned away from the window, wanting to run back to the parking lot again.  She didn’t belong here amongst all these pretty girls in their expensive clothes.  She should go live under a bridge.
 
   Joseph took her by the shoulders before she could run.  “Samantha, stop worrying.  You’re better looking than all these girls.  They’re hideous compared to you.”
 
   “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”
 
   “I’m not.  There isn’t one of them I’d rather have with me.  Stop feeling sorry for yourself and let’s go inside.”
 
   Joseph tugged her inside, catching her when she stumbled.  She kept her head down to avoid looking at anyone else as she browsed the racks.  She touched a few of the shirts tentatively, as though they would bite her.  “Oh for God’s sake,” Joseph said.  He yanked a light blue shirt off a hanger, then a pair of jeans, and finally a pink jacket trimmed with white fur.  “Go in and try these on.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just do it,” he snapped.  She put her head down and plodded into a fitting room.  After she took off Mrs. Pryde’s old clothes, she tried on the shirt and pants Joseph had given her.  She looked into the mirror and stumbled back into the door.  Is that me? she wondered in disbelief.
 
   She spun around in the mirror, amazed at how well the clothes fit.  Unlike Mrs. Pryde’s old shirt and pants, these complemented the new figure Joseph had given her so that she could see womanly curves like the blonde woman’s in the window.  
 
   She opened the door and found Joseph waiting for her.  The look of awe on his face confirmed what she’d seen in the mirror.  “You look wonderful,” he said, his voice like a gasp.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, blushing at the compliment.  
 
   “You better go change so we can check these out.”
 
   She turned towards the fitting room, but then stopped.  “I don’t have any money,” she said.  “I gave everything to Prudence and Wendell.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll take care of it.  Go in and change.”
 
   She changed back into Mrs. Pryde’s clothes, avoiding the mirror to preserve the beautiful image she’d seen.  Then she followed Joseph to the front counter, where a girl rang up the clothes.  “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked. 
 
   “We sure did,” Joseph said.  The girl gave them the total and Samantha’s knees almost buckled.  Joseph seemed unconcerned by the cost; he pulled a plastic card out of his wallet and handed it to the girl.
 
   “Are you sure you can afford this?” Samantha whispered.
 
   “I told you, don’t worry.”  He signed a piece of paper and then the girl handed a bag to Samantha. 
 
   He led her down a long hallway of lockers like those in the high school, at the end of which was a bathroom.  “I’ll be right here when you get back,” he said.
 
   She took the clothes into a bathroom stall and almost tore off Mrs. Pryde’s old clothes in her hurry.  Samantha donned the new shirt, pants, and jacket, feeling a surge of confidence as she did so.  No one could look down on her in these.  
 
   She stopped at the bathroom sinks to tease her hair.  She should ask Joseph for some shampoo and conditioner to get rid of the split ends.  She needed some makeup for her face too.  A little blush would bring out her cheekbones and some eyeliner would add body to her lashes.  And of course she needed moisturizer for her skin with this cold air drying her out.  
 
   She emerged from the bathroom with a dainty spin so Joseph could admire her from every angle.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re the most beautiful girl in the world.”  He took her into his arms and kissed her on the cheek.  He led her back down the hallway into the mall’s corridor.  This time when a group of girls neared them, Samantha noticed the way their conversation stopped and they snuck jealous glances at she and Joseph.  She put her arm through Joseph’s and followed him along the rows of stores, walking slow enough so everyone could get a good look at them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24:  Second First Kiss
 
   Samantha held up the yellow cup so Joseph could see the logo.  “Doesn’t this Wendy girl look almost like Wendell?”
 
   “You know, it does,” Joseph said.  “You should get him some ribbons and a dress.”  They both laughed at this and then Samantha sucked on her straw.  The sweet bubbles from what Joseph called Mountain Dew tickled her throat, causing her to giggle again.  I could get used to this.
 
   Not just the Mountain Dew, but having Joseph sitting across the little table from her, his pink lips opening and white teeth sinking into the bread and meat of his sandwich.  A hamburger, she corrected herself.  He dabbed self-consciously at a spot of grease in his beard, his cheeks turning red.  “Do I have something in my teeth?” he asked.  She shook her head.  “The way you were looking at me, I thought—”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” she said.  “I’ve never watched anyone eat a hamburger before.”
 
   “How long have you lived with your cousins?”
 
   “Since I was six,” she said.  She didn’t consider this a lie so much as a bending of truth.  After Reverend Crane’s demise she had become six years old, though now she knew she was much older than that.  Joseph couldn’t begin to understand the strangeness of her life—what she remembered so far.
 
   “What about your parents?  What happened to them?”
 
   “They died in a car accident,” she said.  “So I came to live with my cousins in their community.”
 
   “Where’s that at?  I don’t remember hearing about any Amish towns in Maine,” Joseph said.
 
   “It’s not really in Maine,” she said.  “It’s an island.”
 
   “Oh, I guess that makes sense.  And you’ve never left the island since you were six?”
 
   “I tried once a couple years ago,” she said.  “I tried to run away but I didn’t get far.”
 
   “It must have been a pretty horrible place.  I can’t imagine living somewhere so primitive.”
 
   “It’s not like we’re cavemen or anything,” Samantha said.  She threw down her hamburger in disgust at his condescension.  Eternity was a beautiful place, especially in the spring when the trees began to bloom and in fall when the leaves changed to fiery shades of red, orange, and yellow.  She thought of hot summer days in the stream, splashing Prudence on the shore and racing Rebecca or one of the other girls—she always lost and then dunked the winner underwater.
 
   Those days were gone now.  Knowing what she was now, she couldn’t go back there.  She couldn’t wait for the darkness submerged within herself to erupt to the surface.  She couldn’t risk that awful woman she had been to make an appearance.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Joseph said.  He reached across the table to wipe away tears she didn’t know were there.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  It’s hard for me to understand growing up without a TV or telephone or computer.  It’s like Robinson Crusoe or Gilligan’s Island or something.  But I’m sure it’s great.  I mean it would have to be.  Look how you turned out.”
 
   “You don’t know me,” she said.
 
   “I want to know you.  He smiled at her and took her hand.  “I think you’re the most wonderful girl I’ve ever met.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” she said.  
 
   “There’s something I want to show you, back in Seabrooke.  I think it’ll make you feel a lot better.”  He helped her stand and then led her back to his father’s car.  Outside, artificial lights of every color lit up the buildings around them, drowning out the stars.  How could anyone stand to live underneath this gray-orange sky?
 
   As they left Bangor, Samantha looked down at the floor at the fur-trimmed boots Joseph had bought her.  She owed him so much already for making her beautiful and buying her new clothes.  He had been so kind and understanding with her.  As much as she would like to stay with him longer, she couldn’t for the same reason she couldn’t stay in Eternity.  She didn’t want to hurt him the way she would have hurt Miss Brigham nine years ago if Pryde hadn’t stopped her.  The way she had probably harmed countless people over her years on the run.  
 
   “Joseph, I—”
 
   “We’re almost there,” he said.  “I know this sounds weird, but would you put this over your eyes?  I want it to be a surprise.”  He held out the elastic headband she’d bought earlier to keep her longer hair out of her face.  For a moment she thought about protesting, but then decided to humor him; maybe it would soften the blow when she told him she had to go.
 
   She put the headband over her eyes, the fabric pressing against her face recalling the memory of Pryde stuffing her into a sack before transporting her to Eternity.  Her pulse sped up and her body stiffened with fear.  After all he’d done, Joseph couldn’t be leading her into some kind of trap, could he?  “Where are we going?” she asked.
 
   “To a very special place,” he said.  “A place my mom and I used to go to when I was little.”  A place where he’ll probably hack me to pieces, she thought.
 
   The automobile pulled off the road and skidded to a stop.  Samantha waited until she heard Joseph get out to peek over the top of the blindfold.  She saw only snow and trees in the automobile’s headlights.  I should get out of here before it’s too late, she thought.  The door opened and he took her hand.  “Watch your head,” he said.
 
   She managed to get out of the car without incident and then found herself being led up a slope, snow coming up to her knees.  Joseph kept an arm around her shoulders and once had to steer her around a rock.  An owl hooted in the distance while the scent of pine filled Samantha’s nostrils.
 
   The farther they went, the more she thought of the collection of bones in Pryde’s cellar.  Joseph was a distant relative of Jonas Pryde; could he have the same homicidal tendencies?  Maybe he routinely brought girls up here to slaughter.  Maybe everything he’d done for her so far was a ruse to lure her into his trap.  “My feet are getting wet.  Let’s go back,” she said.
 
   “It’s not much farther,” he said.  Samantha’s hands twitched with a life of their own as she imagined how she could incapacitate him.  Grab his hand from around her shoulder, spin him around, toss him to the ground, and then—
 
   She didn’t want to think about the finishing move.  I have to get out of here, she thought.  She had to leave before this dark, nameless beast within her struck out at Joseph.  No matter what his intention for bringing her out here, she didn’t want to hurt him.  She couldn’t.
 
   They came to a stop and he said, “Ta da.”  He removed the blindfold from her eyes and she found not a pile of bones, but a wondrous spectacle of nature.
 
   They stood atop a barren hill with the lights of Seabrooke twinkling beneath them to the right and beyond that, the sea sparkling in the moonlight.  Above, the stars shone brighter than ever.  “It’s beautiful,” she said.
 
   “It’s better in the spring and fall when the weather is better.  My mom and I used to come up here when my dad was out at sea.  She would point to a tiny little boat out there and say, ‘There’s Daddy.’  I believed her, although how she could tell, I have no idea.  It probably wasn’t his boat at all, but it always made me feel better.”
 
   “Your mother must have really loved your father,” Samantha said.  “I wish I could remember my parents.  I can only remember the night they died.  I wish I could remember something else about them, anything else.”
 
   “I’m sure they loved you.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, the word trailing into the night.  They probably had loved her, but how could they love what she had become after they died?  It’s just as well they never got a chance to see what a horrible person I became, she thought.
 
   “I shouldn’t have brought you up here,” he said.  “I thought it would make you feel better, but now you’re only feeling worse.  I’m such an idiot!”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  I’m glad you brought me up here so I could see this.  It’s beautiful.  Everything about today has been beautiful.  I can’t remember such a great day.”  
 
   She leaned towards him to kiss him on the cheek.  At the last moment he turned so that her lips ended up touching his.  She didn’t mind.  She pressed her body against his, throwing her arms around his shoulders.  In her mind, she saw a pair of lips with a purplish tint to them.  Another first kiss long ago, before she became a monster.  No, she couldn’t think about that now.  She wanted to enjoy this moment forever.  She wanted to stay up here with Joseph, where nothing could ever harm them, forever.  Let the rest of the world disappear; they only needed each other.  That was enough for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25:  The Showdown
 
   Prudence lay on the couch in the living room, waiting for any sign of Samantha.  She, Wendell, and Mr. Pryde had searched all day without finding Samantha or Joseph.  The police had no idea where they might have gone.  By the time the sun went down, Mr. Pryde called an end to their search.
 
   She’s left us, Prudence thought for at least the hundredth time that day.  “I’ll see you guys later.  Don’t wait up,” she had said.  Those were her final words.  Nine years and Prudence didn’t even merit a proper farewell.  That boy, she thought.  He’s taken possession of her somehow and twisted her brain.
 
   Upstairs, Wendell sat in the closet of his bedroom.  In the dark space between boxes marked ‘Christmas Lights’ and ‘Easter Baskets’ Wendell contemplated the lost opportunity.  It’s Prudence’s fault, he thought.  That fat pig was always staying close to Samantha, keeping Wendell from talking to her.  How could he pour his heart out with that pig right there?
 
   Something touched Wendell’s leg and he started, thinking it was a rat.  Instead, he picked up a bundle of papers that had fallen from somewhere.  He reached up to open the door, letting enough moonlight in to see the word ‘Playboy’ in block letters at the top of the first page.  Beneath this, a blonde woman lay curled up on some kind of couch, leering at Wendell.
 
   He threw the magazine away in disgust.  What did it matter anymore?  She had gone.  Gone with him.  That stupid, hairy beast who carted her away while Wendell stood there and did nothing.  He should have challenged the boy to a fight.  He no doubt would have lost, but at least Samantha would have known how much he cared about her.  She would have known he would do anything for her—die if he must.
 
   At first Prudence thought the sound of the front door opening must be in her dreams.  Then she heard Samantha whispering.  Prudence heaved herself off the couch and ran to the front hall, where Samantha and Joseph were kissing.  Prudence stood there and watched their bodies curl around each other, gasps, smacks, and moans escaping from their interlocked lips.  Then Samantha’s eyes opened and she leapt back from Joseph.  “Prudence, what are you doing?” she squealed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Prudence mumbled.
 
   “Go to bed,” Joseph commanded as though she were a small child.  A shadow covered half his face, but she saw the look of impatience on the other half.  He didn’t have any right to be angry with her.  She hadn’t done anything wrong.  She wasn’t the one who had disappeared all day.
 
   “Where have you been?” she asked.
 
   “We went to Bangor and went shopping.  You should have seen all the wonderful clothes stores.  It would have been heaven for you.  We ate ice cream and cookies and hamburgers.  I’ve never had so much fun in all my life,” Samantha said.
 
   “We’ve all been worried sick about you.  Why couldn’t you tell us where you were going?”
 
   “You’re not her mother, so stop acting like it,” Joseph said.  Samantha jerked at this statement as though someone had slapped her.  “I’m sorry, Sam.  I just meant she doesn’t have any right to go sticking her nose into our business.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I do,” Mr. Pryde called out.  He stomped out of the kitchen, his face dark except for the butt of his cigarette.  “I told you not to go off driving that car.  You ain’t got a license yet.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde, it’s my fault,” Samantha said.
 
   “You stay out of this, little girl.  Take your cousin and go upstairs until I’m ready to deal with you.”
 
   “Don’t talk to her like that,” Joseph said.
 
   “Boy, don’t start with me.  You’re in enough trouble as it is.  First thing tomorrow you’re going with me to apologize to the sheriff for wasting his time.  Then you’re going to help me on the boat for the next month.  Maybe some real work will straighten you out.”
 
   “No,” Joseph said.  “You can’t make us do anything.”
 
   “You think because you’re fifteen I can’t still take you over my knee?”
 
   “I’d like to see you try.”
 
   “Please, don’t fight.  Let’s go in the kitchen and talk,” Samantha said.  She tried to put herself between the Pryde men, but Joseph took her by the shoulder and pushed her towards Prudence.  Samantha stumbled, falling on her rear at Prudence’s feet.  “Don’t!” she shouted, but it was too late.
 
   Mr. Pryde snuffed out his cigarette and then took a step towards his son.  Joseph swung wildly, the blow catching nothing but air.  Mr. Pryde caught his son’s arm and shoved the boy back against the wall.  Samantha screamed, a sharp, piercing shriek that caused Prudence to cover her ears.  She gathered up the weeping Samantha and mumbled assurances into her ears.
 
   Wendell heard the scream and recognized it as belonging to Samantha.  He bolted from the bedroom and down the stairs to find the Prydes grappling by the front door.  Mr. Pryde sat on top of his son, pinning him to the floor.  Near the living room doorway, Samantha hugged Prudence, whose face couldn’t contain the joy at being reunited with Samantha.
 
   Wendell leapt over the stair railing to hurry over to Samantha’s side.  “You’re back!” he said.
 
   “Is it over?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Not yet, dear,” Prudence said, stroking Samantha’s hair as she would Molly’s after a nightmare.  
 
   “Where have you been?  There’s so much I need to tell you,” Wendell blurted out.  He didn’t care about the Prydes wrestling on the floor or this lummox Prudence holding Samantha.  He had missed too many chances already.  “Samantha, I—”
 
   An enraged scream cut off his words.  Joseph Pryde lay in a gasping heap while his father stood and lit a cigarette.  “Everyone get to your bedrooms.  Now!” Mr. Pryde roared.
 
   “You aren’t going to hurt him, are you?” Samantha asked, her voice muffled by sobs and layers of Prudence’s fat.
 
   “He’s had enough for now.  All of you go on to bed and in the morning we’ll talk,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   The concern in Samantha’s voice told Wendell it was too late.  Nothing he said or did now would make any difference.  She cared too much for this brute on the floor.  He had somehow captured her heart in one day in a way Wendell couldn’t over four years.  He slunk up the steps into his room, hiding himself in the dark closet again so no one could hear him cry.
 
   Prudence led Samantha up the stairs, torn between concern for her friend and joy that Samantha had come back.  Though never had she seen Samantha like this, so helpless and vulnerable.  More like a little child than she ever had even at six years old.  Prudence continued to stroke her hair and reassure her Joseph would be fine all the way up to the bedroom.
 
   On the way to the bed, Samantha insisted they stop at the dresser.  She grabbed a bottle of rose-colored liquid and squirted it twice onto her face.  “What’s that?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Medicine for my pimples,” Samantha said.
 
   “You look fine,” Prudence said.  “There’s nothing to worry about.”  She took the bottle from Samantha to set it back on the dresser and then helped Samantha into bed.  Prudence pulled back the covers to tuck Samantha in like one of the young children back in Eternity.  She brushed hair back from Samantha’s forehead to give her a goodnight kiss on the forehead.  “Go to sleep and in the morning everything will be all better.”
 
   “Thanks,” Samantha said.  Prudence turned off the light, but lingered in the doorway a moment to look down at Samantha.  The kiss she had seen earlier had done this.  That boy and his lips had made Samantha weaker than Reverend Crane and the Fountain of Youth ever did.  That was the power he held over her.  Yes, tomorrow they needed to have a long talk and set everything right.  Then Prudence would have her friend back.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26:  Payback
 
   Samantha felt someone shaking her.  Was it time to get up already?  It seemed like she had just gone to bed a few minutes ago, after that awful scene last night with Joseph’s dad.  Why did Mr. Pryde have to be so mean?  She and Joseph hadn’t done anything wrong; they only kissed once in the snow and then once at the doorway before they were interrupted by that fat girl.  What was her name?  It started with a ‘P’:  Paula, Pauline, Patty, Patricia, Polly, Penelope…
 
   “Wake up Sleeping Beauty,” Joseph whispered into her ear.  “It’s time to get up.  We have a lot to do today.”
 
   Samantha opened her eyes and turned to Joseph.  He looked different.  His beard had grown bushier and his muscles looked thicker, like a wrestler or boxer.  She would love for him to take off his shirt so she could rub down those huge muscles with some baby oil until his whole body shone.  “Hi there, handsome,” she said.  “What time is it?”
 
   “Almost nine o’clock.  I thought you’d sleep the day away.”
 
   “I had a long night.”  She sat up in bed and pulled back the covers.  Right away she noticed the clothes Joseph had bought her yesterday didn’t fit as they had when she went to bed.  The shirt had become tight around her breasts while the jeans fit more loosely around her waist.  She looked down at her hands; the skin on the back was now a very light tan, as though she’d spent a few hours in the sun.
 
   She jumped off the bed to hurry over to the mirror, sighing with relief when she saw no pimples on her face.  She squinted into the mirror to find a faint line of freckles along the bridge of her nose between eyes that had turned from brown to dark blue.  A tress of honey-brown hair fell across her face; she pushed it back to find it extended now to her waist.  “Do you still think I’m pretty?” she asked.
 
   “How can you even ask that?  Of course I do,” Joseph said.  He stood next to her in the mirror, smiling to reassure her.  “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”
 
   “No I’m not.  There are lots of pretty girls out there.”
 
   “Not to me there aren’t.”  He kissed her on the cheek and then whispered, “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
 
   “Won’t your dad be mad?  He said not to take the car.”
 
   “Don’t worry about him.  I’ve taken care of it.”
 
   “Well, in that case let’s go,” she said.  She returned his kiss on the cheek, trying to find a spot not covered in hair.  He really should shave that before they went anywhere.  It’s so scratchy when we kiss, like kissing someone with a sandpaper face, she thought.  “While I get ready, you think you could do something with this?” she asked, rubbing his beard.
 
   “You don’t like it?”
 
   “I’d rather see that handsome jaw of yours,” she said.
 
   “Your wish is my command.  I’ll meet you downstairs in a few minutes.”  This time they kissed on the lips, though not as long or as deep as on top of the hill.  This was a brief, dry kiss, the promise of more to come later.
 
   Samantha grabbed her jacket and went downstairs to find those other two kids in the kitchen.  The little redheaded boy looked on the verge of tears.  He ran out of the room as though someone had lit his rear end on fire.  The fat girl asked, “Samantha, what happened to you?  You’re different.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I feel so much better than last night.  Do we have any fruit?”  She opened the refrigerator door to root around for anything healthy to eat.  She certainly didn’t want to end up like this other girl, fat and alone.  Samantha shivered at the thought.
 
   Buried in a bottom drawer she found a pear and sat down at the table to wait for Joseph.  “Samantha, what’s he done to you?” the fat girl asked.
 
   “He hasn’t done anything to me.  What kind of question is that?”  She sliced off a piece of the pear and held it out.  “You should try some of this instead of eggs.  There’s a lot less fat in fruit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m just saying, not to be mean or anything, but you could stand to lose a few pounds.  About a hundred fifty or so.”
 
   The fat girl’s eyes welled up with tears.  “How could you say that?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  What’s your name again?”
 
   “Prudence.  Don’t you remember me?”
 
   “Prudence, that’s it!  What an old name, like someone’s grandma or something.  I suppose you’re too young to be anyone’s grandma though.  Have you considered changing it?  Or maybe go by your middle name.  What’s your middle name?”
 
   “Elizabeth,” Prudence said.
 
   “That’s almost as bad, but at least then you could go by Liz or Lizzie, that would be cute.”
 
   Prudence started to cry even harder, tears streaming down her fat cheeks.  “Why are you acting this way?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Go ahead and keep being Prudence.  Gain another hundred pounds while you’re at it.  It’s none of my business.”  Samantha pushed away from the table, leaving the remains of the pear.  She started to pace around the front hall, wondering why Joseph needed so long to shave that silly beard.
 
   Prudence waddled out of the kitchen, her face red but her cheeks dry now.  “Are you leaving again?” she asked.
 
   “What we do or don’t do is none of your business.”
 
   “Samantha, how can you do this?  What about the others back home?  They’re depending on us.”
 
   “Who?  I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Eternity, don’t you remember?  Becky and Molly and David and Annie and the rest?  They’re going to starve if we don’t bring them back some food soon.”
 
   “Oh, that’s terrible, but I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.  You’re a big girl, though, I’m sure you can figure out some way to help them.”
 
   “You heartless, cold-blooded, self-centered monster!  Don’t you care about anyone else?”
 
   “I care about Joseph,” Samantha said.  “I don’t see why I’m such a horrible person just because I’m not broken up over some friends of yours.  Have you thought maybe if you didn’t eat so much your friends might not be starving?”
 
   Prudence moved to slap Samantha, but she grabbed the chubby hand aimed at her face and twisted Prudence’s arm around.  Prudence cried out, dropping to her knees and cradling her arm.  Tears resurfaced on her cheeks.  “I don’t understand what’s happened to you, Samantha.  You’ve become someone else.”
 
   “Someone better,” Samantha said.  “You’re just jealous because I look so cute and you’re so ugly.  As if it’s my fault.  I’m not the one who made you so big.  I didn’t stick food in your mouth and force you to eat it.”
 
   Prudence ran away as fast as her stubby legs could go.  Samantha shook her head.  The nerve of some people.  I try to give her good advice and she tries to hit me.  Bitch.  
 
   “What’s going on down here?” Joseph asked.  He had trimmed the beard so only a hint of stubble remained.  A few red marks indicated where he’d nicked himself with the razor.  She ran a hand along his square jaw, stopping at his lips.
 
   “Nothing much.  I made the fat one mad because I told her the truth,” she said.  She kissed a red spot on his cheek.  “Where’s my handsome tour guide going to take me today?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Wherever the wind takes us.”
 
   “Sounds like fun.  Before we follow the wind, I don’t suppose we could stop somewhere so I can get a new bra?  This one is killing me.”
 
   “You could always go without one.”
 
   “I will not, Mr. Dirty Boy.  At least not now.  Maybe if you’re good,” she said, winking at him.  He took her hand and led her out to his father’s car, the one he’d forbidden Joseph to drive the night before.  “You sure your dad won’t be mad?”
 
   “Fuck him,” Joseph said.  “I’m not scared of him.”
 
   She got into the passenger’s seat, checking out her window as they pulled out of the driveway to make sure no one was following them.  She didn’t need anything else ruining her day after that fat girl acted like such a snotty brat.
 
   Joseph parked in a handicapped space in front of Designs By Suzie.  “Aren’t you going to get a ticket for parking there?” she asked him.
 
   “So?  Daddy will have to pay it, not me.”  She couldn’t argue with him there.  She followed Joseph into the store, her nose wrinkling at all the tacky clothes.  Nothing as nice as the stores in the Bangor Mall.  She should ask him to go back there, but she didn’t want to wait another two hours to get rid of this uncomfortable bra.  Her breasts might explode by then.
 
   Among the racks of lingerie, she found the group of high school girls who’d made fun of her pimples, hair, and clothes.  What right did they have to insult me? she wondered.  Look at them in drab, puffy coats with all that permed hair and blue eyeliner that had gone out of fashion fifteen years ago at least.  They’re walking fashion disasters.
 
   She picked up a bra—one of the biggest in stock—and held it up to her chest.  “You know, I saw the training bras over there,” she said as she inspected the undergarment.  “I thought I might save you some time.”
 
   The girls looked at one another and then the blonde said, “Who are you?  I don’t remember seeing you around before.”
 
   “I’m just passing through with my boyfriend.”  She turned and called out, “Joseph, darling, what do you think of this?”
 
   Joseph came over, a wolfish grin on his face.  “I think it looks great,” he said.  “Go try it on.”
 
   “Sure.  Why don’t you come with me to see how it fits?  Unless you want to wait until later?”
 
   “I don’t think I can wait that long,” he said.  Samantha took his head and winked at the high school girls as she led Joseph into the fitting room.  As soon as the door closed, she tore off her jacket, shirt, and old bra.  She pressed the new one into Joseph’s hands.  He licked his lips as he fit the new bra to her breasts.  “A perfect fit.”
 
   “Excuse me, but only one person is allowed into the fitting rooms at a time.  I have to ask you two to leave,” Suzie said.
 
   Samantha threw open the door, Suzie gasping and the high school girls gaping at her in only the bra and her jeans.  “Fine, we’ll leave.  Joseph, dear, pay the woman.”
 
   He handed some bills to Suzie as Samantha glided past the shocked high school girls.  She kept her back rigid to make sure they got a good look at her breasts.  That’ll teach them, she thought with a sly smile.  She continued walking almost nude all the way out to the car, suppressing a laugh when an old lady gasped at her.  Only when she got into the car did she put the shirt and jacket back on, her body shivering from the cold.
 
   Joseph took a ticket from off the windshield and wadded it up.  “That was a great performance,” he said.  “I thought those girls would faint for sure.”
 
   “Can you believe I ever cared what they thought?  What a bunch of losers.  Is there anywhere else fun in this town?”
 
   “I think I can find something,” he said.  He backed out of the handicapped space without looking, cutting off some little old man, who honked the horn on his little old car.  Samantha laughed, turning around to stick her tongue out at the old man.  His horn couldn’t stop them, nothing could.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27:  Emergency!
 
   Prudence made it to the bathroom before she collapsed to the floor.  The throbbing in her arm reminded her of a time nine years ago when Samantha broke Prudence’s arm in a fit of rage.  That time had been an accident, a case of Prudence’s arm being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  This time Samantha had done it intentionally.  She had wanted to hurt Prudence.
 
   The pain in her arm hurt less than those awful insults coming out of Samantha’s mouth.  The jokes about Prudence’s weight and her name; Samantha had never said such terrible things before.  Once, four years ago Samantha had embarrassed Prudence in the dining hall, but they had attributed that outburst to Samantha’s period and stress about her responsibilities in Eternity.  Maybe that’s how Samantha had really felt all this time.  Maybe this girl with the blue eyes, blonde hair, and superior attitude was the true Samantha.
 
   Somehow that boy had unlocked this dark side to Samantha’s personality.  His kiss had turned Samantha into a monster.  The pain in Prudence’s arm reminded her she couldn’t do this alone.  Samantha would not go willingly and Prudence couldn’t fight her.  She needed help to bring Samantha back to her senses.  The only people she could count on were Wendell and Mr. Pryde.  Not that Wendell would be much good, the little coward who’d run away to leave Prudence alone with Samantha.  Mr. Pryde could help them; he could bring Samantha back.
 
   Wendell sat on the bed in Samantha’s room, trying to figure out what had happened.  Last night her eyes, skin, and hair were all brown while this morning her eyes had turned blue, her skin white, and hair blonde.  It was almost as if someone else had taken Samantha’s place during the night.  An imposter.
 
   No other explanation made logical sense.  Having lived with the Fountain of Youth for over three hundred years, though, he knew about how sudden transformations could occur.  But this couldn’t be the work of the fountain.  Its waters could only make someone younger; they couldn’t alter a person’s eye or skin color.  Something else was afoot here, but what?
 
   He looked around the room for something that might have caused this overnight transformation.  A group of perfume bottles sat on a dresser.  He sprayed a bit of each into the air to smell them.  Each had a flowery scent that made his nose twitch.  No, of course it wouldn’t be right in front of him.
 
   Wendell hurried down the hall into Joseph Pryde’s bedroom.  He opened desk drawers, dug through piles of clothes on the floor, and ransacked the closet, but didn’t find anything suspicious.  He must have taken it with him, Wendell thought.
 
   The only solution then would be to track down Joseph and make him confess what he’d done to Samantha.  Going after Joseph Pryde would be difficult.  The brute had Samantha under his control; Wendell would have to incapacitate her somehow before going after her boyfriend.  Even then, Joseph could break Wendell in half with the ease of snapping a twig.  This required someone with more strength, like Mr. Pryde.  As for Prudence, let her stay and fill her face.  This wasn’t a job for girls.
 
   He burst out of Joseph’s bedroom and ran into Prudence, her bulk knocking him to the floor.  She yelped in pain and clutched her left arm.  “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.
 
   “My arm hurts.  I’m going to wake Mr. Pryde up so he can help me find Samantha,” she said.
 
   “No, I’m going to wake him up so he can help me find Samantha,” Wendell said.
 
   “Let’s go in together and we can both wake him up.”  Prudence took a step forward, but then stopped.  “Don’t you think it’s odd Mr. Pryde isn’t up yet?  I thought he usually went out early to check on his boat.”
 
   “Maybe he decided to sleep in after last night.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Something isn’t right about this.”
 
   “Let’s go inside and find out,” Wendell said.  He squeezed past Prudence in the hallway to reach the door first.  He threw open the door and reached for the light switch.
 
   Mr. Pryde lay in bed, sleeping fully dressed.  “Mr. Pryde, wake up.  It’s Wendell and Prudence.  We need your help, sir.  Something terrible has happened,” Wendell said.  Mr. Pryde didn’t move at all.
 
   “Mr. Pryde, please, get up,” Prudence shouted.  “This is important.  Samantha and Joseph have gone.”
 
   When Mr. Pryde still didn’t move, Wendell stepped forward to shake the man’s shoulder.  Nothing happened.  He shook him again with an identical result.  Finally, Wendell slapped Mr. Pryde across the face as hard as he could.  Mr. Pryde didn’t even twitch.  “Someone’s drugged him,” Wendell said.  “It must be Joseph.  First Samantha and now his own father.”
 
   “We’ve got to get help,” Prudence said.
 
   “From who?  The police?  They’ll never believe us.  They’ll think we’re making it up.”
 
   “Then what are we supposed to do?  We can’t go after them by ourselves.”
 
   “We don’t have a choice,” Wendell said.  “There isn’t anyone else who can help us.”
 
   “We can go back to Eternity and ask David and Rebecca for help.  With four of us—”
 
   “They’ll be gone by then and we’ll never find them.”  Wendell shook his head.  “We don’t have any more time for arguing.  I’m going into town and see if I can find them.  You can do whatever you want.”
 
   Wendell brushed past her on his way out and stomped downstairs to put on his jacket and boots.  He had no choice but to walk and hope he could get a ride from some passerby.  This time he didn’t bother waiting for Prudence to catch up.  He ran along the road as fast as he could, trying to think of what he would do if he found Samantha and Joseph.  No plan availed itself to him.  
 
   Prudence put a hand on Mr. Pryde’s forehead and found no sign of a fever.  The pulse in his neck also felt strong.  He should be all right, she thought.  She hurried out of the bedroom, but Wendell had gone.  I don’t need him she thought.
 
   She put on her jacket and boots before tramping off into the snow.  She grew winded halfway down the hill, but refused to stop.  As she plowed along, she tried to think of what she would do if she found Samantha and Joseph.  No plan availed itself to her.  This is hopeless, she thought.  I have to try.  She owed Samantha that much.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28:  The Fugitive
 
   Since Becky brought her home, Molly couldn’t do anything by herself.  It was almost like being a baby again.  She couldn’t leave the cottage without Becky following or even play in her bedroom with the door closed.  It’s not fair, Molly thought.  I’m a prisoner and I haven’t done anything wrong.
 
   Today she sat on the floor of the bakery with her dolls, staring at their fabric faces without knowing what to make them say or do.  Ever since Veronica left, stories about Molly’s parents in the kingdom of Dublin had lost their sparkle.  She would never get there now with Becky watching her every move.  She was trapped in Eternity for eternity because of Veronica.
 
   Molly threw her dolls to the ground, kicking them across the floor.  “You shouldn’t be so rough with your toys, sweetheart.  You could hurt them that way,” Becky said.
 
   “So?  They’re my toys.  I’ll do what I want.”
 
   “Molly, please, you have to stop this.”
 
   “Not until you stop treating me like a baby.”
 
   “I’ll stop treating you like a baby when you stop acting like a baby.  Now if you’re not going to do anything, come over here and give me a hand.”  Molly thought about continuing the argument, but decided it wouldn’t do any good.  She went over to the counter, where Becky worked to roll out some dough.
 
   “This dough looks funny,” Molly said.
 
   “It’s unleavened bread, like they ate in Bible times.”
 
   “Yuck.  I don’t like unleavened bread.”
 
   Becky laughed at this and tousled Molly’s hair.  “You haven’t even tried it yet, sweetie.”
 
   “Stop calling me that,” Molly said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not your sweetheart or your sweetie or anything else.  I hate you!  You’re mean and stupid and I wish you were dead!”
 
   “Molly, you don’t mean that—”
 
   “I do so.  Then I could find my real mommy and daddy.”
 
   “Sweet—Molly—I think we need to talk.”  Becky put an arm around Molly’s shoulder and took her to sit down near the hearth.  Becky cleared her throat and then said, “Molly, your real mommy and daddy are in Heaven.”
 
   “They’re dead?”
 
   “That’s right.  They died a long time ago, when you were a baby.  That’s why you live here with me.”
 
   “Nuh-uh.  You’re lying.”
 
   “Molly, honey, I wish they were still alive, but they aren’t.  You have to believe me.”
 
   “No!  You’re lying!”  Molly started to cry because no matter how hard she protested, she knew Becky was right.  Her parents weren’t in any faraway kingdom; they were dead and in Heaven.  Becky tried to hug her, but Molly pushed her away.  “Leave me alone!”
 
   “I know it’s hard, Molly.  It was hard on me to find out about my parents too.  Even harder for your Aunt Samantha.  But I want you to know I love you very much and I’m always here to take care of you.  You’re like a daughter to me and nothing’s made me happier in these last five years than being like a mother to you.”
 
   “You’re not my mother!  You’re a fat meanie.  You probably killed them so you could have me all to yourself.”  Molly could see it now in her mind:  jealous Becky looking down into Molly’s crib, wanting a child of her own so badly she would do anything.
 
   “Molly, I’d never do anything like that.  I’d never do anything to hurt you.  I love you.”
 
   Molly continued to cry for her dead parents.  Not only was she a prisoner now, but she was alone in this awful place with no hope of being reunited with her loved ones.  Mommy and Daddy are gone, Veronica’s gone, and even Aunt Samantha and Aunt Prudence are gone.  I don’t have anyone.
 
   “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go home and put you to bed.  Later we’ll talk about this some more.”
 
   “I don’t want to go to bed.”
 
   “I know, but this is a big shock for a little girl.  You’ll feel better after you’ve gotten some rest.”  Becky took Molly’s hand and led her towards the door.  Molly didn’t have the strength to put up any resistance.  She stumbled along with Becky to the cottage, where Becky took off her shoes and jacket and then tucked her limp body into bed.  “Don’t worry about anything.  You go to sleep and when you wake up, I’ll be right here.  Do you need anything?  Water or one of your dolls?”
 
   Molly rolled over to turn her back towards Becky.  She couldn’t remember falling asleep, but when she woke up, she found a shadow looming over her bed.  “Molly, are you awake?” a familiar voice whispered.  Molly’s sleep-addled brain needed a moment to process the memory.
 
   “Veronica?”
 
   “That’s right, honey.  I’ve come to get you out of here.”
 
   Molly sat up in bed and squinted into the darkness to make out Veronica’s gray hair obscuring her face.  “But you left me.  You let them find me.  You told on me.”
 
   “No, honey, I’d never do that.  They found you on their own.  When I heard them coming I had to get out of there.”
 
   “You left me behind,” Molly repeated.
 
   “I’m very sorry, Molly.  I didn’t have a choice.”  Veronica sat down next to Molly on the bed, her adult body causing the frame to creak.  “You see, there are some bad people after me.  If anyone finds out who I am, I’ll be in big trouble.  That’s why I had to leave you behind, so you wouldn’t get hurt.  I could never let anything happen to you.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come back for me sooner?”
 
   “I followed you back here.  I’ve been waiting in the woods for the right time, when no one was watching.  Now hurry up and get dressed before that fat nanny comes back to check on you.  Then you and I can go to Dublin and find your parents.”
 
   “My parents are dead,” Molly said.
 
   “They are?  I’m so sorry to hear that.”  She gave Molly a brief hug.  “In that case we can go somewhere else.  There’s a whole big world out there.  We can see it all, the two of us.”
 
   Molly thought about what Veronica said.  She supposed it all made sense.  And traveling the world with Veronica was much better than sitting around Eternity eating unleavened bread with Becky.  “I love you, Mama Veronica,” she said, hugging Veronica.
 
   “I love you too, honey.”  Veronica peeled away the covers and helped Molly from the bed.  They found her jacket and boots and the doll of Sir Francis that she clutched to her chest.  She didn’t want any of the others; they would all remind her too much of this place.  She didn’t ever want to think of Eternity again in her whole life.
 
   They went out the front door, Veronica pausing to look around.  Then she hefted Molly onto her shoulders and galloped into the trees.  She ran out of breath by the time they reached the forest and set Molly on the ground.  “I’m too old for this.  If only there was some way to turn back time so I’d be younger.  Then the bad people chasing me couldn’t recognize me and we could be together forever,” Veronica said.
 
   “I know a way,” Molly said.
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ll show you.”  She took Mama Veronica’s hand and started to lead her down the path to the caves.  Soon Mama Veronica would be young again and they could see the world together without worrying about anyone stopping them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29:  Crimes and Misdemeanors
 
   Joseph pulled into the parking lot of the Mobil gas station outside town.  “Follow my lead,” he said.  Samantha wanted to ask about what, but he’d already gotten out of the car and she figured it best not to ask where anyone could hear them.
 
   He walked through an aisle of candy bars and other colorful snacks in shiny wrappers.  Samantha picked up a package with two pink circles called Sno-Balls that matched her jacket.  She turned over the package and read the nutritional information.  She tossed the Sno-Balls away as if they’d come to life.  If she ate those she’d end up as big as whatshername—Pamela? Penny?—in no time at all.
 
   She found Joseph standing in front of a refrigerated cabinet of beer.  He looked one way and then the other before snatching a case out of the refrigerator.  “What’s that for?” she asked.
 
   “It’ll make everything more fun,” he said.  “When I get up to the counter, look cool.  Don’t look nervous, all right?”
 
   “Why would I look nervous?”
 
   “Because people our age aren’t supposed to have this.”
 
   “Oh.  All right then.”  She followed Joseph up to the counter, where he set the beer down in front of a woman whose skin reminded Samantha of how hers had once looked, back when it was brown and pimply.  Too bad she’d left Joseph’s medicine back in her bedroom or else she could have given this woman a squirt.  The woman looked at Joseph and Samantha for a moment and then took the money Joseph held out.  
 
   They left the store without a word.  “It worked,” he said once they reached the safety of the car.
 
   “What worked?”
 
   “She didn’t even ask if we were twenty-one.”  Joseph stared down at his hairy, mitts and said, “We could make a fortune off this stuff.  Think about it, overnight everyone could become like us.  No one would ever have to be weak or ugly again.  I’d get a Nobel Prize for sure.”
 
   “But if everyone looked this good then we’d be normal.”
 
   “Good point.  We’d have to charge enough to make sure not everyone could have some.”  Joseph pulled away from the store and to Samantha’s surprise, turned back towards Seabrooke.
 
   “Why are we going back into town?” she asked.
 
   “I have an idea.”  He parked the car around the corner from the pet shop and then reached into the case for one of the beers.  He handed another to Samantha, but she refused.
 
   “I shouldn’t.  It’s not good for you.”
 
   “One isn’t going to hurt.  Come on.  Let’s drink a toast to our new life together and all the money we’re going to make.”  Samantha took the can of beer and popped open the top.  She touched her can to Joseph’s and then took a pull.  As the beer burned its way down her throat she felt a soothing lightheadedness.  She reached into the case for another beer and downed it.  Before she could grab another, Joseph stopped her.  “You might want to go easy on that stuff.”
 
   “What’s the matter?  Afraid to try getting more?  Well, if you’re too scared then I’ll do it.”
 
   “I’m not scared.  Just smart.  We can’t draw attention to ourselves right now.  We have to keep a low profile.”
 
   “Why?  Is your dad going to find us?”
 
   “No, I’ve taken care of him.  He won’t be able to bother us again.”  Joseph finished off his beer and then reached into a pocket for a cigarette.  She recognized the brand and lighter as belonging to his father.  He shook two cigarettes out of the pack and then lit both.  They coughed in unison, puffs of smoke sputtering from their mouths.  They tried again with a similar result.  “I don’t know how Dad can stand these.”
 
   “You probably have to get used to them,” Samantha said.
 
   “I guess.”  Joseph pointed with his cigarette towards the Seabrooke Community Bank across the street.  “That’s the key to our future.”
 
   “Are you going to ask them for a loan?”
 
   “In a way, but without the paperwork,” he said.  “We’re going to rob the bank and with the money I’ll be able to set up shop somewhere to work on mass-producing my formulas.”
 
   “Rob the bank?  You mean we’re going to steal money?”
 
   “That’s the idea.  How else do you think we can get the money?  Flip burgers at McDonald’s like everyone else?”
 
   “No, but isn’t there another way?”
 
   “Not unless a big sack of money falls from the sky into our laps.  You don’t think I know what I’m doing?  Haven’t I taken care of you so far?”
 
   “Yes, but this is different.  This is illegal.  If anyone found out—”
 
   “They aren’t.  I’ll take care of everything.  You don’t have to worry that pretty head of yours at all.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Samantha, trust me.  Everything is going to turn out fine.  We’ll get the money and then we’ll cross the border into Canada for a while until the heat dies down.  No one will be able to find us and then, when I’ve made enough of the formulas, we’ll make millions.  We’ll never have to work again.”
 
   “This doesn’t seem right,” she said.  Something about the idea sparked a nauseous churning of her stomach, or maybe it was the beer and cigarettes.  “I don’t feel good.”
 
   “I have an idea about how to make you feel better,” he said, winking at her.  He drove away from the bank and towards the high school.  She didn’t want to go back in there, even if she was prettier than all those other girls.
 
   “How’s school going to make me feel better?”
 
   “We’re not going into the school.  There aren’t classes today anyway.  There’s a place the other kids go when they’re feeling too sick for class.”  He took her hand in one of his and then used the other to carry the beer.  She followed him along the side of the building and then across a snow-covered field to the rows of benches she remembered seeing earlier.
 
   Joseph ushered her into a web of metal supports beneath the benches.  “Watch your head,” he said.  She noticed a lot of cigarette butts, empty beer cans, and old balloons underneath the bleachers.
 
   “This place is gross,” she said.  Why would Joseph take her here?  She didn’t want to sit around in the trash.  She wanted to get away from this town.  Money didn’t matter as long as she had Joseph.  “Let’s go back to the car and forget about all of this.  We can be happy without millions of dollars.”
 
   “You don’t get it, do you?  It’s not just about the money.  I’ll be the most famous scientist ever when this stuff hits the market.  Bigger than Einstein or Newton.  Years from now everyone will be teaching about me in science classes.  Do you want me to throw that away?  You want to take that away from me?  I won’t let you!  I won’t let you steal my destiny!”
 
   As he spoke, his face turned red and spit formed at the corners of his mouth.  The tendons in his neck tightened until she thought they might snap.  She hadn’t seen anyone this angry before.  She took a step back, banging her head into one of the supports and falling down.  She felt the back of her head, but there wasn’t any blood, only a throbbing headache that brought tears to her eyes.  “I’m sorry, Joseph.  I didn’t realize this meant so much to you.  I’ll help you.  I’d do anything for you.”
 
   He knelt down to kiss the back of her head where she’d run into the support.  “I know you will.  I’m sorry.  Now let me show you what the other kids do under here.”  He kissed her on the mouth, his breath tasting rancid from the beer and cigarettes.  She almost gagged on the taste of his tongue inside her mouth, but forced herself to kiss him back.  They were in this together now.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30:  Kidnapped
 
   At first Wendell hid along the side of the road at the sight of the monstrous truck with its roaring engine.  He had never seen a vehicle so large and powerful in all his life.  As the truck came closer, Wendell told himself it was like Mr. Pryde’s truck, only much larger.  He thought of Samantha as he ran out into the road, waving his arms in the hope the vehicle would stop.  The truck made a terrible screeching and creaking sound as it slowed; Wendell didn’t think it would stop in time before hitting him.  The truck came to a stop two feet ahead of him, its silver grill looking like the teeth of some giant monster.  A head leaned out the driver’s side door and shouted, “What are you doing, kid?”
 
   “I need a ride,” Wendell said.  “It’s an emergency.”
 
   “All right, climb up the side there.  Watch your step.”
 
   Wendell went around to the passenger’s side of the truck.  He grabbed a bar to haul himself onto a step and then opened a door.  He took hold of another bar to swing into the seat.  “I’m sorry if I scared you,” Wendell said.
 
   The driver, a man as heavy as Prudence, shrugged.  “It’s fine.  What’s this emergency?”
 
   “My cousin is in the hospital.  I’m not sure how much longer she has.  I need to see her,” Wendell said. 
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” the driver asked as he started the truck moving again.
 
   “She has a bad heart,” Wendell said.  Not entirely a lie, he thought.  Somehow, thanks to Mr. Pryde’s son, Samantha’s kind heart had turned dark.  “It’s giving out on her.”
 
   “Are they going to do a transplant?”
 
   “A transplant?  Oh, sure, of course.”
 
   “I had a cousin who needed a liver on account of his drinking.  He waited around for almost two years before they found a donor for him.  Unless you got a family member with a part to spare or you’re a celebrity you end up waiting,” the driver said.  Wendell had no idea what he was talking about, but nodded anyway.  They can transplant organs from one person to another? he thought.  Amazing.  Any other time he would have asked dozens of questions, but not now.  He had more important things to worry about at the moment.
 
   The driver continued talking first about his cousin and then his brother, a driver in somewhere called Iraq that sounded worse than Hell itself.  “The truck ahead of him blew up two weeks ago.  Damned terrorists.  A bunch of cowards,” the driver said.  He stopped the truck in front of the Seabrooke Community Hospital, a one-story building that didn’t seem much bigger than the boy’s dormitory in Eternity.  “Here’s the hospital.  I hope your cousin pulls through.”
 
   “Thanks.  I hope she does too.”  Wendell climbed down from the truck and then hurried up to the front doors of the hospital.  He jumped back in surprise when the doors opened on their own.  The truck pulled away, leaving Wendell to wonder what to do now that he had reached town.
 
   Where would that brute have taken Samantha?  Wendell leaned against the front wall of the hospital as he pondered the question.  What did Joseph Pryde want with Samantha?  To own her, Wendell thought.  He wanted to keep her in his power in the same way Reverend Crane had kept the children of Eternity slaves for almost four hundred years.
 
   Given all this, it seemed logical he would want to get her as far away from Seabrooke as possible.  The automobile could accomplish this, but the automobile belonged to his father.  The police could trace the vehicle and stop him.  He would want to find an alternate means of transportation.  Wendell looked down the road, which ended at the sea.  A boat, he thought.  He’ll try to get a boat.
 
   Wendell set out towards the waterfront, doubt creeping in with each step.  What hope did he have of finding them?  They had such a head start on him that by now they could be a hundred miles away.  They had an automobile or possibly a boat by now while he had only his feet.  The odds of his finding them were a billion to one and even steeper that he could stop them.
 
   He crossed the main street, looking both ways in case they had been foolish enough to park their car in plain sight.  No such luck.  He kept going, up a hill to a rectangular brick building larger than any other in town.  A sign out front told him this was Seabrooke High School.
 
   To his astonishment, he saw Mr. Pryde’s automobile in the parking lot.  They were here!  He broke into a run towards the car, wondering how long they’d been here.  The engine of the automobile felt warm to his touch, which meant they couldn’t have left too long ago.
 
   On the ground nearby he found two pairs of tracks, the smaller, heavier ones belonging to Joseph and the longer, fainter ones to Samantha.  The tracks led towards a snow-covered field.  He followed the tracks until they broke off towards rows of benches.  Then he heard their voices.
 
   Wendell inched closer until he could make out their words clearly.  What he heard turned his entire body as cold as the snow he stood in.  He couldn’t believe the madness of this brute, nor that Samantha would go along with it.  What had he done to her that would allow her to even consider this?
 
   His hands became fists as the sound of their kissing to seal the pact.  An unholy, evil pact that would doom Samantha to a life on the run as a fugitive or, worse yet, to jail.  Either way, Wendell would lose her forever.  
 
   “Samantha, no!  You can’t do this,” he shouted, running towards them.  They broke off their kiss, Samantha’s pale face turning even more so.  “Whatever he’s doing to you, you have to fight it.  You can’t want to do this.”
 
   “Who are you?  Oh, right, the little boy from Mr. Pryde’s house.  I don’t know what you’re doing here or why you’re interrupting us.  What we do isn’t any of your business.”
 
   “Samantha, please, it’s Wendell.  You’ve known me for nine years now.  You have to remember, please.  You can’t do this.  You’ll end up in jail.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “Look, little boy, I don’t know what you think you heard, but we’re not robbing any banks.  We were only joking.  Run along and go play,” Samantha said.
 
   “We can’t let him go,” Joseph said.  The brute took a step towards Wendell.  “He’ll tell the police.”
 
   “Like they’ll believe him.  He’s just a kid.”
 
   “We can’t take the chance.”  Before Wendell could run, Joseph seized him by the collar and held him up in the air.  Wendell tried to break the brute’s grip, but his punches did nothing.  “We have to get rid of him.”
 
   “Joseph, no, we can’t kill him.  That wouldn’t be right.”
 
   “We won’t kill him.  We’ll incapacitate him for a little while, until we’re gone from here.”
 
   “Samantha, you can’t let him do this.  You have to stop him,” Wendell said.  “Please, I love you.”
 
   Her laughter at this hurt him more than anything Joseph could ever do.  “You?  How old are you, eight?  I’m sorry little boy, but I’m a bit too old for you.”
 
   “Samantha, no—”  Joseph’s punch to Wendell’s head ended the conversation.  Joseph dropped Wendell into the snow, where the world turned dark, Samantha’s laughter echoing in his ears.
 
   ***
 
   Prudence stopped at the bottom of the hill, her chest burning and legs throbbing.  She couldn’t go much farther on her own.  By the time she reached Seabrooke at this rate, Samantha could be a thousand miles away.
 
   There had to be something she could do to help Samantha.  A house lay across the road, an automobile in its driveway.  Yes, here was her salvation.  She forced her tired muscles to run across the road and up the front walk to the door.  She knocked on the door and prayed someone answered the door to help her.
 
   An elderly woman answered the door, peering down at Prudence through thick spectacles.  “Who are you?” the old woman snapped.  “Are you selling something?  I don’t want any.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that,” Prudence said.  “My friend is in terrible danger and I was wondering if you could give me a ride into town so I can find her.”
 
   “Your friend, eh?  How do I know you aren’t going to kill me once I let you in my car?  How do I know you aren’t going to leave me in the woods for dead?  I saw on the news just yesterday a story where a woman did that.  Let some stranger in her car and he left her in a ditch by the road.  Is that what you’re planning to do to me?  Well, speak up now, girl.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you.  I just want to find my friend.  She’s in trouble and I have to try and help her.  I’m not sure where she is, so town seems like the best place to start.”
 
   “I don’t remember ever seeing you around here before.  Where do you come from?”
 
   “I come from a place called Eternity,” Prudence said before she could stop herself.  The truth always spewed from her mouth even when she knew she should lie.  She should tell the same story Samantha had to Mr. Pryde, but she couldn’t make the words come out.  “I’ve been staying the last couple nights with Mr. Pryde up there along with my friends.  We came here to get supplies for the rest of the children in Eternity.”  She had already said too much, but the words wouldn’t stop coming.
 
   “Mr. Pryde, eh?  Why don’t you get a ride from him?”
 
   “I would but he’s in some kind of coma and I can’t wake him up.  Please, you have to help me.”
 
   “This is the strangest story I ever heard.  Is this some kind of joke?  Are you working for one of those TV shows where they film ordinary people making fools of themselves?”
 
   “No, I’m telling the truth.  You have to believe me.”  Prudence started to cry.  “If you don’t help me, my friend is going to be gone and I’ll never see her again.  He’s doing something horrible to her.  I don’t know what, but he’s changing her, making her do and say awful things.  I have to stop her before it’s too late.  Please, all I want is a ride into town.”
 
   “Well, all right, if you’ll stop your blubbering.  It’s unbecoming for a girl your age to carry on so.  I raised three young ‘uns myself and if any of them went on like this at your age I’d have knocked some sense into them.”
 
   “Oh thank you Mrs.—”
 
   “Schulman.  Rose Schulman.  Who are you?”
 
   “Prudence Gooddell.”
 
   “Prudence, that’s a pretty name.  I had an aunt named Prudence who died when I was your age.  Served as a nurse in the war—that’s the Second World War to you young people—and got run over by one of her own ambulances.  Terrible, but we were all very proud of her going over to serve her country.”
 
   Prudence had no idea what Mrs. Schulman was talking about, but she wished the old woman would hurry up and get to her automobile already so they could find Samantha.  At last Mrs. Schulman grabbed her keys and began limping towards her vehicle.  Prudence stayed close to her in case she slipped on the snow.  “I don’t know why I’m doing this,” Mrs. Schulman said.  “I must be out of my wits.  Getting soft in my old age I suppose.”
 
   “You don’t know how much this means to me, Mrs. Schulman.”  Prudence helped the old woman into the driver’s side of the bench seat and then plopped onto the passenger’s side.  Mrs. Schulman stared at the automobile’s controls for a moment as if everything on them were written in a foreign language.  She finally stuck the key in to start up the engine and began backing up slowly.
 
   “I’m a might rusty with my driving.  Haven’t gone anywhere in four years, since I stopped looking after Mr. Pryde’s boy.”
 
   “You took care of Joseph?”
 
   “After his mother died, his father didn’t have anyone else to turn to.  Mine were all grown up by then so I thought it might do me some good to have a child in the house again.  He was such a sweet boy too.  So polite and shy.  Never cried or carried on the whole time.  A real trouper, that one.”
 
   Mrs. Schulman drove slow enough that Prudence wondered if she might be better off walking.  Several other automobiles whipped past them, flashing their lights and honking their horns.  Mrs. Schulman held up a single wrinkled finger to each one as it passed.  “People today have no patience,” she said.  “No one wants to take any time to smell the roses anymore.”
 
   “To be honest, I am in a little bit of a hurry myself,” Prudence said.  “My friend might already be gone by now.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll go faster.  Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Mrs. Schulman said.  She accelerated hard enough to throw Prudence back against the seat.  “What sort of trouble is this friend of yours in?”
 
   “Ever since she fell in with this boy she’s been acting different.  She spends all her time with him, she forgets things, and she says terrible things.”
 
   “Sounds like your friend is in love.”
 
   “What?  No, that can’t be it.  She can’t love him.”  Prudence thought of the kiss she had witnessed last night.  Samantha couldn’t love someone like that.  She couldn’t love someone so cruel he’d fight his own father.  He’s done something to her to make her act this way.
 
   “Love makes us all act dumb.  When I met Mr. Schulman some fifty years ago everyone thought I’d gone crazy.  Everyone told me he was no good.  Well, ten years later I found out they were right when he went shacking up with that whore Marcy Walker.”
 
   “Did you divorce him?”
 
   “No, back in those days you didn’t get a divorce at the drop of a hat like now.  We stayed together another thirty years until he keeled over dead at the breakfast table one morning.  He was eating his Cream of Wheat one second and dead the next.”
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “I suppose.  Where’s this friend of yours going to be?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.  You can drop me off at the corner and I’ll look for her on foot.”
 
   “Fine, if that’s the way you want it.  Give me a chance to go to the sweet shop and get some fudge.  I haven’t had any in four years now.  You come by later after you’ve found your friend and I might let you have some if I haven’t eaten it all.”
 
   Mrs. Schulman spun the automobile hard to the right so that Prudence came within a hair of cracking her skull against the window.  The automobile stopped in front of Designs by Suzie.  “Thank you for the ride, Mrs. Schulman,” Prudence said.
 
   “I hope you find your friend and talk some sense into her.  Love isn’t worth anything if it’s with someone who’s worthless like Mr. Schulman.  Remember that when you look for a nice boy.”
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”  Prudence crawled out of the automobile and waved to Mrs. Schulman as the old woman peeled away.  Prudence considered what to do next, but she didn’t have long to think before Mr. Pryde’s automobile pulled up to her.
 
   “Hey there, Petunia,” Samantha said.
 
   “Prudence.”
 
   “Oh right.  How’s your arm?”
 
   “It’s better,” Prudence said.  “Samantha, we need to talk.”
 
   “No problem.  I know a place.”  Samantha got out of the car and put a hand on Prudence’s shoulder.  “We won’t be long.”
 
   “I’ll be right here,” Joseph said.
 
   Samantha led Prudence around the corner to a narrow alley between the line of shops and a brick wall.  “Samantha, I’m really worried about you lately.  I don’t know what’s going on with you, but it has to stop.  We have to think about the other children.  They’re counting on us to help them and you can’t expect Wendell and I to handle everything while you go off with this boy.  Maybe Mrs. Schulman is right about you loving him—”
 
   Prudence didn’t get the chance to finish.  Samantha shoved her head into the wall and then picked up a rotting board from a wooden pallet.  “I’m sorry, Penelope, but I can’t let you interfere with Joseph and I,” Samantha said.  Before Prudence could say anything, Samantha cracked the board over Prudence’s head.  Prudence sank to her knees and then fell to the ground, Mrs. Schulman’s observation about love echoing in her ears.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31:  Booby Traps
 
   The cave entrance was blocked.  A boulder taller than Veronica and wider than Becky and Aunt Prudence together denied them access to the opening.  “How did this get here?” Veronica asked.  Molly said nothing, a memory as vague as a dream gnawing at the edges of her mind.  Veronica pounded the boulder in frustration.  “So close!  How can we get this close and not get inside?  Goddamn it!”  Veronica grabbed Molly by the front of her coat and shook her.  “Why didn’t you tell me about this, you little brat?  Is this some kind of joke to you?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know it was here,” Molly said, tears coming to her eyes.  
 
   Veronica stopped shaking Molly and dropped down to her knees to brush Molly’s tears away.  “I’m sorry, honey.  I lost my temper.  You’re a good girl, the best girl in the world.  Can you ever forgive me?”  Molly nodded.  “Don’t worry, honey, we’ll find a way to move that rock and get inside.”
 
   Veronica went up to the boulder and set her shoulder against it.  Before she could try to shove the heavy rock aside, Molly called out, “No, don’t!”
 
   “What’s wrong, honey?”
 
   Molly didn’t know, but something told her not to try moving the rock.  “Something bad will happen,” she said.  In her mind she heard familiar voices.  What were they saying?  She couldn’t make out the words.
 
   “You mean a booby trap?” Veronica asked.
 
   Booby trap.  She heard Becky saying these words.  She put her hands to her head and closed her eyes until the words came into focus.  “You want to booby trap the cave?” Becky said.
 
   “We have to make sure no one can get inside and tamper with the water,” Aunt Samantha said.  “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “How are you going to booby trap it?” Aunt Prudence asked.
 
   “It’s simple really,” Uncle Wendell began.
 
   “Wait,” David said.  “Can’t you put her somewhere else?”
 
   “Molly?  She’s fine.  She’s sleeping,” Becky said.  Now Molly remembered.  It was over two years ago when she still slept in her crib on a winter night like this, so cold Becky swaddled Molly in four blankets and covered her head with three bonnets.  She lay dazed in the crib beneath the blankets, her thumb in her mouth, wondering if this was a dream.
 
   “We can’t take the chance of her telling anyone,” David said.  A chair creaked and then Molly felt him standing over the crib.  She remained on her stomach, unflinching and her eyes closed as she pretended to sleep.
 
   “Leave her alone.  She’s just a baby,” Aunt Samantha said.  “She can hardly walk or talk.  What’s she going to do?”
 
   “You all spoil this brat rotten.  She’s going to grow up into a monster,” David said, moving away from the crib.
 
   “Are you done so I can get back to my explanation?” Uncle Wendell said.  He waited a moment and then continued.  “The first thing we do is roll the largest rock we can find in front of the cave.  Instead of putting it over the real entrance, we use it as a red herring.  And there will be a nasty surprise waiting for anyone who tries to move it.  Now the real entrance we’ll block off with smaller rocks that should blend into the scenery to throw anyone off.”
 
   Molly looked around the front of the cave for the real entrance Uncle Wendell had mentioned.  She tried to pull aside a smaller boulder about six feet away, but it wouldn’t move.  Veronica came over to help, the two of them straining to move the boulder aside.  Behind it they found only solid rock.  “This isn’t it, honey,” Veronica said.  She patted Molly on the head.  “We’ll have to find something to move the big one aside.”
 
   “No,” Molly said.  “This is it.  I know it.”  She closed her eyes until she was back in the crib again listening to the grownups discuss how to protect the fountain.
 
   “What if they find your real entrance?” David asked.
 
   “The rocks are only the first layer,” Uncle Wendell said.  “Behind that is another door.  This one is a little trickier to open.  It will take some very precise carving, but we can create a lock of sorts for the second door.”
 
   Molly ran her hands along the face of the cave wall until she found a lump.  “Pull it out all the way, turn it once to the right, twice to the left, and then all the way around,” she repeated the words Uncle Wendell had said as she did this.  She heard a creak followed by Veronica gasping.
 
   “Molly, you did it!”  Veronica hugged her so tightly Molly thought she would suffocate.  “You opened the door.  Now we can go inside and find the fountain.”
 
   “Wait,” Molly cautioned.  “There’s more.”
 
   “Trick doors won’t be enough,” Aunt Samantha said.  “We’ll need some booby traps inside, just in case.  Prudence can give us some black thread to use for tripwires around the cave ready to bring rocks down on any uninvited guests.”
 
   “Couldn’t that hurt someone?” Aunt Prudence asked.
 
   “That’s the point,” David growled.
 
   “I don’t like this,” Becky said.  “There’s almost as much chance we’d get caught by these traps as an intruder.  What if there’s an emergency?”
 
   “We’ll have to take that chance,” Aunt Samantha said.  “As these kids get older you don’t think one of them will go snooping around that cave and get ideas?  The last thing we need is for someone like Helena to become another Reverend Crane.”
 
   “Maybe that’s better than letting people die because we can’t get the medicine they need,” Becky said.
 
   “You want to wake up like her one day, go right ahead.  I’d just as soon destroy those caves for good,” David said.
 
   “There may come a time when we need that water.  For now these booby traps should do the job,” Aunt Samantha said.
 
   Molly crawled through the opening, keeping her hands out in front to detect any of Aunt Samantha’s tripwires.  When her fingers brushed against one she waited for an avalanche to crush her, but nothing happened.  “Here’s one,” Molly said.  “You have to step over it or you’ll get hurt.”
 
   Veronica did this and then picked Molly up, setting her down behind the tripwire.  They continued this pattern until they reached the fountain.  Veronica knelt on the stones ringing the glowing water and pressed a hand to her cheek.  “It’s real.  I thought it was something Gramps was making up, but it really exists.  The Fountain of Youth,” she said.
 
   Molly came up next to her and looked into the water.  She saw herself as a toddler and an infant, both faces locked in a scream of pain.  Molly backed away from the fountain, coming within an inch of setting off a tripwire.
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about, Molly.  Everything’s going to be all right now,” Veronica said.  “Look, there’s me at twenty-five with that awful perm and me at fifteen with all those zits.  Oh, there’s me as a baby.  This is unbelievable.”
 
   Veronica leaned closer to the surface of the water, reaching one hand out to touch it.  As her fingers dipped beneath the water, her entire body started to glow.  “It’s working!” she shouted.  “I can feel it!”
 
   Molly watched Veronica’s glowing form growing leaner with every second so that her clothes became loose.  Her hair turned black and straightened into a solid wave coursing down her back.  The lines on her face evaporated until her entire face had the smoothness of a statue.  With the glow surrounding her beautiful face, she reminded Molly of pictures of the Virgin Mary in Becky’s Bible.  Maybe she is an angel, Molly thought.
 
   Veronica tried to pull her arm out then, but instead something yanked her down farther into the water until her shoulders were submerged.  Despite Veronica kicking furiously to free herself from the Fountain of Youth, she couldn’t escape.  Her body grew smaller inside her clothes, into a teenager’s frame and then a child’s.  “Help me!  Molly, help!” Veronica called out in a small voice, a little girl’s voice.
 
   Molly raced forward and grabbed at Veronica’s pants until she found Veronica’s legs.  Molly pulled as hard as she could, straining from the effort.  At last whatever had taken hold of Veronica let go and she went flying backwards, knocking Molly to the ground.
 
   When Molly rolled into a sitting position, she saw a toddler swamped by Veronica’s clothes.  Black hair covered the girl’s face like a curtain except for the end of her nose.  The little girl held up the sagging sleeves of her clothes, now empty beneath the elbow.  “This can’t be,” she whispered.  “I’m not a child!”
 
   Molly leaned forward to brush hair away from the girl’s face.  Underneath, she found a chubby brown face with Veronica’s eyes.  “Veronica?”
 
   “Molly, what happened?”  Veronica started to cry.  “I don’t want to be little.  Change me back.”  She flapped the half-empty sleeves in anger and then sagged forward into Molly’s waiting arms.  Molly could do nothing more than stroke Veronica’s hair and whisper reassurances the way Becky did with her.  She stopped at the sound of footsteps outside the cave.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32:  Poison
 
   The two kids hardly fit onto the bed.  To give them more room, Joseph arranged the little boy with his head at the foot of the bed and the fat one lying in the opposite direction.  He secured their hands to the bars of the brass frame while Samantha watched, making sure neither tried anything sneaky.
 
   Since waking up, the little one hadn’t said anything.  He wouldn’t even look at Samantha, instead turning his head away anytime she glanced at him.  She felt bad for the kid, having his heart broken under the benches, but what did he expect?  Did he really think she’d give up a strong, gorgeous man like Joseph for a shrimp like him?  
 
   The fat one had slept the entire way over, her snoring enough to drive Samantha crazy.  She and Joseph spent the ride back to his father’s house trying to find a good description for the snoring.  “It’s like a chainsaw,” Joseph said.  “A rusty chainsaw from about fifty years ago.”
 
   “It’s like a waterfall.  Maybe Niagara Falls,” Samantha said.  She couldn’t remember having ever been to Niagara Falls, but she had the vague image of solid walls of water crashing down like an avalanche.
 
   They settled on a pregnant sow with asthma.  Now that the fat girl lay on the bed, Samantha could picture the fat girl with a snout and curly tail, a bunch of piglets sucking at her teats.  Samantha giggled at this image and then reached over to push up the fat girl’s nose and make oinking sounds.  Joseph laughed at this while the little one spoke for the first time.  “Samantha, she’s your friend.  How can you do that?”
 
   “I’m just having some fun with her,” Samantha said.
 
   “What happened to you?  I want the old Samantha back.”
 
   “You mean the ugly Samantha?  The one with pimples and big ears and homemade clothes?  She’s never coming back.  Never!”
 
   “You’re uglier now,” the little one said.
 
   Joseph slapped him across the face hard enough to make the little boy’s nose bleed.  “Watch your mouth,” Joseph said.
 
   Samantha let go of the fat one’s nose to massage Joseph’s shoulders.  “Leave him alone.  He’s jealous because he’s a sissy and you’re my big strong man.”  She kissed him on the neck, the little one squirming at this.  “Let’s get out of here.  We can get across the state line by morning.”
 
   “We’re not going anywhere,” Joseph said.  “We can’t leave them like this.  They could escape.”
 
   “What are you going to do then?  You aren’t going to hurt them, are you?”  
 
   “No, of course not, baby,” Joseph said.  “I’m going to give them what I gave my dad.  By the time they wake up, we’ll be gone.  Go downstairs and watch TV while I take care of this.”
 
   “All right,” she said.
 
   “Samantha, don’t let him do this!  You can stop him!” the little one cried out.  Samantha kissed Joseph on the neck again and then went down to the living room to watch TV.
 
   A knock on the door startled her enough that she fell off the couch.  She turned off the television, hoping whoever was at the door would go away.  She imagined the sheriff waiting there, ready to bust down the door and haul her and Joseph away for drugging Mr. Pryde and tying up the kids.
 
   The knocking continued, growing more frantic.  A woman’s voice called out, “I know you’re in there.  I see your cars.”
 
   Before long, Samantha knew the racket would disturb Joseph and then there would be hell to pay.  She hurried to the front door, peeking through the curtain to see not the sheriff but an old woman in a dingy brown overcoat.  Samantha opened the door enough to fit her head through.  “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Well, aren’t you a rude one.  I’ve been living in these parts since your grandmother was in diapers I bet.  I don’t remember seeing you before.  Are you a friend of Mr. Pryde’s?”
 
   “Yes.  He’s sleeping right now so you’ll have to come back later,” Samantha said.  With the door open, the old lady’s mildew stench almost made Samantha’s eyes water.  
 
   “That’s fine.  I’m not here to see him.  There was a girl who came by my place earlier.  A big girl.”  The old lady held an arm out on either side to mimic the girl’s shape.  “She said she was staying up here.  I went by the sweet shop earlier and thought I’d drop off some fudge for her.”  The old lady held up a white paper sack.
 
   “You can give it to me and I’ll make sure she gets it.”
 
   “Where is she that she can’t even come to the door and say hello to an old woman who did her a favor by driving her into town?  She seemed like such a darling girl too.”
 
   “She’s not feeling good right now.  When she’s better I’ll let her know you stopped by.”
 
   “I should have known.  She didn’t look well earlier with her face so red and sweaty.  In that case, I’ll go whip up some chicken soup for her.  Much better for a sick girl than candy.”  The old lady stuffed the bag of fudge into her overcoat and then turned to leave.  That’s when a scream came from upstairs.  From the shrillness of it, Samantha guessed the fat girl had woke up at last.  The old lady spun around, sticking her foot in the doorway before Samantha could shut the door.  “What’s going on in there?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing’s going on,” Samantha said.  Another scream echoed through the house, this one belonging to the little boy.  Sweat began to form along Samantha’s forehead and a nervous flutter unsettled her stomach.
 
   The old lady tried to worm her way past Samantha, who fought to shut the door.  “I don’t know what you children are up to in here, but I aim to find out.  I will not have a group of hoodlums operating in my neighborhood.  You let me in this instant, young lady or I’ll tell Sheriff McCovey.”
 
   Samantha relented, opening the door enough for the old lady to slip through.  “Young lady, are you hurt?  Mr. Pryde?  Can you—”  The old lady didn’t finish her sentence.  Samantha whacked her upside the head with the handle of an umbrella.  The old lady toppled to the floor, where she lay unmoving.
 
   Samantha stood frozen over the old lady’s fallen body.  Oh God, let her be alive, Samantha thought.  She could justify the robbery and even tying up the children, but she couldn’t find an excuse for killing an old woman.  
 
   “Sam, what’s going on down here?” Joseph called from the stairs.  By the time he reached the bottom, Samantha had dissolved into a sobbing heap.  He took her into his arms, stroking her hair and saying reassuring things that had no effect on her as she looked at the dead old lady.
 
   “She threatened to call the police,” Samantha said.  “I didn’t want to hit her, but she wouldn’t go away.”
 
   “Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”  Joseph leaned over the old lady’s body to feel for a pulse.  “She’s still alive.”
 
   Samantha wiped at her eyes and nose, trying to collect herself.  She couldn’t help thinking of what she’d almost done; if she’d hit the old lady a little harder—
 
   “Joseph, let’s get out of here.  We can find another bank to rob somewhere else.  One that’s bigger and has more money.”
 
   He took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.  “Sam, there’s nothing to worry about.  The old coot will be fine.  We’ll put her upstairs with the others.”
 
   “What about the kids?  I heard them—”
 
   “They’re fine.  They’re asleep now,” he said.  
 
   “Joe, please, I don’t want to be here anymore.  Let’s go.”
 
   “Baby, I told you, there’s nothing to worry about.  You trust me, don’t you?”  She nodded.  “Good.  I’ll take Mrs. Schulman upstairs and tuck her in.  Are you going to be all right by yourself for a few minutes?”  She nodded again.  “That’s my girl.  Wait right here.”
 
   Joseph disappeared with the old lady in his arms, leaving Samantha alone.  After a moment she stumbled out the front door and collapsed onto the porch swing to bury her face in her hands.  This kept getting worse and worse.  It had all started out as a beautiful dream, but now it seemed more like a nightmare from which she couldn’t wake up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33:  The Incredible Expanding Cheerleader!
 
   Lizzie sprang from the bed at the first rays of dawn, before the alarm clock went off.  The day of the pep rally was here at last!  After years of wishing and weeks of training she finally got the chance to show everyone what she could do.
 
   The green-and-white uniform hung from the closet door, still draped in the plastic dry cleaning bag.  She hadn’t tried it on since the fitting, afraid of staining the uniform before everyone in school could see how great she looked in it.  She thought of Joseph Pryde—the cutest boy at Seabrooke Middle School—sitting in the bleachers, gaping when he saw her.  Afterwards, he would find her in the hallway to ask her to the homecoming dance.  She would make a big show of deciding before accepting.  The other girls would die from jealousy.
 
   “Prudence, hurry up and get ready for school!” Mom called from the other side of the door.
 
   “Mom, I told you not to call me that,” Lizzie snapped.  “Nobody calls me that name anymore.”
 
   “It’s your given name.  If your grandmother heard you talk about her name like that—”
 
   “Mom, please, I have to get ready.  There’s a big important thing at school today and I have to look my best.”
 
   “All right, but be sure you get something for breakfast before you leave.  You’re going to be skin and bones if you don’t eat something.”
 
   “I know, Mom.  I promise I’ll eat something.”  She waited a moment to make sure her nosy mother left before she took down the uniform.  She peeled away the plastic, running her hands along the soft fabric.  Her fingers traced the letters ‘SMS’ on the chest, filling her with pride.  Today she would become a part of the school’s history, her picture with the other junior varsity cheerleaders in the yearbook that people would be able to see for years and years to come.  Someday she could show it to her children—who wouldn’t have ugly names like Prudence.
 
   She pulled the plastic back over the uniform to protect it while she took a shower and did her makeup.  She hung it up over the closet again so Wendell couldn’t reach.  It would be just like her bratty little brother to mess up her uniform on the most important day of her life.
 
   After showering and blow-drying her hair, she sat down at the vanity to look into the mirror.  What should she do with her hair?  How much makeup should she put on?  For a moment she considered phoning Helena, the head cheerleader, but she didn’t want to seem nervous.  They might decide to replace her with someone else like that horse-faced Becky.  No, she would have to make these decisions herself.
 
   Twenty minutes later she bounded down the steps to the kitchen with her hair—naturally red unlike that fake orange tint of Molly Brigham’s—in a ponytail and with a subtle amount of makeup.  She spun around in her sweater and skirt for Mom to see.  “You look very nice, sweetheart,” Mom said.  She motioned to a plate on the table.  “I made you some scrambled eggs and toast.  Hurry up before the bus gets here.”
 
   “Sorry Mom, but I have to go.  Samantha’s dad is giving us a ride into school.”
 
   “You have to eat something, Prudence—”
 
   “I’ll get something at school.”  She heard a car horn sound.  “Bye Mom.  Love you.”  She kissed her mother on the cheek before skipping out to Mr. Young’s beat-up old car.
 
   Samantha sat in the backseat, taking up almost half of it.  She couldn’t even get the seatbelt around her gut.  Samantha looked up from a book, squinting through thick glasses at Lizzie’s outfit.  “You look nice,” she said, her voice a whisper.  Then she reached into her backpack for a candy bar to stuff into her mouth.  Lizzie thought about mentioning how bad chocolate was for skin—not that Samantha could do much worse damage to her dark skin at this point—but she didn’t want to hurt Samantha’s feelings.  They had been friends since first grade when they were both chubby little girls.  Prudence had grown out of her chubbiness while Samantha had just grown and grown.  Before long she wouldn’t even fit into the car.
 
   Along the way to school, Lizzie did most of the talking as usual.  “I’m so excited and nervous too.  Do you think everyone’s going to be there?  Even Joseph Pryde?  What if I fall and he sees me?  I would die, I tell you, right there on the spot from embarrassment.  I don’t think I could ever live that down if I lived to be a hundred.”
 
   “You’ll do fine,” Samantha said.  Then she reached into her backpack for a bag of cookies.  She shoveled a handful into her mouth, spilling crumbs on the front of her mint green T-shirt, and then offered the bag to Lizzie, who refused.
 
   “I couldn’t eat a thing right now.  It would come right back up.  My stomach is already doing cartwheels,” she said.  “I’m going to be on the top of the pyramid.  The first time they ever let someone start at the top, but Coach Schulman said I’m the right size and after Annie broke her leg there wasn’t anyone else who could do it.  It’s a lot of responsibility being up at the top of the pyramid and it’s dangerous too.  This one girl in Texas broke her neck when she fell off the top—”
 
   “We’re here girls,” Mr. Young said.  Lizzie bolted from the car while Samantha was still grunting and straining to free herself.  Lizzie saw the other cheerleaders standing near the front of the school and hoped they didn’t see her arrive in Mr. Young’s old car with the fattest girl in school.
 
   “I’ll see you after the rally,” Lizzie told Samantha, who had finally escaped the backseat, her face red and sweaty from the effort.  She wheezed something like an affirmative and then Lizzie raced down the sidewalk to the other girls.  She was relieved to see the other girls all wore their hair in ponytails and the same amount of makeup.  “Hi, everyone!  Isn’t it such a beautiful day?”
 
   “Do you remember the choreography?” Helena asked.  “We can’t have you screwing up.”
 
   “I know it.  Don’t worry.”
 
   “You’d better,” Phyllis hissed.  Lizzie knew Phyllis was jealous because she wanted to be the top girl, but not with those ham-sized thighs of hers.
 
   Samantha lumbered past, Lizzie careful not to look in her direction.  She imagined Samantha’s eyes filling with tears at the snub, but she had to understand what a great opportunity this was for Lizzie.  All those years of dance classes and gymnastics, waiting for this moment.  The top of the pyramid!
 
   “Look at her,” Helena said.  “I’m surprised she can fit through the doorway anymore.”
 
   “Didn’t you used to be friends with her?” Phyllis asked, an obvious trick to embarrass Lizzie in front of the others.
 
   “Oh yeah, back in first grade like a million years ago.”
 
   “I have her in my English class.  She has to sit at a special table because she can’t fit in the desks,” Molly said.
 
   “She has to take the elevator instead of the stairs,” Annie said.  The other girls laughed at this.  Lizzie played along, telling herself it was Samantha’s own fault.  No one had put a gun to her head and made her get fat.  No one forced her to inhale candy and cookies all day long like a whale.  If she doesn’t want people making fun of her she should lose the weight, Lizzie thought.
 
   Lizzie sat with the other cheerleaders at lunch, careful to avoid Samantha sitting by herself at the table nearest to the serving line.  Lizzie was glad to see none of the other cheerleaders ate anything either, instead drinking bottled water from home.  Annie shared her bottle with Lizzie when Lizzie admitted she’d forgotten hers.  
 
   Then the bell rang and at last it was time for the pep rally.  Lizzie followed the other girls to the side doors of the gymnasium, where they waited to make their big entrance.  “Now, everyone remembers the routine, right?” Helena said, glaring at Lizzie.  “Anyone who messes up isn’t going to be invited to my homecoming party this weekend.”
 
   The band began playing the fight song, which was their entrance cue.  Helena led the way with Lizzie at the back.  Time moved in slow motion as she ran through the gymnasium doors and onto the basketball court, the bleachers filled with kids focused on her.  Even Samantha had wedged herself onto a bench, light reflecting off her glasses to momentarily blind Lizzie.  She stumbled, but quickly regained her footing and took her place in the back row as they went through the first cheer.
 
   Once the cheer began, Lizzie’s mind flew back to all the practice they’d undergone with Coach Schulman before and after school.  The moves came to her as naturally as breathing air and before long she forgot about the kids watching her on the bleachers, even Joseph Pryde sitting up top with his friends.  She focused instead on the routines, her eyes fixed on a ‘Go Beavers!’ sign above the bleachers.
 
   Lizzie performed each routine flawlessly to the roaring approval of the crowd.  She let her gaze wander a moment to find Joseph Pryde looking back at her.  She couldn’t be sure at this distance, but she was sure he winked.  He’s going to ask me out! she thought and almost tripped over her own feet.  She couldn’t think about this now.  She couldn’t think about his muscular arm falling across her shoulder in the back of the movie theater, his face pressing close to hers—
 
   “Snap out of it,” Molly hissed next to her.  Lizzie hoped no one had noticed her slip-up.  She finished the cheer without incident and then it was time for the pyramid.  The other girls formed the bottom two layers and then waited for her to complete the pyramid.
 
   She trotted forward to jump onto the outstretched hands of Annie and Coach Schulman.  For a moment she stood on their interlocking hands, waving to the entire crowd, although her eyes focused only on Joseph Pryde.  Then Annie and Coach Schulman tossed Lizzie into the air.  She tucked her body into a ball as she had in gymnastics, arcing towards where Molly and Helena waited for her.  At the last moment she stuck out her arms and legs to land right on top of Molly and Helena.
 
   They held the position for three seconds, Lizzie absorbing the crowd’s applause.  Then she heard Molly and Helena groan.  The pyramid started to wobble as though a strong wind had blown through the gymnasium.  Lizzie started to ask what was wrong until she saw her hands.
 
   Her slim, beautiful hands had become pudgy mitts with ten sausage links for fingers.  They continued growing chubbier as she watched in horror.  What’s happening to me? she thought an instant before the pyramid toppled.
 
   Lizzie landed on top of Helena, who screamed, “Get off me you fat pig!  You’re not supposed to be up there!”
 
   “But—” Lizzie stopped when she looked down to see a gut surging from beneath her sweater until it pushed the sweater up to reveal a pale roll of fat sagging over her waist.  “No!  This isn’t mine.  I’m not fat!”  She seized the belly and tried to tear it loose, but felt a stab of pain.
 
   “You’ve ruined everything!” Phyllis said.  The crowd’s applause had turned to laughter, the kids pointing to Lizzie and her growing stomach.  She ran from the gymnasium with tears in her eyes before locking herself in the bathroom.
 
   In the mirror she saw her face had turned pudgy as well, her red cheeks swelling up to nearly blot out her eyes.  She touched the flap of loose skin beneath her jaw that now obscured her neck.  Even her hair had shortened to make her face look heavier.  This can’t be happening, she thought.  It has to be a nightmare!  Any moment I’ll wake up.
 
   Her body continued puffing up like a balloon, the seams of her cheerleading sweater and skirt pushed to the breaking point. They finally burst when she tried to take a deep breath, revealing a mint green T-shirt and a pair of elastic-waist jeans.  These are Samantha’s clothes, she thought.
 
   “Poor little piggy,” Samantha’s voice said.  Lizzie spun around, but didn’t see anyone.  
 
   “Why are you doing this to me?” Lizzie said.
 
   “I’m showing you the truth.”  In the mirror, the tip of Lizzie’s nose curled up into a pig’s snout.  “This is what you truly are.”  Samantha materialized behind Lizzie, only now Samantha was thin, her face free of pimples and glasses.
 
   “Stop this,” Lizzie said.  The elastic waistband of her pants stretched to the breaking point and still her body continued to expand.  “Change me back!”
 
   A cleaver appeared in Samantha’s hand, the blade tinged red with blood.  “It’s time for you to go to the slaughterhouse.”
 
   Lizzie screamed and bowled past Samantha, out into the hallway.  All the kids in school were waiting for her to emerge, pointing and laughing at her as she ran.  Joseph Pryde stood last in line.  “Help me, please,” she said.
 
   “I’d never help a fat pig like you,” Joseph said.  He shoved her down to the floor, where she rolled around trying to get to her feet.  By the time she got up, the other children had evaporated, leaving only Samantha.
 
   “Time to die, piggy,” Samantha said.  Lizzie ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34:  The Amazing Shrinking Professor!
 
   Wendell couldn’t sleep at all.  He paced around his bedroom, practicing his speech over and over again.  Tomorrow afternoon he would present a research paper on an amazing compound guaranteed to revolutionize the world and cement his reputation as the greatest scientist ever.
 
   “For centuries people have searched for the Fountain of Youth, but now the search is over,” he said.  He ran the line through his mind time and time again with emphasis on different words until it sounded perfect.
 
   Everything had to be perfect.  Scientists, professors, and dignitaries from all over the world would be in attendance.  All to see a thirteen-year-old-boy who had discovered the secret to immortality.  He picked up a tube of glowing white liquid, the key to eternal youth.  No one would ever have to grow old again.
 
   The tube rattled in his hand and from the room next door came the squeak of bedsprings followed by a roar like that of a jet engine.  Prudence must have rolled over in bed.  He had warned Mom to keep his sister home today so she couldn’t embarrass him during the presentation.  He shuddered at the thought of her shambling into the auditorium in that hideous turquoise maternity gown of hers, her chubby face stained with chocolate and a bag of chips clutched in her pudgy hands.  Then in the middle of his presentation she would fall asleep, the vibrations from her snoring bringing the roof down upon him.
 
   He continued practicing his speech and pacing the bedroom, his thoughts drowning out Prudence’s snoring.  At dawn his alarm rang, but he still had not gone to bed.  “Wendell, it’s almost time for school,” Mom called.
 
   “I know Mom.  I’ll be there in a few minutes.”  He hid the vial of liquid under a towel before he went to shower in case Prudence waddled in here looking for something to drink.  Of course if she did he would have a good demonstration for the start of his presentation.  
 
   After showering, he trimmed his beard to look presentable for his speech.  He practiced smiling in front of the mirror, everything from a smirk to a broad grin until he found one in-between that felt comfortable.  “Pleased to meet you, Doctor,” he said, holding out his hand.  He should have asked Mom or Prudence to help him practice his grips.  He didn’t want to crush their hands or feel like a limp fish in their grasp.
 
   He went back into the bedroom and heard Prudence still snoring next door.  Good.  He could get out of here before she rolled out of bed and oozed downstairs to scarf down a box of waffles for breakfast.  He took his best suit out of the closet along with a shirt and tie.  The shirt and suit jacket felt too snug around his shoulders and upper arms.  He should have asked Mom to get him some new clothes before the biggest moment of his life.  It’ll have to do, he thought.  Soon he would be famous enough to have a closet of suits custom-made.  
 
   “Oh, you look so handsome,” Mom said when he came down the stairs.  She tried to kiss him on the forehead, but he ducked under her embrace.  
 
   “Mom, don’t,” he said.  He couldn’t show up at the auditorium with her lipstick on his forehead.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.  I made you some breakfast.”
 
   Wendell looked at the plate of eggs on the table, his stomach churning.  He couldn’t get a bite down right now if he tried.  “I don’t have time.  Sam’s dad is going to be here any minute.  I’ll get something at school.”
 
   A car honked outside as if on cue.  Wendell kissed Mom on the cheek before running out the door to Mr. Young’s beat-up car.  Samantha sat in the backseat, so tiny her feet didn’t touch the floor.  Despite being the same age as Wendell, Samantha was often mistaken for a little girl of six or seven.  She still had a child’s taste in clothes, today wearing a pink dress lined with lace and a matching bow in her hair that made her look three years old.  Only the pimples on her dark cheeks gave any clue to her real age.  “Hi there,” she said.  “Do you think I’m overdressed for today?  Daddy said the bow was a bit much, but I think it’s cute.”
 
   “It’s very cute,” Wendell said.  
 
   “See, Daddy, I told you so.”  She stuck her tongue out at Mr. Young as he backed the car out of the driveway.  “Are you ready for today?  I’m so nervous I can hardly stand it.”
 
   Samantha chattered more than usual when she was nervous.  She had ever since he first met her in first grade.  He found the sound of her voice in these situations soothing.  He could close his eyes and listen to her childish prattling forever.  Soon he would be able to; once he became a rich and famous scientist he would finally accept her overtures to make their friendship into something more.  To demonstrate this, he reached across the seat to squeeze her tiny hand.  Her face turned red and her eyes welled up with tears.  “Oh Wendell,” she said.
 
   They didn’t say anything for the rest of the ride to school, but when Mr. Young finally stopped the car, Wendell kissed Samantha’s cheek.  “I’ll see you later,” he said.
 
   The first half of the day was torture.  He kept his eyes fixed on the clock, each second feeling like an eternity.  In math class, Mrs. Milton chided him for not paying attention.  Finally the bell rang for lunch and he hurried to the auditorium to prepare for the presentation.
 
   Samantha was already there, no more than a pink dot in the back row.  She waved to him and he waved back, but he didn’t want to say anything to her until he finished the presentation.  Then they would have all the time in the world to talk.
 
   The principal opened the doors a few minutes later to begin showing the guests in.  Wendell stood behind the curtain backstage, watching distinguished scientists, professors, and business leaders file into the Seabrooke Middle School auditorium, his stomach tightening.  He didn’t think he could make it through this.
 
   Someone tapped his shoulder and he spun around to find Samantha there.  She had to get on her tiptoes to reach his lips.  “Don’t worry, you’ll be great,” she said.  The knots in his stomach untied at the touch of her lips against his.  
 
   “I love you,” he said.  He kissed her this time, lifting her off the ground.  He could have remained like that forever, but the principal introduced him and the audience began to applaud.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” she said.
 
   Wendell wiped at his mouth to get off any lipstick and then straightened his tie.  He pushed back the curtain and strode up to the podium.  The applause died out, leaving dozens of world-renowned eyes staring at him, waiting for him to tell them of his discovery.  “Ladies and gentlemen, for centuries people have been searching for the Fountain of Youth—”  His voice cracked on the last word.  He cleared his throat, but when he continued, his voice sounded at least two octaves higher than before.  “But now the search is over.”
 
   He cleared his throat again and then reached over for a glass of water.  He stopped to hold up long, slender fingers, each nail painted a glossy pink.  The audience started to murmur amongst themselves as if trying to decide if this were part of the act.  “I’m sorry,” Wendell squeaked.  “Let me start over.”
 
   Sweat dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision.  He reached up with one hand to wipe the sweat away only to find hair falling down to the small of his back.  His chest started to tighten and he watched in horror as a pair of breasts pressed against his shirt until the buttons threatened to burst—
 
   “That’s quite enough, Miss Palmer,” an old woman said.
 
   Wendell opened his eyes to find himself standing at the head of a classroom full of girls in matching plaid jumpers.  “Take your seat, young lady.  We’ll discuss this later.”  Miss Palmer?  Young lady?  “Can you hear me, Miss Palmer?  I asked you to sit down.”
 
   Wendell turned to her and then looked down to find himself wearing a plaid jumper, white blouse, and white knee socks like the other girls.  Thinking back to the nightmare in the auditorium, he held up slender hands with pink fingernails and then reached back to touch hair falling to the small of his back.  “I’m a girl,” he said.  The other girls snickered.
 
   “Now that you’ve figured this out, please take your seat,” the old woman said.  She got up from her desk and took Wendell by the shoulders.  “Do you need to see the nurse?”
 
   He ran from the classroom to the delight of the other girls.  He sped down the hallway until he found a bathroom and locked the door behind him.  He turned to the mirror to see a girl with long red hair facing him.  This can’t be happening, he thought.  It has to be a nightmare!  Any moment I’ll wake up.
 
   He closed and then opened his eyes, but in the mirror still found a girl’s face looking back at him.  As he watched, she shrank, freckles dotting her cheeks.  No, this isn’t me, he thought.  I’m not a girl.
 
   “Poor little Wendy,” Samantha’s voice said.  Wendell spun around, but didn’t see anyone.  “What’s the matter, Wendy, don’t you like what you see?”
 
   “What are you doing to me?” Wendell said.
 
   “I’m showing you the truth.”  In the mirror, the girl’s hair wove itself into braids even as the rest of her shrunk another inch.  “This is what you truly are.”  Samantha materialized behind Wendell, only now she loomed over him.
 
   “Stop this,” Wendell said.  The girl continued to shrink, dimples forming at the corners of her lips.  “Change me back!”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” Samantha said.  She produced a vial of glowing liquid from behind her back.  “It’s time to put this baby to bed.”
 
   “No!” Wendell shouted.  He scampered past her on shrinking legs, the jumper hanging now down to his ankles.  Outside, in the hallway, he found the class waiting for him.
 
   “No running, young lady,” the old woman said.  She grabbed Wendell by a braid and started to drag him towards the classroom.  He looked behind him to see Samantha approaching with the vial in her hand.  “It’s time you learn how to behave like a proper little girl.”
 
   “I’m not a girl!” he screamed.  He tried to fight her grasp, but couldn’t free himself.  Then his body shrank again, the jumper replaced by a frilly pink dress.  Samantha’s dress.  He reached up to touch a bow in his hair.  The old woman lost hold of him as the braid unfurled, allowing him to take off running down the hall, the laughter of the girls echoing in his mind.  When he looked behind, the girls had disappeared, but Samantha continued her slow advance, gesturing with the vial.
 
   “Time to die, Wendy,” she said.  He ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35:  The Fall
 
   Molly knew to whom the footsteps belonged before she heard Becky’s voice call out, “Hello?  Is someone in there?”
 
   “We’ve got to hide somewhere,” Molly whispered to Veronica.  Molly stood up with little Veronica still draped around her.  “Don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine.”  She didn’t know if she said that for herself or for Veronica.
 
   She looked around the cavern for a place to hide, but there was nowhere.  An opening in one wall had been sealed with bricks.  They didn’t have anywhere to go.  She took a handful of Veronica’s loose clothing and then got an idea.  “Come on.  We’ve got to hurry, but be careful.  We don’t want to set off any of those traps,” she whispered.
 
   Veronica nodded and followed Molly’s lead as she crept away from the Fountain of Youth into a darkened corner.  Molly instructed Veronica to lie down on the ground and then used the loose clothing to conceal them both.  “Don’t make a sound.  We have to be very, very quiet,” Molly said.
 
   Becky reached the entranceway at last.  “Hello?  David, are you in here?  You shouldn’t leave the door open.  Someone else could get inside.  You know what Samantha said about people having access to the fountain.  Where are you?”
 
   Molly peeked out with one eye through Veronica’s empty sweater, watching as Becky picked her way through the chamber.  Maybe she won’t think to look here and let us go, Molly thought.  “Great.  It’s bad enough Molly’s run off again without having to worry about this too,” Becky grumbled.  “I swear I don’t know what I’ll do with that child.  She used to be so well-behaved and now I can’t turn my back on her for a second.”
 
   Becky came closer to where Molly and Veronica hid, close enough for Molly to smell perfume.  Perfume?  She must have come here to meet David.  Molly cringed at the image of them kissing and hugging and whatever else grownups did.
 
   “I guess he’s not here,” Becky said.  “I’ll have to go by myself up to Pryde’s cabin.  God, please don’t let her crawl into the safe this time.  I know she’s been a bad girl recently, but there’s goodness in her heart.  She’s only confused and why shouldn’t she be after everything that’s happened to her?  To go through babyhood again, that would play havoc with anyone’s mind.  Please let her be safe and I promise I’ll try to do better to keep her out of trouble.”
 
   Molly’s body grew cold as she listened to this prayer.  Go through babyhood again?  What did she mean by that?  She thought back to her dream in the cabin, but what if it hadn’t been a dream?  What if it had really happened?
 
   She needed only to think of little Veronica lying next to her to see how such a thing could happen.  She must have fallen into the fountain, unless someone pushed her.  Of course!  Becky wanted a baby of her own, a real-life doll to play with, so she lured Molly into the cave and dunked her in the Fountain of Youth, pulling out a tiny baby.
 
   Everyone must have known about this:  Samantha, Prudence, Wendell, and David.  Why hadn’t any of them ever told her?  Why did they let Becky do this to her?  Maybe it was a punishment for being bad.  Instead of spanking her or sending her to bed without dinner, they turned her into a baby and gave her to Becky to raise.  Either Molly had done something terrible or the people she loved were monsters.
 
   Even as Molly considered all this, Becky threw off Veronica’s sweater.  “Molly?  What are you doing here?  How did you get inside?” she said.
 
   Molly stood up, unable to keep the tears from her eyes.  “Why didn’t you tell me?  Why didn’t you tell me I was a big girl once?  You liar!” Molly shouted.
 
   “You heard that?  Oh, Molly, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean for you to find out this way.  Let’s go home and we’ll talk about it.  I’ll tell you everything, I promise.”
 
   “I don’t want to go home with you.  You’re mean and a liar and I don’t ever want to see you again.”
 
   “Molly, that’s enough.  You’re coming back with me this instant.”  For the first time Becky noticed Veronica lying on the ground, clad only in a shirt that drooped to her ankles.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Veronica.  She’s my friend.”
 
   Becky held up the oversized sweater and pants.  “You two have been playing with the fountain, haven’t you?  Molly, how did you get in here?  Did someone leave the door open?”
 
   “Veronica and I got in here all by ourselves,” Molly said, puffing out her chest with pride.  
 
   Becky knelt down beside Veronica, who hadn’t moved at all since Becky found them.  “Veronica, can you hear me?  Can you talk?  Are you all right?  Nod for me if you’re all right, sweetie.”  Veronica nodded her head slightly.  “Good girl.  Molly, where did she come from?”
 
   “Across the sea,” Molly said.  “Her grandfather had a map leading here with all sorts of riddles for her grandmother to solve.  She never solved them, but Veronica did.”
 
   Becky examined the clothes in her hands again.  “How old was Veronica when she came here?  How long has she been here?”  Molly said nothing.  Becky took her by the shoulders and shook her.  “Molly, answer me!  This is important.  We could all be in terrible danger.  If anyone else finds this place—”
 
   “Veronica isn’t going to hurt anyone.  She took care of me when I got sick, before you found me.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this more later.  For now I better get you girls out of here.  Veronica, can you walk?  Do you need me to carry you, sweetie?”
 
   Veronica got to her feet, a curtain of dark hair obscuring her face.  Becky took her hand and then led her towards the opening with Molly following behind.  Veronica stopped at the fountain to stare into the water.  Molly didn’t know what she saw, but it made Veronica cry.
 
   “You can’t change me back, can you?” Veronica asked.
 
   Becky knelt down beside her, parting Veronica’s hair to look into her eyes.  “I’m sorry, sweetie.  I wish there was a way, but there isn’t.  It’s not so bad, though to grow up again.  In time you’ll get used to it.  You can live with Molly and I in our house.  You and Molly can share a room.  I’ll have Wendell make you a bed all your own.  And you two can work with me in the bakery.  We’ll be one big family.  You’ll see.”
 
   “No,” Veronica said.
 
   “No?  I know it’s difficult now, sweetheart, but in time—”
 
   “In time?  I’m three years old!  I’m a baby!”  Veronica’s eyes narrowed into angry slits.  “If you think it’s so easy, let’s see you do it.”
 
   She shoved Becky with more strength than Molly thought possible for a toddler to possess.  Becky stumbled back, teetering on the edge of the fountain.  She reached out to grab Molly’s hand, her fingers grazing the edge of Molly’s jacket.  Molly stood there frozen, unable to take Becky’s arm.
 
   Becky tumbled backwards, her last desperate grab for purchase snatching Veronica’s shirt.  They plunged into the fountain together, disappearing in a flash of light.  “No!” Molly shouted.  She tried to reach into the fountain to pull them out, but her arms wouldn’t reach.
 
   Then she saw the sweater lying nearby and dangled it over the water.  “Grab it and I’ll pull you up,” she shouted.  For a moment nothing happened, but then a hand emerged from the water to seize the sweater.  Molly pulled with all her might, praying the sweater didn’t fall apart.
 
   A chubby shape plopped out of the water, gasping for air.  The light around the shape evaporated to reveal neither Becky nor Veronica, but some hybrid of the two.  The girl, about the same age as Molly, was fat like Becky, but with skin a light shade of tan and hair a brown so dark it bordered on black.  The girl finished spitting out water and then held up a hand.  “I’m fat!  And white,” she shouted.
 
   “Veronica?  Is it you?” Molly asked.
 
   The girl got to her feet, patting her bulging stomach.  “I guess.  I’m not really sure,” she said.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We fell in and I felt myself growing smaller and smaller until I must have been an embryo or something.  Then I saw this flash of light and you were pulling me up,” she said.
 
   “It’s a miracle,” Molly said.  “But what about Becky?”
 
   Veronica looked down into the fountain. “She’s gone.  I’m sorry, Molly.  I know how much she meant to you.”
 
   “She lied to me,” Molly said.  “I’m glad she’s gone.”  Nevertheless, Molly’s eyes filled with tears.  Veronica donned her old pants and sweater and then put an arm around Molly.
 
   “Come on, we have to get out of here.”
 
   “Where are we going to go?  Across the sea?”
 
   “Like this?  We’re kids.  There’s no way we can make it over there and even if we did it would be worse than staying here.  We’ll go back to your house.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Until we’re ready,” Veronica said.  Molly took a look back at the Fountain of Youth before she left for any sign of Becky, but Veronica was right:  Becky was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36:  Fat Woman and Little Girl
 
   Lizzie didn’t run down the hill so much as she rolled down, landing on the curb next to Main Street.  She tried to push herself into a standing position, but couldn’t get any traction with her feet.  She couldn’t lean forward enough to reach her shoes and so had to shake her feet around until the sneakers came loose.  She clapped a hand over her mouth in time to prevent a scream.  “No,” she wailed.
 
   Instead of feet she now had hooves.  Pig legs to go with her pig snout.  Before much longer she imagined herself scurrying around on all fours, able only to oink and wheeze like an animal.  This isn’t real, she told herself for the hundredth time since falling off the pyramid.  It’s a nightmare.  She must have hit her head on the gym floor and right now she was lying in a hospital bed with Mom, the other cheerleaders, and even bratty Wendell sitting at her side, waiting for her to wake up.  She tried to imagine herself emerging from a long tunnel of darkness, into the light of the hospital room.
 
   Nothing happened.  “Have you given up already, little piggy,” Samantha said.  She descended the hill slowly, as though floating along the surface of the street.  The cleaver gleamed in her hand, the blade poised to strike.  “I think I’ll start with some bacon, then a nice ham steak, and finally sausage.”
 
   “I’m not a—”  An oink escaped her lips.  “Pig.”
 
   “Not yet, but soon.”  With this, a hole tore open in Lizzie’s pants.  A curly tail corkscrewed out from the opening.
 
   “Stop this!  I’ll give you anything.  Change me back.”
 
   “I want you to suffer.  I want you to die,” Samantha hissed.  Lizzie tried again to get up, this time her hooves biting into the ground so she managed to push herself upright.  She waddled along Main Street, shouting for help, but no one answered.  She didn’t see a single person on Main Street or in the store windows.  Where is everyone?
 
   She pounded one door after another, hoping someone would emerge to help, but no one did.  “Help—”  Another oink interrupted her.  “Help me!”
 
   In the reflection of the display window for Designs By Suzie, she gasped.  She reached up to finger the floppy ears on the top of her head—a pig’s ears.  She didn’t have much time to find help before the transformation was complete.  Her stomach pushed outward another inch, the remains of her T-shirt and jeans replaced by a turquoise maternity dress.
 
   There has to be someone who can help me, she thought.  But how could anyone undo this and make her human again?  She needed a miracle.  She looked down Main Street to the white steeple of the church rising over everything else.  The church seemed like a long shot, but at this point she didn’t see any better alternatives.  She couldn’t stand here and wait to turn into a sow and then have Samantha kill her.  She started down the road, hoping she made it in time.
 
   ***
 
   Wendell stopped at the window for Designs by Suzie.  As he watched the girl’s reflection in the glass, her wavy hair reformed into bouncy curls.  A sailor suit—complete with white hat—replaced Samantha’s pink dress.
 
   He reached up to touch his head and grimaced as the girl performed the exact same movement.  I’m not a girl, he thought.  This is all a horrible nightmare.  I fainted in the auditorium before I went on.  Too much stress and too little sleep knocked me out.  Any moment he would wake up in a hospital room with Mom, Samantha, and even Prudence by his bedside.  He would tell them about this terrible dream and everyone would laugh.
 
   He closed his eyes and willed himself to wake up.  Now, he thought.  Wake up, now.  He opened his eyes and saw the adorable little girl still looking back at him.  She started to cry at the precise moment he did, her freckled cheeks turning red and her dimples fading.
 
   “What’s wrong, Wendy?” Samantha asked.  She coasted down the road towards him, the vial of poison still in her hand.  “Don’t you like it?  You look like Shirley Temple, ready to dance and sing.  Makes me want to grab one of those sweet little cheeks and pinch it.”
 
   “Leave me alone!  I’m not a girl.  This is a trick.”
 
   “Why don’t you come with me?  We’ll go home and play dress-up.  I’ll let you use my makeup.”
 
   “Stop this!  Change me back right now.”
 
   “I like you better this way.  You’re so much cuter.  In time you’ll come to like being a girl.”
 
   “No.  I’ll never be a girl.  Never!”  In the display window, the girl’s reflection shrank another inch.  Wendell turned away from the window.  He shouted for help, but no one responded.  He didn’t see anyone except for Samantha, as though the entire town had suddenly vanished.  No one can help me anyway, he thought.  No one can change me back.  I need a miracle.  He spotted the church steeple rising over the trees.  It was his only hope.  He scampered down the road as fast as he could, the tap shoes on his feet clicking against the pavement with every step.
 
   Then, as he neared the pet shop, he heard a second set of tap shoes on the street.  At first he thought it was Samantha mocking him, but then he saw a figure up ahead.  There was someone else still here.  He raced towards the figure, calling for it to stop.  It turned around and a very girlish scream came from his lips.
 
   What turned to face him was not human, but some kind of half-woman, half-pig creature.  The pig girl snorted in surprise, her beady eyes narrowing to the point where they disappeared behind her chubby cheeks.  “Wendell?” she asked, punctuating the question with an oink.
 
   “Prudence?  My God, what’s happened to you?”
 
   “Samantha did this to me.  I had just landed on the top of the pyramid and then all the sudden I started getting fat and I ran to the bathroom—”  Another oink followed by a period of wheezing interrupted her.  Wendell saw her entire body grow fatter, pushing the maternity dress to the breaking point.  “And then I started turning into a pig.  She’s trying to kill me.  She wants to cut me up into bacon and ham and sausage.”
 
   “Samantha?  She’s after me too.  I was just starting to give my lecture when my voice changed and I started getting breasts and then I was in this all girls school and Samantha tried to kill me and now I keep getting littler.  I was on my way to the church to pray for a miracle when I ran into you.”
 
   “I was going to the church too.  We can go together.”
 
   They heard footsteps behind them that could only belong to Samantha.  Lizzie took Wendell’s hand and then slung him onto her back.  She galloped off on her hooves towards the church.
 
   By the time they reached the Seabrooke Episcopalian Church, Lizzie barely had the strength to stand.  A toddler in a white straw hat and powder blue dress slipped off her shoulders to land on the church steps.  “Come on,” Wendell said.  He had to stand on his tiptoes to reach the door handles and even then couldn’t open the doors until Lizzie knocked them open with her stomach.  “What do we do now?” Wendell asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  Pray, I guess.”
 
   Wendell skipped down the row of pews to the altar and knelt down.  Prudence collapsed next to him, wheezing so hard he thought she might die on the spot.  “God, please help us,” Wendell said.  “Please remove this curse from us and we’ll do whatever you ask of us.  You’re our only hope.”
 
   “My children, I have been waiting for you,” a man said.  Wendell opened his eyes to find a sandy-haired reverend standing behind the pulpit.  “You have both strayed from The Way and this is the result of your sins.”
 
   The reverend stepped out from behind the pulpit carrying a silver cup in his hand.  “Drink from this my children and your sins will be washed away.  You will be born anew.”
 
   Lizzie accepted the cup in her chubby hands.  As she raised the cup to her lips, she saw a reflection in the water.  Not herself as a cheerleader or the piggish thing she’d become, but a baby like Wendell.  She looked up at the reverend, recognizing the cruel anticipation in his eyes.  She poured the contents of the cup onto the floor.  
 
   “You fools!” the reverend shouted.  “Now your souls will never know salvation.  You will be consumed by the fires of Hell!  Begone foul, cursed beasts!”
 
   Prudence scrambled up onto her hooves and snatched little Wendell in her arms.  “What did you do that for?” Wendell asked.
 
   “I know where we have to go,” she said.  She galloped through the church doors and the turned back towards town.  She only hoped they could make it in time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37:  Explosions
 
   Moonlight shone down into the largest hole Samantha had ever seen.  Joseph parked the car beside a rusty metal fence, beneath a sign warning against trespassing.  “What are we doing here?” Samantha asked.
 
   “We have to do some shopping,” Joseph said.  “We can’t get everything we need from the shopping mall.”
 
   Samantha got out of the car and stood with Joseph by the fence.  All she saw was a giant hole in the ground with a few pieces of yellow machinery scattered about.  What could they possibly need from this dump?  “I don’t know about this,” she said.  “Are you sure it’s safe?”
 
   “Don’t worry.  There’s only one security guard.  We’ll be in and out long before he wakes up from his nap.”
 
   Samantha thought of Joseph’s father lying in a coma, poor Mrs. Schulman spread out on the floor like a rug, and the two children thrashing around on the brass bed.  “You didn’t do anything to him, did you?”
 
   “Not yet,” Joseph said.  Samantha shivered at the menace in his voice.  By the time they robbed this bank, she imagined a trail of bodies stretching from Seabrooke to Bangor.  “He shouldn’t give us any problems.  Here, hold this.”
 
   He handed a knapsack to her, in which she found bolt cutters, gloves, and a cutting torch.  “What is all this?”
 
   “Tools.  They aren’t going to sell us what we need, so we’ll have to take the stuff.”  Joseph climbed up the fence and then dropped to the other side.  He called for Samantha to toss the knapsack over.  She followed him over the fence then, checking with each rung to make sure no police jumped out of the trees to arrest her.
 
   She landed next to Joseph and said, “This place gives me the creeps.  Can’t we find what we need somewhere else?  Somewhere indoors maybe?”
 
   “Come on, don’t be a baby.  Nothing bad is going to happen.  There aren’t any monsters out here to get us.”
 
   “I know,” Samantha said without conviction.  “It’s so quiet out here.  I don’t like it.”
 
   Joseph kissed her on the lips, filling her with new courage.  “I thought you were raised out in the woods by wolves,” he said with a smile.
 
   “So maybe I’m homesick,” she said with a matching smile.
 
   “Let’s go.”  He slung the knapsack over his shoulder and then turned on a flashlight.  She took his hand to follow him through the dark along the edge of the hole.  She didn’t know what he was looking for, but she hoped he would find it soon.  No matter how she tried to tell herself nothing would happen, she couldn’t shake the feeling someone was about to jump out at them to bust them.
 
   He stopped at a metal shed with a red skull-and-bones sign over the door warning them about explosives inside.  “Explosives?  Aren’t those dangerous?” she said.
 
   “In the wrong hands, yes.  I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “Have you ever used any before?”
 
   “No, but I did some reading on the Internet before we left.  It’s not very difficult.”  He reached into the knapsack for the bolt cutters.  “Do you see any wires?  There shouldn’t be an alarm, but you never know.”
 
   She felt around the sides of the shed for any wires, but couldn’t find any.  Something small and furry darted over her foot and into the bushes nearby.  She stifled a scream with her hand, putting the other on her rapidly beating heart.  It’s probably a squirrel, she told herself.  Nothing dangerous.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” Joseph asked when she returned to the front of the shed.  He squeezed her arm hard enough to make her wince.  “Did you see anything?”
 
   “No.  Just a chipmunk or something.”
 
   “Great.  Keep an eye out while I go in to get what we need.”  He used the bolt cutters to slice the lock in half and then opened the door.  Samantha stood outside as Joseph had requested, every rustling leaf or hooting owl sounding like a siren to her ears.
 
   Someone laid a hand on her shoulder.  She spun around, her arms raised to strike, only to find Joseph standing there with a green canister marked with a red skull-and-crossbones like the door.  “Careful, baby.  You almost blew us up,” he said.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Nitro,” he said.  “Definitely not a toy.”
 
   “Do you know how dangerous that is?”  She didn’t know how she knew, but something told her nitroglycerine was a very volatile chemical.  If jostled or shaken enough it could explode, killing whoever was nearby.
 
   “I know.  There’s nothing to worry about.  We’ll drive slow all the way back to Seabrooke,” he said.
 
   “I don’t want that in the car.  You can either take it or you can take me.”
 
   “Baby, don’t act this way.  Nothing bad is going to happen.  I’ll be really careful with it.  I’ve got a safe container for it all made up in the trunk.”
 
   “No.  This has gone too far.  If anyone finds out, they’ll put us in jail for the rest of our lives!”
 
   “Sam, you’re overreacting.  I know you’re scared, but there’s nothing to worry about, really.  I’ve taken care of everything.  Tomorrow night we’ll use this stuff on the bank vault and we’ll have the money we need.  No one is ever going to know.  Trust me.”  He ran his free hand along her arm.  “Please.  Don’t be mad at me.”
 
   “I’m not going through with this.  If you want to rob this bank so badly, you can do it by yourself,” she said.
 
   “Sam, don’t be this way.”  He set the nitroglycerine in the knapsack to take her in both hands.  “I love you.  I’m doing this so we can be free.  So we can be together forever without having to worry about scrounging enough money to pay the bills.  I don’t want that kind of life for us.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with doing an honest job,” Samantha said.  “At least then you don’t end up in jail.”
 
   “An honest job?  Like my father, with that shitty old truck of his and that shitty old house where Mom died?  I’m never going to end up like him.  Never!”
 
   “Fine.  Do what you want.  I’m leaving.”
 
   Joseph pressed down on her arms until she yelped with pain.  “You aren’t going anywhere.  You’re going to stay with me.  I’m never going to let you go.”
 
   “Stop it!  Leave me alone!”  She squirmed until she got one arm free, which she used to slap Joseph across the face.
 
   “You bitch!” he shouted.  He punched her in the face, sending her tumbling to the ground.  He stood over her, the muscles in his neck tensing with rage until she thought his head might explode.  “You don’t leave me!  You’re mine!”
 
   Samantha lay on the ground, one hand pressed against her left eye and the other raised in supplication.  Joseph had hit her.  Tears squeezed out of her swollen eye to run down her cheeks.  He hurt me.  Why?
 
   Joseph knelt down beside her, taking her hand.  The muscles in his neck had stopped trembling, his face going back to its usual color.  “I’m sorry, Samantha.  I shouldn’t have done that.  It’s just that I love you so much.  I’m doing this for us, don’t you see?  So we can be happy.”  He kissed her eye.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll never do that again, I swear.”
 
   She looked into his eyes, which had begun to water.  He didn’t mean to, she thought.  He loves me.  “I’m sorry too.  I shouldn’t have made you mad.  I know you’re doing your best.”
 
   “That’s my girl.  Here, I think I know how to make you feel all better.”  He kissed her eye again and then moved his lips down her cheek to her lips.  He loves me, she thought again as his hands reached back to undo her bra.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38:  The Final Nightmare
 
   Prudence dropped to all fours in the middle of Main Street in front of the pharmacy.  “Can’t…go…on,” she said, grunting with each pause.
 
   “You have to,” Wendell said.  He climbed down off her back, now a pigtailed toddler in canary yellow pajamas.  “We can’t stop now.  We’re so close.”
 
   “Go…without…me.”
 
   “I can’t.  I’m too little.”  As if to emphasize the point, Wendell shrank another half-inch.
 
   “I’m too big,” Prudence said.  A fit of coughing, wheezing, and grunting seized her throat.  “Please…go.”
 
   “No.  There has to be another way.”
 
   “Like what?  Reverend Crane…was right.  We’re…doomed.”
 
   Wendell sank down next to Prudence, unconsciously sucking on his thumb as he thought.  They couldn’t fail now, not when they only needed to get another couple miles.  It’s not fair, he thought.  We’re so close!  Tears came to his eyes as he put a hand on Prudence’s gut and listened to her strain for every breath.  The hundreds of excess pounds were killing her.  The only question remaining was whether she would die before Samantha finished them off.
 
   Prudence deserved better than this.  She worked as hard as anyone in Eternity to make sure all the children had clothes to wear and sheets to sleep on.  She had braved the sea with he and Samantha to get supplies for the children back home.  What had she done to deserve such a cruel fate?  
 
   If he couldn’t save her, at least he could comfort her in their final moments together.  He snuggled up against her chest, tucking his head underneath her chin.  “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “For…what?”
 
   “For all the terrible things I said to you.  You’re not a stupid fat girl.  Without you, we’d probably all still be under Reverend Crane’s thumb,” he said. 
 
   Prudence rubbed the top of Wendell’s head with her snout.  Poor little Wendell, she thought.  He tries so hard even though he’s so small.  She didn’t know what they would have done after the hurricane without his knowledge about architecture and engineering.  They probably would have ended up living in the caves like primitives.  They certainly couldn’t have built the boat to take them here without his help.  And for all that she and everyone else paid him back with bullying and insults.  “I’m…sorry too,” she said.  “You’re…not…a girl.  You’re…the…strongest boy…I know.”
 
   “You mean that?”  She nodded.  “Mr. Pryde mistook you for my sister once.  If I had a sister, I’d hope she was like you.”
 
   “If you…didn’t…love…Sam…antha…could you…and I—”  Prudence couldn’t find the strength to finish the sentence.  As she tried to get air into her lungs, she felt an intense desire to find a cool patch of mud.  It’s happening, she thought.  Not much longer and she would lose that final shred of humanity.
 
   “Prudence?  Prudence?  Don’t go.  Please.”  He shook her sagging belly with his tiny hands, but she didn’t move.  She only lay there, struggling to breathe.  I can’t let this happen, he thought.  There had to be some way out of here.
 
   He spotted a truck parked nearby, a newer one than Mr. Pryde’s, but he was certain it operated on the same principles.  Halfway to the vehicle, Wendell tripped and couldn’t get back up again.  A long white gown covered his body, an infant’s body now.  He tried to say something to Prudence, but only gibberish came out.  He wailed the cry of a baby missing its mother, the sadness of the call opening Prudence’s eyes.  He clapped and giggled at this.
 
   “What?” she managed to get out.  He pointed first at the truck and then at her.  “Can’t…drive.”  He pantomimed steering and then tapped his chest and pretended to hit imaginary pedals.  She understood now.  If she steered and he used the pedals, they might be able to drive.  It was worth a shot.
 
   She rolled onto all fours and then hobbled over to pick up baby Wendell with her mouth.  He climbed onto her neck so she could let him into the truck.  Using much of her remaining strength, she flopped into the bed of the truck, reaching in through the back window to grab the steering wheel.  Wendell gave a set of keys to her, which she put in the ignition as she’d seen Mr. Pryde do and then turned the key.
 
   After the engine started, she shifted into reverse.  Wendell pushed down on the accelerator with both hands, the truck lurching backwards in response.  He slammed on the brakes for Prudence to shift into drive.  They were on their way.
 
   When Prudence’s hands finally turned to hooves halfway there she had to use her hocks to steer.  When Wendell became too weak to push down on the pedals with his arms, he flung his entire body against them.  Since neither of them could speak, they worked out a system where Prudence grunted once for Wendell to accelerate and twice for him to brake.  
 
   As a sharp curve approached, Prudence squealed twice.  Wendell threw himself onto the brake in time to keep them from smashing through the guardrail.  Prudence wheezed with relief and then got them going in the right direction again.
 
   She snorted for joy when Mr. Pryde’s house came in sight.  They’d made it!  She swung the truck into the driveway and signaled Wendell to hit the brake.  With one hoof she shifted the truck into park and then plopped over the side of the truck onto the ground.  For a moment she lay in the dirt, immersed in the feeling of being home.  I’m not a pig, she told herself.  Not yet.  She rolled onto her feet and came to stand beneath the door as Wendell crawled out the window.
 
   Prudence trotted up to the front of the house with Wendell clinging to her neck.  The door was already open, as if someone were expecting them.  Prudence stood in the doorway, sniffing around for an intruder, but she couldn’t smell anything.
 
   Samantha waited for them at the top of the stairs.  Prudence squealed in terror at the sight of the bloody meat cleaver in Samantha’s hand ready to slice Prudence into cold cuts.  Instead, Samantha tucked the cleaver into her belt and applauded.  “Well, I guess this answers the question of whether a pig and a baby can drive a car,” she said.  “Congratulations, you got a lot farther than I ever thought possible.  Unfortunately, it’s not far enough.”
 
   Samantha glided down the steps to stand before Prudence.  She reached out to take the now newborn Wendell in her arms.  “You make such a darling baby.  I’ve got a crib all ready for you and a bottle of milk on the stove.  I’m going to keep you like this for years and years.  Then maybe after I get bored I’ll let you grow up a little.”  She tickled Wendell’s belly, causing him to cry.  
 
   She reached down with one hand to scratch Prudence under the chin.  “And you make such a darling sow.  I’m sure you’ll fetch a lot of blue ribbons at the state fair over the next few years.  There’s a spot out back where you can lay in the mud and root around in the trash when you feel like it.  We’ll find you a nice mate so you can make plenty of piglets.”
 
   I can’t stay like this, Prudence thought.  I can’t live like this forever.  She wanted to cry, but couldn’t, so she settled for wheezing mournfully.
 
   I’m not going to stay like this forever, Wendell thought.  He wouldn’t let Samantha do this to him.  There had to be some way to stop her.  What could he do?  He was a baby; all he could do was cry, throw up, poop, and pee—
 
   He turned to Prudence, looking her in the eye.  He communicated the plan to her without even gestures this time, relying on the kind of telepathy developed by siblings or lovers.  Prudence grunted to indicate she understood.
 
   Then Wendell peed on Samantha, a steady stream of urine that soaked her blouse.  Startled by the sudden drenching, she loosened her grip on Wendell enough that when Prudence crashed into her, Wendell fell onto Prudence’s back.  Prudence charged up the stairs as Samantha cried out in rage, “You’ll never get back!  Never!”
 
   Prudence found the bedroom door and slammed against it with all her considerable weight.  The door gave way in an explosion of splinters.  She galloped through the doorway, squealing at the sight of herself lying on the bed in human form.  Wendell cooed and clapped his little hands together with joy.  Prudence nudged him up onto the bed, where he crawled over to sit on his own chest.  Then Prudence hopped onto the bed, lying across the much-smaller stomach of her human form.  Now what? she wondered.
 
   “Do you think it’s that easy?” Samantha asked from the doorway, the cleaver poised over her head.  “You think you could waltz in here, click your heels together three times, and magically teleport back home?  You fools.  I would have spared your lives, such as they were, but now I’m going to enjoy hacking you up into suet.”
 
   As Samantha readied to bring the cleaver down onto Prudence’s skull, Wendell finally understood the missing ingredient.  It wasn’t enough to simply touch his real body; he had to touch its mind as well.  Wake up now, he thought as hard as he could.  It’s time to wake up.  This has all been a terrible dream, but now it’s over.
 
   Wendell’s eyes shot open.  He found himself tied to the bed as before Joseph Pryde had given him a terrible green potion.  He could move his head enough to see Prudence flopping around the bed, no doubt still battling Samantha in her dreams.  “Prudence, wake up!  It’s only a dream.  You’re safe with me here in the real world.  No one is going to hurt you.  Wake up.”
 
   Prudence’s body stopped moving.  For a horrible moment Wendell thought she must have died.  Then she cleared her throat and asked, “Are we alive?”
 
   “I think so,” he said.
 
   “Are you sure this isn’t a dream too?”
 
   “I don’t know, but even if it is, we’d better untie ourselves and get out of here.”  Freeing themselves didn’t prove difficult.  A trick he’d learned from Samantha was how to angle his wrist so that a knot appeared to be tight, but in reality had enough slack for him to slip his wrist through once he relaxed.  He freed his right hand and then untied the rest of the knots.
 
   After he freed Prudence, she crushed him in a bear hug.  She kissed him not on the forehead or cheek, but on the lips as he’d always hoped Samantha would do.  Prudence’s lips were dry, but at the moment they tasted as sweet as honey.  “You saved my life,” she said.  “Another minute and I would have died a pig.”
 
   “You were never a pig,” he said.
 
   “You were never a girl,” she said and kissed him again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39:  Plans
 
   They spent the rest of the night hiding in Mrs. Schulman’s house, watching the road for Samantha and Joseph to return.  They never did.  “Maybe they’ve decided to change their plans,” Prudence said.  Which meant they could be anywhere by now.
 
   “No, he wouldn’t do that,” Wendell said.  “He’ll go through with it no matter what.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Call it a gut feeling,” he said.  Then he realized what he said and rubbed Prudence’s back.  “A hunch, I mean.”
 
   “I know,” she said, but still let one hand slip down to her stomach.  She left it there a moment to make sure it wouldn’t start growing again like her nightmare.  “What do we do?”
 
   “We’ll have to find a way to stop them at the bank without alerting the police.”
 
   “But how?  There’s no way we can stop them on our own.”
 
   “Come on, didn’t what we went through teach you anything?  If we can drive a car as a pig and a baby then we can stop these two from robbing a bank.”
 
   Prudence wanted to believe Wendell.  She wanted to believe after all they’d gone through they could do anything together, but she knew Samantha.  Samantha had destroyed Jonas Pryde, Reverend Crane, and Hector Delgado.  What hope did they have against her?
 
   “We’ll find a way.  We’ll save her,” Wendell said.
 
   The passion in his voice stirred something in Prudence’s heart.  “And then I suppose you and her—”  Her voice trailed off as she thought of Wendell kissing Samantha the way he had her earlier.  “I’ll understand if that’s what you want.  What happened with us earlier, that didn’t really mean anything.  We were both so happy to be alive.”
 
   As Wendell studied Prudence’s face in profile, tears threatening to cloud her eyes, he understood she would not understand.  “It did mean something,” he said.  
 
   She threw her arms around him, pressing him so tight against her chest he thought he heard bones break.  “You mean it?” she asked.  He nodded, unable to get enough air to speak.  He was still trying to breathe when she kissed him.  Before he could return the kiss, she shoved him down to the floor.  “Someone’s coming,” she said.
 
   They lay on the ground, hand-in-hand as a pair of headlights swept past.  “That must be them,” Wendell said.
 
   “They’re going to figure out we’re gone.  They’ll find us,” Prudence said.  Her body began to tremble as she imagined being dragged back into that bedroom and fed another terrible potion.  
 
   “They’ll never think to look here,” he said.  He ran a hand through her hair, trying to soothe her, though he wasn’t convinced himself.  “They’ll think we went into town.”
 
   “Then they’ll call off their plan.  They’ll run away and we’ll never be able to find them,” Prudence said.  She made a good point.  As soon as that brute realized they were gone, he would think the police were onto them.  He would look for another target in another town.
 
   “We’ll find them,” he said.
 
   “How?” she asked.  
 
   “We’ll find a way,” he said.  He didn’t know how, but he would think of something.  There had to be a way of finding them.  As he lay on the floor considering this question, the headlights swept over them again.
 
   Prudence waited for the car to pull into the driveway and Samantha to get out with her boyfriend.  She felt around her for something to use as a weapon, coming up with only a pink slipper.  We’re doomed, she thought.
 
   The headlights continued to slide past them, disappearing down the road.  “They’re gone,” she said.  A horrible thought struck her then.  “What about Mr. Pryde and Mrs. Schulman?”
 
   “We’ll go check on them,” Wendell said.  He took Prudence’s hand and led her up the hill towards Mr. Pryde’s house.  When she started to puff and sweat from the effort, he squeezed her hand for encouragement instead of mocking her as he would have done before.  “You can make it.  Only a little farther.”
 
   They made it up the hill and went up the porch steps.  Prudence expected Samantha to be waiting at the top of the stairs inside as in their nightmare, but the house was silent.  They climbed up the stairs, hurrying to Mr. Pryde’s bedroom.  Prudence let Wendell open the door and go in first, not wanting to see whatever horror awaited them inside.
 
   “It’s fine,” he said.  “They’re still sleeping.”
 
   “Do you think he did the same to his father as he did to us?” she asked.  She wondered what kind of nightmares would torment a man like Mr. Pryde.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Wendell said.  They sat down on the bed, sitting on opposite sides of Mr. Pryde’s legs.  Wendell tried to think of what to do next.  First they had to find Samantha and Joseph, and then they had to stop them.  Where would they go?  There had to be some way of finding out.
 
   “We could look on a map,” Prudence said.  He didn’t realize he’d been thinking aloud.  “Something might jump out at us.”
 
   “It’s worth a try,” he said.  They went downstairs to rummage around the living room and parlor until Wendell found a map of Maine in a desk drawer.  He spread it open on the floor, searching along the coast to find Seabrooke.  “Anything?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s so big,” Prudence said.
 
   “They won’t go too far.  He’ll want to hit something soon, before a lot of people start looking for them.  He’ll want something close by that’s about the same size as the one here so he won’t have to alter the plan too much.”
 
   Prudence pointed to a tiny spot on the map within a fingernail of Seabrooke.  Pinecrest.  “How about this one?”
 
   Wendell considered the suggestion and then nodded.  “That looks like it would do.”
 
   “What if we’re wrong?”
 
   “Then they’re lost to us,” he said.  He gave her hand another squeeze.  “It won’t come to that.  They’ll be there.  Now for our next problem:  how do we stop them?”
 
   Neither of them said anything for a while.  Wendell couldn’t imagine any way of incapacitating Samantha without hurting her.  He couldn’t bring himself to do that.  “Let’s get some breakfast,” he said.  “Food for thought.”
 
   Prudence’s hand went down to her stomach.  “I’m not hungry,” she said.  “I don’t think I can eat ever again after what happened.  After that terrible—”  She jumped up to her feet.  “That’s it, Wendell!  That’s what we have to do.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They gave us and Mr. Pryde and Mrs. Schulman some kind of potion, right?  Maybe we can turn the tables on them.”
 
   “That’s brilliant,” Wendell said.  He kissed Prudence for coming up with the idea and then followed her up the stairs to Joseph’s bedroom.  The door was locked, but yielded to Prudence’s shoulder after three tries.
 
   “Where do you suppose he keeps them?” Prudence asked.
 
   Wendell looked around the room and shook his head.  “He’ll have taken them with him if he’s not coming back.  I should have thought of that sooner.  I’m sorry.  It was a good idea.”
 
   He started for the door, reaching the doorway before Prudence yanked him back by the collar.  She held up a stack of papers she’d found in the desk drawer.  “Look at this,” she said.  “It’s his cookbook.”
 
   Wendell took the papers from her and saw she was right.  The notes detailed the makeup of the various potions and their effects on the body.  He found the one that must have been used on he and Prudence—“causes temporary unconsciousness with hallucinations”—along with a dozen others.  “Do you think you can make one of these?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll try,” he said.  Even with the list of ingredients, creating a whole new compound in twelve hours would be difficult.  Not to mention he didn’t know much about modern chemistry.  Still, what choice did they have?
 
   “You can do it.  I believe in you,” Prudence said.  She kissed him again, this time for luck.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40:  Undercover
 
   Samantha didn’t know whether the nitroglycerine or Joseph’s temper was more volatile.  “How the hell did they wake up?” he kept asking as he drove.  “That combination should have put them down for at least a week.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Samantha kept saying.  Every time, she leaned over to look into the mirror.  A shot of Joe’s potion had turned the skin around her eye a pale white, although she still remembered it swollen and purple.  She brushed a tress of platinum hair over the eye.  She didn’t dare say anything else out of fear he might vent his anger on her.  
 
   “And how did they untie themselves?  I checked those knots myself.  There’s no way a little kid and some fat chick could get out of those.”
 
   “Maybe they had some help,” Samantha suggested.
 
   “Who?  My father was still asleep.  Mrs. Schulman was still out.  What, some random stranger passed by to untie them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said again.
 
   “This is just fucking great,” Joseph said.  “All that planning for nothing.  All that work out the window.  We should have killed those brats when we had the chance.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   He turned to her and at last the tide of rage broke.  “It’s not your fault,” he said.
 
   “What do we do now?” she asked.  She hoped he would say they would keep driving until found somewhere safe to begin a new life.  She hoped he would forget all about bank robberies and focus on the two of them.
 
   “There’s another bank nearby in a place called Pinecrest.  It shouldn’t be much different.”
 
   Samantha knew better than to suggest they give up on the bank robbery plan.  He wouldn’t give up now, not with them so close.  To give up would be to acknowledge someone had outsmarted him, beaten him at his own game.  “When?” she asked.
 
   “We’ll do it tonight.  It’ll take the sheriff some time to get everything together even if your friends went to the cops.”
 
   “You think they wouldn’t go to the police?”
 
   “These kids aren’t like us.  They don’t know anything about the outside world.  They’re Amish for God’s sake.  They don’t know whom they can trust.  By the time they figure things out, we’ll be long gone.”
 
   Samantha reached across the seat to put a reassuring hand on Joseph’s thigh.  Everything would work out fine in the end.  They would rob the bank and then leave all this behind.  With the money they could find some remote place in the desert or mountains where Joseph could do his work and she could look after him.  In time they’d add children as beautiful as her and smart as Joseph.  Everything would be perfect.
 
   The town of Pinecrest turned out not to be much of anything.  A handful of shops, a gas station, and a McDonald’s all clustered around one stoplight.  “This is it?” she asked.
 
   “There’s the bank,” Joseph said, pointing to a building that didn’t seem much bigger than Mr. Pryde’s living room.  Pinecrest State Bank.  This was the key to their new life?
 
   “Do they even have money here?”
 
   “Don’t be a smart-ass,” he said.  He took her hand off his thigh as he found a parking spot in front of the bank.  “We need to go inside and get the lay of the land.  I need you to create a distraction so I can look around without drawing attention.”
 
   “Me?  How do I create a distraction?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Think of something.  When I open the door, that’s your signal to make the distraction.  Got it?”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   “Come on, baby, don’t get upset.  This is all going to work out.  Maybe not like we planned, but just as well.”  He kissed her, a short, dry peck that promised more if she did a good job. 
 
   Samantha got out of the car, stomping up to the front door of the bank without looking back.  Inside, the bank was like the layout of the town itself:  one teller window, one office, and one bank vault.  A fat woman with red hair that made Samantha think she could be the mother to the kids they’d tied up leaned against the teller window.  In the office, an old man with a drooping mustache read a newspaper.  A black woman in a blue security guard uniform sat on a stool against one wall, inspecting her nails.  Other than the piped-in easy listening music the place was as quiet as a library.  How could she create a distraction in here?
 
   “Can I help you?” the fat teller asked.
 
   “Oh, sure, I guess.  I was thinking of maybe opening an account or something.  What kind do you have?”
 
   “We have all the usual:  checking, savings, money markets.  You’ll need to bring one of your parents with you to open an account, though.”  Joseph opened the door then.  The teller’s spiel gave Samantha an idea she hoped would work.
 
   “A parent?  But I don’t have any parents.  They’re dead,” she wailed.  She willed herself into crying.  “I’m an orphan.  All alone in the world and you tell me to bring in a parent?  Don’t you have any heart at all?”
 
   The teller reached across the counter to pat Samantha on the back.  “I’m sorry, darling.  I didn’t know.  Well, if you don’t have a parent, then surely you have an adult guardian who looks after you?”
 
   “I don’t have anyone.  No one wants me.  Not even your stupid bank.  Why does everyone keep punishing me?  It’s not my fault they died.”  She put her head down on the counter, sneaking a glance at the security guard, who was too interested watching Samantha make a scene to notice Joseph.
 
   The old man put down his newspaper and came out of the office.  “Is there a problem here, Gertrude?” he asked.
 
   “I told this young lady she needs an adult to come with her if she wants to open an account.  She says she doesn’t have any parents or a guardian—”
 
   Samantha reached out to grab the old man around the arm.  “Here.  Here’s an adult.  Now let me sign your stupid papers so I can get a stupid account to put money in your stupid bank.”
 
   “There’s no need to get nasty,” Gertrude said.  “I’m sure we can make arrangements, can’t we Mr. Lundy?”
 
   “Of course,” the old man said.  He slipped his arm out of Samantha’s to put it on her ass.  “If you’ll come with me to my office, we’ll work something out.”
 
   The door closed behind Joseph at that moment.  Samantha nudged Mr. Lundy away, ready to make her big exit.  “I know what you’re doing.  As soon as I get back there, you’re going to call the police and have me taken away.  I don’t need your stupid bank anyway!  Fuck all of you.”  She raised her middle finger, holding it up to Gertrude, Mr. Lundy, and the security guard as she stormed out of Pinecrest State Bank.
 
   She continued her angry march to the intersection, where Joseph waited with the car.  She climbed into the car and then allowed herself to laugh.  “You should have seen their faces when I flipped them off,” she said.
 
   “I can imagine,” Joseph said.  “You were totally believable.  You even had me going.”
 
   “Thanks.”  He gave her a kiss on the cheek before accelerating through the intersection and out of town.  “Well, what did you find out?”
 
   “It should work.  The vault isn’t much different.  Maybe even easier to crack.  I don’t think they’ve put a new one in since the ‘30s.”
 
   “Great,” she said.  “So now what?”
 
   “We wait until it gets dark.  There’s a motel nearby where we can act out a love scene.”
 
   She kissed him and said, “I can’t wait.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41:  Life in an Island Town
 
   David found them on the path between town and the caves.  He ignored Molly, brushing her aside to embrace Veronica.  “Becky?  What the hell happened?” he asked.  Now he turned to Molly.  “What did you do, you little brat?”
 
   “She didn’t do anything,” Veronica answered before Molly could say anything.  “She saved my life.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  What happened to you?”
 
   “I went to the cave to meet you and I must have left the door open, because some kind of wild creature—a wolf, maybe—came running in after me and I fell into the fountain.  I would have died in there, but Molly had followed me and pulled me out.”  Veronica’s eyes teared up as she told this lie.  “I’m so lucky she disobeyed me.  If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”
 
   David took Veronica’s chin in his hand to inspect her.  “How old are you now?” he asked.
 
   “Five,” she said.
 
   “Five,” David repeated.  “Jesus Christ, Becky, how could you let this happen?”
 
   “What difference does it make how old I am on the outside?  It’s what’s on the inside that counts,” Veronica said.
 
   “It matters.  Look at you, you’re a little girl.  You’re practically a toddler.  How can we be together now?”
 
   “If it bothers you that much, go jump in the fountain yourself,” Veronica said.  Molly snickered at this.
 
   “You think this is funny?” he said, glaring at Molly.  His face turned red to the point where Molly expected steam to shoot out of his ears.  Instead, he said calmly, “You want to be a little girl, fine.  You’ll live like a little girl.  We’re going back to the cabin to pick up your clothes and then the two of you are moving into the dormitory with the others.”
 
   “Dormitory?” Veronica said.
 
   “I’m not going to have two five-year-olds living alone out there,” he said.
 
   “I’ve been taking care of her in this condition for years,” Veronica said.  “You can’t tell me what to do.”
 
   “Oh no?”  David seized Veronica by the ear.  She slapped at his hand, but he refused to let go.  “Samantha put us both in charge, but seeing as how you’re unable to handle your responsibilities, that means I’m the boss and you’ll do what I say.  The same for you,” he said, glaring at Molly again.  He shoved Veronica to the ground, where she lay rubbing her ear.  “Now the two of you come along or I’ll drag you back.”
 
   “Who does he think he is?” Veronica asked as they trudged along behind David back to town.  “He thinks he can treat me this way because he’s bigger.  I’ll show him.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet, but this isn’t over,” she said, rubbing her ear again.  She didn’t say anything the rest of the way and Molly thought it best not to disturb her.  
 
   At the cottage, David stood in the front doorway in case either of them tried to escape.  “Take only your nightclothes and two dresses each.  And a doll if you want.  The rest stays.”
 
   “This isn’t fair,” Molly said.  “We’re old enough to take care of ourselves.  We’re big girls.”
 
   “You’re babies.  Hurry up.”
 
   Veronica sidled up to David, running a hand inside his thigh.  “I know you’re angry with me, but it’s not my fault.  It was an accident.  There’s no need to punish Molly,” she said.
 
   David pushed her again, but this time she kept her balance.  “She needs punished.  You’ve made her think she’s better than everyone else here.  She’s a baby.  And now, so are you.”  He turned his back while Veronica stood there, quivering with rage.
 
   “If that’s how you want it,” Veronica said.  She went back to her bedroom, returning a few minutes later with a bundle of clothes, a blanket, and a pillow.  Then she came into Molly’s room to help her pack.  “Everything will be all right, honey,” she said.  “No matter what happens, I’ll take care of you.”
 
   She kissed Molly on the forehead the way Becky had done for as long as Molly could remember.  Her lips felt the same.  How much of her was Veronica and how much Becky?  Veronica took a green dress out of the closet and held it up to Molly’s body.  “This looks nice on you.  And here, take the gray one for everyday wear.  Have you decided which dolly to take yet?”  In a lower voice, she added, “We’ll come back here tonight.  Just let him try to keep us out.”
 
   They laughed together at this.  Molly took the dresses, a nightgown, pillow, blanket, and Sir Francis out to the living room.  David marched them across town to the girl’s dormitory.  The other girls loitered in the parlor, their whispered conversations coming to a halt when they saw Molly and Veronica.  “Girls, Rebecca had a little accident.  She and Molly are going to be living with you from now on,” David said.  He shoved them forward into the room and then slammed the door on his way out.
 
   Helena was the first to come forward with a sly grin on her face.  “Oh, look how adorable Rebecca is now,” she said.  She pinched Veronica’s cheek until Veronica winced.  Helena tried to do it again, but this time Veronica slapped her hand away.  “Uh-oh, looks like the baby is mad.  I know what will make her happy.  Let’s play dress-up.”
 
   Phyllis and a handful of other girls charged forward to seize Veronica and pin her to a chair.  Helena took hold of Molly’s arm to keep her from interfering as the girls went to work on Veronica.  They smeared makeup on her face, put her hair into sloppy curls, stuffed her into one of Prudence’s tent-sized dresses, and forced a pair of Samantha’s big shoes on her feet despite Veronica’s pleas to stop.  When they finished, the girls backed away, giggling and pointing.  Phyllis held up a mirror so Veronica could see herself.  “Isn’t it cute?  The baby wants to pretend like she’s a grownup,” Helena said.  The other girls laughed along with her.
 
   “Leave me alone!” Veronica screamed as the girls pinched her cheeks and tousled her hair.  “I’m not a little kid!”  The makeup applied to her face started to run as she cried.
 
   “I think little Becky needs a nap,” Helena said.
 
   The girls dragged Veronica from the chair, following Helena and Molly out the door.  “Stop this!” Veronica shouted.  
 
   No one stopped the procession on its way to the pantry.  Molly didn’t expect anyone to do so.  This is what David wanted; this is why he insisted they go to the dormitories, knowing Helena would torture Becky now that she didn’t have anyone around to stop her from doing so.  Helena had always been jealous of Becky’s authority and now she had the chance to get even.  “When Samantha finds out about this—”
 
   Helena interrupted Molly’s threat with a laugh.  “Samantha’s gone.  I’m in charge now.”  She opened the door to the cellar and dragged Molly down the steps, followed by Phyllis and a pair of other girls carrying Veronica.
 
   They dumped both girls on the floor and then started back up.  “You’ll pay for this!” Veronica howled.  “All of you will pay if it’s the last thing I do!”  With the makeup smeared on her face and in her oversized clothes, the threat seemed comical.  The cellar door clanged shut, leaving them alone.  Veronica batted Molly’s hands away and then retreated to a corner to curl up in a ball.  “They’ll pay,” she said again.
 
   They spent the rest of the night sleeping in opposite corners of the cellar.  Every time Molly closed her eyes, she saw Becky reaching out to her while she did nothing to help.  If she had only taken Becky’s hand, Becky would still be here and she and little Veronica could have lived in the cottage as one happy family.  Why hadn’t she taken Becky’s hand?
 
   In the morning, the cellar door opened.  Molly pressed herself against an empty shelf, fearing Helena and her friends wanted to continue humiliating Molly and Veronica.  Instead, David stomped down the steps.  “I found out what happened,” he said.  “Helena and the others will be punished.”
 
   “Are you happy now?” Veronica asked from her corner.  “Is this what you do to the people you love?”
 
   “I never loved you,” David said.  “Get cleaned up and change into some decent clothes.”
 
   When they arrived at the dormitory again, Helena stood there with Phyllis and the others, their heads cast down in shame.  “I’m sorry we were mean to you,” she said.  “I hope we can still be friends.”
 
   Veronica said nothing.  “You girls be nice or else,” David said and then left them alone.  
 
   Veronica glared at Helena a moment before taking her bundle of clothes and went downstairs to the sleeping quarters.  “We have your beds all made up,” Phyllis said.  “You two can sleep in that corner there with Annie.  That way when you pee the bed the rest of us won’t be able to smell it.”
 
   Molly found her pallet against the far wall, on top of which sat a stack of cloth diapers.  Veronica didn’t bother to clear hers off before she lay down on the pallet and turned to face the wall, pulling a blanket over her head.  She stayed in that position for the rest of the day.  The other girls, even Helena, didn’t bother her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 42:  New Plans
 
   Prudence sat on the sofa in the living room, knitting in front of the television.  She hadn’t done any knitting or sewing in over a week, but her hands remembered what to do on their own.  She watched her hands work, thinking gratefully, These are my hands.  Not those awful hooves from her nightmare.  
 
   So far she had a square of blue yarn six inches wide.  She didn’t know what the finished product would be.  Spring would be here soon, so it didn’t seem practical to make a hat, scarf, or sweater.  A coaster maybe, or a pillow.  She didn’t care.
 
   She looked around the living room at the dusty shelves and faded wallpaper.  What about Mr. Pryde?  He could use something new to brighten up the room.  A new set of throw pillows for the couch might make it look as though someone still lived here.
 
   The knitting fell from her fingers at this thought.  Mr. Pryde was lying upstairs in a coma; what use did he have for throw pillows?  He might never wake up again and she could only sit here playing with yarn.  She couldn’t help Mr. Pryde or Mrs. Schulman or Samantha.  What good was she to anyone?
 
   Wendell came downstairs to find Prudence staring at a square of blue yarn in her hands.  How long has she been like this? he wondered.  What’s she thinking about?  He didn’t know.  Not even being a girl in his nightmare gave him any insight into the female mind.  She could be thinking about Samantha or she could be reflecting on her nightmare or she could be thinking what a horrible mistake to have kissed him.
 
   “Hello,” he said from the doorway.  “I think I’ve come up with the potion we need.”
 
   “You did?  That’s wonderful,” she said, sounding more worried than excited about this discovery.  
 
   “I’m not sure if it’ll work,” he admitted.  “There isn’t any time to test it.  I can’t be sure what it’ll do, if it’ll do anything at all—”
 
   Prudence crossed the room to silence him with a kiss.  “It’ll work,” she said.  “I trust you.”
 
   From his pocket he took out two vials of an orange liquid.  “There should be enough here to stop them.  The hard part is they have to swallow it.  I doubt they’ll do that on their own.”
 
   “Maybe if we talk to Samantha we can convince her it’s for the best,” Prudence said.  “There has to be some of her old self left in there.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.  We can’t take that chance, though.  We’ll have to find some way to trap them.”
 
   Prudence put an arm around his shoulders.  She steered him towards the couch.  “You look tired.  Why don’t you take a nap to get your strength back?”
 
   Wendell shook his head.  He couldn’t sleep.  Not until they had stopped Samantha and Joseph and put an end to this whole nasty business.  Then he might be able to sleep without worrying he might wake up as a girl or possibly not at all.  He didn’t have the strength to fight Prudence, though, as she sat him down on the sofa.  Sitting down for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt.
 
   She picked up her knitting, the metal needles clicking together as she worked.  “I thought I’d make Mr. Pryde some new pillows.  Doesn’t that seem silly?”
 
   “No, of course not.  I’m sure he’d like new pillows.  He could take one out to his boat—”  Wendell stopped as the pieces came together in his mind.  “I’m such an idiot!”
 
   “What?  What is it?” she asked as he leapt off the couch and raced towards the door.  She followed him out to Mr. Pryde’s truck, where he picked up a corner of fishing net.  She understood at once what he was thinking.  “That’s a great idea,” she said.  She frowned then at a glaring flaw in the plan.  “How are we going to get there to stop them?” she asked.
 
   “I should think that would be obvious,” Wendell said.  He patted the cab of the truck.  “We drive.  Or, to put it more accurately, you drive and I navigate.”
 
   “Me?  I can’t drive.”
 
   “You already did, more or less.”  He took her hands and smiled.  “This time you’ll be able to use your hands to steer.”
 
   “That was a dream, Wendell.  It wasn’t real.  I could get us both killed.”  She shook her head and turned her back on the truck.  “I can’t do it.”
 
   “Prudence, we don’t have time to find someone else to drive us and even then, how could we explain this?  We can’t tell a complete stranger we need a ride to Pinecrest to stop our friend from robbing a bank.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” she said.  She turned back to him with tears in her eyes.  “I don’t want to risk losing you so soon.  I couldn’t live with myself if something happened.”
 
   “We have to do this.  For Samantha and Mr. Pryde and Mrs. Schulman and all the others back in Eternity.  Please, I know you can do it.  I believe in you.”
 
   Prudence looked down at the ground, realizing she’d carried the knitting with her.  Back in the living room she had wished she could do something to help, to feel useful.  This was her chance.  “I’ll do it,” she said.
 
   The interior of Mr. Pryde’s truck looked different from the driver’s seat.  She touched the shifting knob, the steering wheel, and the pedals to familiarize herself with the controls.  It’s just like in the dream, she thought.  Except I’m not a pig and I don’t have Wendell hitting the pedals for me. 
 
   Wendell took the seat next to her, unfolding a map in his lap.  From Prudence’s gasping and the sweat dripping down her face, he knew she hadn’t gotten over her fear of driving yet.  “You’ll be fine,” he said.  He reached across to take her hand and give it a squeeze.
 
   “Here we go,” she whispered.  She put the truck in reverse, backing down the driveway at a crawl.  At the end of the driveway, she reached for a pedal, but hit the accelerator instead of the brake.  The truck lurched backwards, the tail end smashing into a tree and the back wheels hanging over the edge of a ditch.  “Oh no,” Prudence said.
 
   She leaned over the steering wheel, unsure of what to do now.  Wendell put a hand on her back, trying to comfort her.  He shouldn’t have forced her to do this.  He should have found a way to make it so he could reach the pedals by himself.  A real man could see over the wheel and touch the pedals without a booster seat.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “This is my fault.  We’ll find some other way.”
 
   Prudence looked up from the steering wheel.  The sadness and self-loathing in his voice stirred something within her.  “No,” she said.  “I can do this.”
 
   She shifted the truck into drive and then tapped the accelerator.  The back tires tore at the edge of the ditch until finding purchase.  Mr. Pryde’s truck lurched forward onto the road.  Prudence steered it down the hill towards Mrs. Schulman’s house, keeping one foot poised over the brake and the other near the accelerator.  The truck glided down the hill, mostly from the power of gravity, until it reached the bottom.  Prudence looked in the rearview mirror to see Mr. Pryde’s house above them.  “I did it,” she said.
 
   “I knew you could,” Wendell said.  He pecked her on the cheek before she hit the accelerator to send them on their way.  She navigated the highway with relative ease, gradually going faster at the prodding of impatient vehicles behind them.  Thinking back to her ride with Mrs. Schulman, Prudence flashed her middle finger to each car that passed them.  
 
   They coasted through Seabrooke, along the main street that was alive with people on the sidewalks like any other day.  No one seemed to pay them any heed, not even the police officer they passed by a café.  Prudence tensed at the sight of the policeman, but kept both hands on the steering wheel and looked straight ahead.  Even after they passed by, she expected him to appear in the rearview mirror to arrest her.  She didn’t relax until turning on the road leading inland towards Pinecrest.
 
   We made it this far, she thought.  Now if only they could find Samantha and Joseph and stop them before it was too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43:  Breaking and Entering
 
   Samantha squatted before the bathroom door, holding the mangled coat hanger steady in her hand.  She inserted the flattened spoke of metal into the lock and worked it around, waiting for the click that would open the door.  Nothing happened.  She tried again with a similar result.
 
   She glanced over at the bed, where Joseph still slept.  She imagined the look on his face when he awoke to discover she could get them into the bank without any complicated drilling or breaking a window.  She would show him the popped lock and then he would embrace her and tell her how much he loved her again.  
 
   She inserted the deformed hanger into the lock and tried again.  The stupid lock still wouldn’t open.  She threw down the hanger in disgust.  She knew she could do this; she knew once upon a time she had done this.  Where and when she couldn’t be sure, but she remembered the nerve-wracking anticipation in waiting for the lock to give, the vulnerable exposed feeling that someone would come by any second to stop her.  Then came the giddy thrill of victory when the lock popped open and the door swung aside, defeated.  
 
   What am I doing wrong? she wondered.  She held up her sleek, delicate fingers.  These were not the long, knobby fingers that had opened those locks.  Never before had she considered that in taking Joseph’s potion to become beautiful she might have lost something important.  
 
   “Fingers are fingers,” she said.  It didn’t matter if her hands were pretty or ugly, they could still open the lock.  She needed only to concentrate harder, to see the door opening in her mind.  I can do this, she told herself.
 
   She took the hanger in her delicate fingers and then closed the eyes.  She felt rather than saw the hanger as she guided it into the lock.  The inner workings of the lock revealed themselves to her, whispering their secrets.
 
   Then she heard the familiar click.  The door creaked open at her touch.  She opened her eyes to make certain.  I did it! she thought.  She ran towards the bed, leaping onto Joseph.  He groaned, but she smothered any other sounds with her kiss.  “Guess what?” she said when she pulled away from him.  “I did it.  I did it all by myself without any help at all.”
 
   “That’s great, baby,” he said.  He sat up and looked around the room.  “Did what?”
 
   “I picked the bathroom door lock.”
 
   “You did?  Why?”
 
   “Because, silly, I wanted to practice for tonight.”  She took Joseph’s hand and squeezed it.  “I can get us into the bank.  I know I can now.”
 
   “Not to rain on your parade, baby, but it might be a little more complicated than opening the bathroom door.”
 
   “Joe, please, I want to do this.  For us.  I know I can.”
 
   He considered this a moment and then said, “All right.  We’ll give it a shot.”
 
   “I won’t let you down.  I promise,” she said.
 
   “I’m sure you won’t.”  He pulled her down to him, throwing the blankets over both of them.
 
   As a last meal before the operation they stopped at the McDonald’s on the corner.  Samantha would have liked to eat inside for a relatively normal dinner, but Joseph refused.  He wanted to leave as little trace of their presence as possible.  “If the police ask around, someone might remember us,” he said.
 
   “So what?  By then we’ll be long gone, right?”
 
   “We’re not going in and that’s final,” Joseph said.  Samantha fingered her left eye again as she nodded, knowing better than to question Joseph on a subject he considered final.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  Instead of eating indoors, they took the bag of food to a driveway by an abandoned barn off the main road.  Samantha tried to eat her hamburger, but found her stomach growing too restless to keep anything down.  She contented herself with sipping her Diet Coke while Joseph wolfed down his Big Mac and French fries, his appetite not affected at all by their planned heist.  She offered his food to him, which he accepted without thanks.
 
   “You don’t need to worry,” he said.  “We’ve got everything figured out.  Every angle covered.  It’s all going to work out.”
 
   She nodded, but this did nothing to quell the riot in her stomach.  Even her success in picking the lock couldn’t dispel all her worries about this operation.  So many things could go wrong.  What if she couldn’t pick the lock?  What if the explosives didn’t blow open the vault?  What if there was no money?  What if the police showed up? she wondered.
 
   After dark, Joseph backed up and started towards Pinecrest.  The gas station and McDonald’s were still open, but devoid of any traffic.  The rest of the town—including Pinecrest State Bank—had closed for the night.  No one walked the streets.  No police cars kept watch.
 
   “This is it,” Joseph said.  He kissed her a final time before pulling a black ski mask over his face.  She bound up her hair and then covered her face with a black nylon to match the black overcoat she wore.  They opened the car doors at the same time, she keeping a lookout as he retrieved the supplies from the trunk.
 
   Once he had everything they needed, including the nitroglycerine, she approached the door to get them inside.  First she found the wire for the alarm on the front door and used a pair of wire cutters to clip it neatly in half.  Then she took the same hanger from the motel to begin work on the door.
 
   Joseph crouched behind an empty box for flowers nearby, ready to give her warning should anyone happen by.  Sweat beaded up underneath the nylon, dribbling into Samantha’s eyes as she worked.  On her first attempt, the hanger trembled in her hands until it fell to the ground.  It’s no different than the motel, she thought.  She closed her eyes and thought of Joseph.  She had to do this for him, so they could be together.  Her hands steadied and began to work the piece of metal in the lock.
 
   The lock clicked.  Samantha opened her eyes and eased the door open.  “Joseph, we’re in!” she hissed.
 
   He scuttled over, slapping her on the back.  “I knew you could do it.”  As he pulled up his mask enough to kiss her stocking-clad face, the net dropped over them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 44:  The Snare
 
   They reached Pinecrest in the late afternoon.  Prudence drove past the bank to make sure Samantha and Joseph hadn’t already attempted to rob it.  A part of Prudence kept hoping they would find Samantha—the old Samantha—standing on the sidewalk, waving to them.  She would apologize for everything and they would tearfully make up before going back to Eternity.  “They wouldn’t rob the place in broad daylight,” Wendell said.  “They’ll wait until it gets dark and everyone’s gone home.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Let’s go back to the bank.  I think I have an idea.”  She parked the truck at the restaurant on the corner, not daring to try parallel parking on the street like the other cars.  The scent of fried meat tickled Prudence’s nose as she got out of the truck, her stomach rumbling to remind her she hadn’t eaten in almost a day.  No, she couldn’t let her gut interfere; they had better things to do at the moment.
 
   Wendell stood in front of the bank, his face twitching as though solving a complicated equation.  Prudence couldn’t help staring at him with admiration.  If only she could be so smart, but she only knew how to make clothes.  “I think I’ve got it,” he said.  He took her arm, leading her around the side of the building to the back.  He stared up at the roof and then nodded.
 
   She listened as he explained his plan for trapping Samantha and Joseph.  If they show up, Prudence reminded herself.  For all they knew, Samantha and Joseph could be hundreds of miles away in the wilderness of this strange country.  She didn’t say as much to Wendell, knowing he would only try to reassure her that Samantha and Joseph would be here.
 
   They went back to the restaurant to move the truck.  “We have to stay hidden,” Wendell said.  “If they see us before we’re ready, they’ll run.”
 
   Prudence didn’t know where they could hide until it was time.  She kept following the road, deeper into the forest until trees blocked out the sun on either side.  Wendell said nothing.  She wondered if he were doing more calculations.  Perhaps calculating the astronomical odds of their plan succeeding.
 
   The road started to wind upwards into the hills.  Prudence gripped the steering wheel tighter along the curves, willing the truck not to crash over the guardrails.  The road continued winding along until Prudence could see the hills, forests, and even the sea below.  She imagined Seabrooke far to the east and beyond that, the island of Eternity.
 
   Her eyes started to mist up until she had to pull the truck off to the side of the road.  “Don’t cry, Prudence.  Everything will be fine.  We’ll find Samantha—”
 
   “It’s not that,” Prudence said.  “I was thinking about home.  I miss Eternity.  My shop and Rebecca and Molly and even Helena.  It’s so far away now.  What if we can’t ever get back?”
 
   “We’ll make it,” Wendell said.  “You’ll be back to your shop and we can go see Molly and Becky at the cabin.”
 
   This brought another thought to Prudence’s mind.  “If we get back, what about you and I?”  She could already hear Helena and Phyllis making fun of Fat Prudence and Little Wendell sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what they think,” Wendell said. 
 
   “I know, but I don’t want them to come between us.”
 
   “They won’t.” Wendell patted her on the shoulder.  “Come on, let’s go back.  It’s almost time.”
 
   She wiped her eyes and took one last look towards the east, hoping to catch sight of Eternity.  She saw only darkness on the horizon.  She might find it someday, but even if she did, it wouldn’t be the same.  She wouldn’t be the same.
 
   They hid Mr. Pryde’s truck behind the bank, next to a giant metal bin filled with trash.  To get onto the roof, Prudence and Wendell removed the lobster traps and tackle boxes from the truck, piling them up behind the bank to form a wobbly set of stairs.  Wendell went first, scrambling up the traps and boxes to the top of the roof.  Prudence tossed one of the fishing nets up to him and then attempted to scale the stairs.  She moved quickly, not lingering long enough for any of the objects to give under her weight.  Wendell took her hand before she reached the top, grunting as he helped pull her up.
 
   Prudence crawled along with Wendell to the front of the bank, where they waited with the net spread between them.  Neither of them said anything as they waited, afraid someone would hear them.  She’s not coming, Prudence kept thinking.  She’s gone somewhere else.  We’ll never find her.  
 
   Hours went by without anyone appearing.  Then a car came around the corner to park alongside of the building.  Prudence scrambled to the edge, peeking over to see a girl who looked like an older version of Helena she took for Samantha and a man dressed all in black she assumed was Joseph.  “They’re here,” Prudence whispered.  Wendell motioned for her to be quiet.  
 
   Samantha and Joseph went around to the front of the building.  He hung back near a box of snow while she went up to the front door.  Prudence took hold of the net, ready to drop it on Samantha, but Wendell stopped her.  “We have to wait until they’re together,” Wendell whispered into her ear.  She nodded.  
 
   Prudence’s hand tightened on the netting as she watched Samantha pick the lock on the front door.  The sight of this cheered Prudence.  At least some part of the old Samantha remained intact, even if it that part was being used for evil.  
 
   Samantha opened the door and Wendell signaled for Prudence to get ready.  At last Joseph trotted up to Samantha so they could enter the bank.  The net fell onto them before they got in the doorway.  “We got them!” Wendell said.
 
   Prudence tried to follow him down the makeshift stairs, but he rushed ahead of her and disappeared around the corner before she made it down the first step.  “Wendell, come back!” 
 
   She stepped onto a lobster trap that this time snapped beneath her weight.  She threw out her arms as she fell to grab onto something, her fingers catching the handle of a tackle box.  She hung in the air a moment before the box tipped over, dumping her the rest of the way to the ground, landing on her stomach.  
 
   A sharp pain stabbed her in the ribs with every step she took as she made her way around the bank.  Before she got there, she knew something had gone wrong.  She heard Wendell cry out followed by a thump, like a body hitting the ground.
 
   “Wendell?” she said as she rounded the corner.  She saw him laying on the sidewalk, unconscious, a gash on his forehead.  Samantha stood over him with a pair of blunt-headed scissors, slashed remains of netting lying at her feet.  Joseph remained snared in the net, struggling like a wild animal to get free.
 
   “He can’t hear you now,” Samantha said.  She held up the scissors.  “Time to die, piggy.”  Prudence ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 45:  Reawakening
 
   Samantha turned to Joseph and said, “Wait here.  I’ll deal with her.”  She took off in pursuit of the fat girl, who had started running towards the gas station and McDonald’s, if her high-speed waddling could be considered running.  Despite the fat girl’s head start, Samantha caught her less than a minute later, yanking her back by the hair.  The fat girl cried out as she toppled to the ground, leaving a tress of red hair in Samantha’s hand.  Samantha tossed the hair aside and then held up the pair of wire cutters she’s used on the little boy.
 
   The fat girl, tears in her eyes, held up both her hands in a feeble attempt to defend herself.  “Samantha, please, don’t do this,” the fat girl whined.
 
   “You asked for it, both of you, trying to interfere with our plans.”  She brought the wire cutters down on the fat girl’s left arm, the one she had nearly broken earlier.  Samantha stifled the fat girl’s scream by clamping a hand over her mouth.  “You aren’t going to take Joe away from me.  You aren’t going to take our life away.  You or your dorky little brother.  This time I’ll make sure you two stay asleep.”
 
   The fat girl bit her fingers.  When Samantha jerked her hand back, the fat girl rolled up to her feet.  “His name is Wendell and he’s not my brother,” she said.  She tucked her useless left arm against her chest, holding out the other to ward off Samantha.  “He loves you and you don’t care.  You almost killed him.”
 
   “The little jerk deserves whatever he got.  He should have left Joe and I alone.”  Samantha kicked the fat girl in her ample stomach, but something was wrong.  The pig should have gone down in a heap, rolling around in agony.  Instead, she merely grunted and stumbled back a step.  
 
   “Samantha, please, you have to stop this.  He’s done something to you, like what he did to us.  You have to fight against it.”  Samantha kicked the fat girl again, this time a roundhouse kick to the face.  The fat girl shook it off.  “This isn’t you, Samantha.”
 
   “How would you know who I am?  How do you know anything about me?”  This time, determined to knock the fat girl over, she tackled her, the two of them falling in a heap.  Samantha recovered first, straddling the fat girl and then punching her in her lying mouth.  “You don’t know anything!”
 
   “You’re my best friend,” she said.  “We were like sisters back on Eternity.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “Shut up!”  Samantha slapped the fat girl across the face.  “I’m not your friend or your sister.  You’re a fat, disgusting slob.  That’s all you are.”
 
   “Samantha, please.  Somewhere inside I know you remember me and Wendell and Rebecca and little Molly and everyone else on Eternity.  We love you.  Come home with us.  Please.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you.  Joseph and I are going to start a new life.  We’re going to be free.”  Samantha raised her hand to strike again, but something held her back.  The fat girl’s face looked so miserable, tears running down her cheeks to wash away the blood.  “You wouldn’t understand what we feel.”
 
   To Samantha’s surprise, the fat girl laughed.  “I didn’t used to know what love felt like, but now I do.  I know it means caring about someone so much you’d do anything for him.  Do you think Joseph loves you?  Really loves you?”
 
   This time Samantha punched the fat girl in the left eye, where Joseph had struck Samantha.  Where Joseph had hit her.  She reached up to touch her eye.  “He loves me,” she said more to herself than the fat girl.  “I know Joe loves me.”
 
   “What’s he done for you, other than make you rob a bank?” 
 
   “He made me beautiful,” Samantha said.
 
   “On the outside maybe, but he’s made you ugly on the inside.  Don’t you understand that?  He gave you a new body, but he took away what made you special.”
 
   “You’re lying.  He gave me everything.  A new life.”  She found the pair of wire cutters lying on the ground and picked them up.  Her eyes clouded up with tears, her mind swirled with confusion.  Joseph loved her.  He made her pretty.  The memory of that night came back to her.  He took the bottle of perfume and squirted her in the face.  He squirted her.  He hit her.  He forced her to rob this bank.
 
   “Samantha, you were never ugly to the people who really care about you.  We love you no matter what,” the fat girl said.  Prudence.  Her name was Prudence.  She and Samantha had known each other since they were little girls.  The wire cutters trembled in Samantha’s hand and then clattered to the pavement.
 
   “Oh God, what have I done?” Samantha said.  She collapsed, sobbing, onto Prudence.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’ll be all right,” Prudence said.  “We can fix everything.  Wendell’s made a potion that should turn you and Joseph back to normal.  We just have to make him swallow it.”
 
   “How?” Samantha asked.
 
   “I should have known you’d fuck this up,” Joseph said from behind her.  Samantha rolled off Prudence and got to her feet.  She saw the same trembling rage in Joseph as the night he’d punched her.  “I never could count on you for anything.”
 
   “Joseph, please, we have to stop this before anyone else gets hurt,” Samantha said.  “We can go back home.  I’m sure your father will understand—”
 
   “I’m not going back to that shithole.  I have a destiny ahead of me.  I’ll be the most famous scientist in the world.”  He sneered at her.  “There’ll be plenty of bimbos lining up to take your place.”
 
   “Joe, I love you.  Doesn’t that mean anything?”
 
   “I don’t need you or your love.  I don’t need anyone!  Not you, not my father, not my mother—no one!”  He lunged forward, catching Samantha off-guard.  His punch to the side of her head sent her sprawling on the pavement, the world spinning around her.  She tried to get up, but couldn’t move.
 
   Joseph stomped towards her like a rogue elephant trying to crush her.  Prudence blindsided him, knocking him down.  He seized her by the shirt, hurling her away as though she weighed nothing.  He faced Samantha, his face turning scarlet and throbbing muscles breaking through his sleeves.  
 
   Samantha got to her feet and ran back towards the bank.  Prudence had mentioned Wendell had a potion that could change Joseph back.  Her only hope lay in giving this to him before he finished off she and Prudence.
 
   She came within sight of Wendell before Joseph yanked her back by the hair as she’d done to Prudence.  She somersaulted around, kicking him in the head.  This only made him laugh.  “You can’t hurt me, baby,” he said.  “You’re a fucking Barbie doll for Christ’s sake.”  He swatted her aside, knocking her back into a lamppost.  
 
   Samantha sagged to the ground, her vision turning dark.  She willed herself to get up, but her muscles refused to heed the command.  What did it matter?  He was right:  she couldn’t hurt him.  Before she might have been able to do something, but not with this dainty body.  
 
   “It’s too bad,” he said.  “You were a nice piece of ass.”  As he reared back to shatter her head with his fist like a ripe melon, she saw a flash of red from the corner of her eye.  Wendell flew through the air, landing on Joseph’s shoulders.  He managed to hang on even as Joseph bucked and spun like an enraged bull.
 
   “Get the net!” Wendell shouted.  “Get the net!”
 
   Samantha heard this command from a great distance, the words slurring together to become almost indecipherable.  Then she found herself on her feet, running towards the bank with Prudence leaning against her.  “Come on,” Prudence said.  “We can do it.  Together.”
 
   Samantha nodded her head, not quite understanding.  She followed along as Prudence tucked a corner of netting into her hands.  “Stay with me,” Prudence said as though to a small child.  “I need you to stretch this out as far as you can.  Understand?  That’s a good girl.”
 
   They ran back towards Joseph with Prudence holding the net on one side and Samantha on the other.  Wendell still clung to Joseph’s neck, but even in her dazed state Samantha knew he couldn’t hold out much longer.  “Keep it low!” Prudence called.
 
   Joseph turned to face them the instant before they reached him.  The net sunk into his thighs, Samantha’s corner threatening to shoot from her hand.  “This way!” Prudence shouted.  They ran towards each other behind Joseph, the net encircling him.  Joseph thrashed around, hurling curses at them as he tried to throw Wendell off.  The net became entangled in his legs until he started to wobble and then toppled like an ancient oak tree.
 
   Wendell leapt off his shoulders at the last moment, landing awkwardly on the pavement a few feet away.  As Joseph screamed and fought to untangle himself, Wendell took out a vial of orange liquid.  Samantha and Prudence threw themselves on either side of Joseph to pin his arms as Wendell poured the potion down Joseph’s throat.  He continued screaming a moment and then went silent.  His eyelids drooped until finally closing and his body went still.  “Is he dead?” Samantha asked.
 
   “No, he’s still breathing,” Wendell said.  He held out another vial to her.  “This is for you.”  Samantha took the vial and a moment later fell asleep alongside Joseph on the street.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 46:  Emerging Friendships
 
   Samantha first noticed the dryness of her throat.  She tried to say something, but could only make a gurgling sound.  Water dribbled into her parched throat until she could at last say, “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” growled a familiar voice.  Samantha opened her eyes to find herself in her bedroom at Mr. Pryde’s house with Mr. Pryde standing at her bedside.  “About time you woke up.  How’re you feeling?”
 
   Her head felt as though someone had filled it with cotton while the rest of her felt limp as boiled pasta.  With Mr. Pryde’s help, she managed to sit up in bed.  “I’m feeling better, I guess,” she said.  “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll survive,” he said.  “I’ll let your cousins know.”
 
   Mr. Pryde got up, leaving Samantha alone in the bedroom.  She pulled her arms out from underneath the covers to see the familiar bronze tone of her skin.  She wiggled her long, knobby fingers before she reached up to feel the acne, short hair, and big ears that had driven her to using Joseph’s potion.
 
   She didn’t have long to consider this change before Prudence and Wendell came in, the former with her left arm in a sling and the latter with a scar on his forehead, reminders of the damage she’d done to them.  “Mr. Pryde said you were awake,” Prudence said.  “We weren’t sure if you ever would wake up.”
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Two weeks,” Wendell said.  “I’m sorry about that.  I didn’t have time to test the formula before I gave it to you.”
 
   “It’s all right.  At least now I’m caught up on my sleep.”
 
   They all shared an uneasy laugh about this.  “How much do you remember?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Everything,” Samantha said.  She couldn’t stop herself from crying at this realization.  Prudence leaned down to put her good arm around Samantha’s shoulders.  “You must hate me now.  All those awful things I said.  And what I did to you.  Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “Of course we can.  You weren’t yourself.  We know that.”
 
   She thought about what Mrs. Milton had said.  “No, I was myself.  For the first time, I was myself.”
 
   “How can you say that after all you’ve done for us?” Wendell said.  “If it wasn’t for you we would never have gotten rid of Reverend Crane.”
 
   “You’ve been my best friend.  My sister,” Prudence added.  “You’ve cared for everyone in Eternity.”
 
   “It was our turn to return the favor.”  They shared an uneasy laugh before Wendell and Prudence got up at the same time.  “We’ll let you rest.”
 
   “Now that you’re awake, we’d better start loading up the supplies to take back,” Prudence said.
 
   The supplies.  Samantha had almost forgotten about the children on Eternity waiting for them.  “You got everything on your own?” she asked.
 
   “Mr. Pryde and Mrs. Schulman helped,” Prudence said.
 
   “We didn’t tell them about the island,” Wendell added.  “They think we’re taking everything somewhere up the coast.”
 
   Samantha couldn’t believe it.  In less than a month Prudence and Wendell had gone from knowing almost nothing about the world outside Eternity to being able to manage the entire resupply operation by themselves.  Now that she looked closer, Prudence looked as though she’d lost at least ten pounds.  Tears came to Samantha’s eyes as she felt like a mother whose children leave home to go out on their own.  Proud and yet with a sense of dismay that she would no longer be needed to kiss their boo-boos and tuck them in at night.  “Are you going to be all right?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I’ll see you two later.”  They walked out together and before the door closed, she saw Wendell take Prudence’s hand.  What had happened to them in her absence?  She would have to ask Prudence later.
 
   She lay back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling.  With everything that had gone on since arriving in Seabrooke she didn’t know if she could go back to Eternity with Prudence and Wendell.  She couldn’t bear to hurt them again as she had under Joseph’s spell.  She’d been a fugitive before coming to Eternity; perhaps it was time to go back to that life.  Better the beast within escaped around strangers than people she loved.
 
   She heard a shy tap on her door.  “Samantha?  Can I come in?” Joseph asked through the door.  His voice sounded higher and a little more nasal than she remembered.
 
   “Of course,” Samantha said.  Two weeks of sleep had changed Joseph back into the boy she’d met that first night in his bedroom.  He wore a set of blue pajamas and his hair stuck up from all angles, meaning he must not have woke up long before her.  He pushed up his glasses and cleared his throat but didn’t say anything.  He paced around back and forth until she asked him to sit down, feeling dizzy from watching him.
 
   “Sorry.”  He cleared his throat again and then said, “I wanted to apologize for what happened with us.  I know I said some terrible things and did some terrible things.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she said.  “It was the potion.”
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.  I hurt you.  On purpose.  The worst part is I enjoyed doing it.  I wanted to hurt you.  At the end I wanted to kill you.”  He took off his glasses and pressed both hands to his face.  “I can still see it when I close my eyes.  I see myself doing these things and I want to stop, but I can’t.  It’s like there’s something else inside me.  Something dark.”
 
   “A beast,” Samantha said.  “A beast you’ve kept in a cage and all the sudden it’s on the loose.”
 
   He took his hands away from his face and nodded.  “Exactly.  I don’t understand where it came from.  Maybe it’s been there under the surface since Mom died.”
 
   “Me too,” she said.
 
   Neither of them said anything for a moment.  Joseph finally put on his glasses and stood up.  “Dad and I were talking and we think it’d be best if I stay over at Mrs. Schulman’s until you and your friends leave.”
 
   He started for the door; he had started to pull it open when she said, “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “That’s nice of you to say, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable—more than I already have.”
 
   “I want you to stay.”  Samantha kneaded the blanket in her hands as she worked up the courage to say what she wanted to say.  “I know we got off to a bad start, but I think—”  Her voice had begun to tremble to the point that Joseph handed the cup of water back to her.  She drank the entire glass before continuing, “I think I’d like another chance.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “If you want.  If you don’t—”
 
   “I want another chance.  Of course I do.  Unless you’re not sure.  I don’t want to push you into anything.”
 
   “I’m sure.  Really, I am,” she said, trying to sound confident, but a quiver still came through.
 
   “OK. I guess I should let Dad know then.  I’ll see you later.”  He stood there in the doorway for a moment, his face turning red.  He took a step towards her, stopped, and then waved on his way out.  Samantha waited until he left to smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 47:  Letting Go
 
   Samantha realized two minutes after the fishing boat left the harbor she’d made a terrible mistake.  On the Primrose, concerned with manning the oars and finding the mainland, she had resisted seasickness.  On Mr. Pryde’s fishing boat, with nothing to do but feel the craft toss from side to side, her stomach began to churn.  
 
   She should have stayed on the dock to keep Prudence company until they returned with the Primrose.  She sat on a toolbox at the rear of the boat, pressing a hand to her face to ward off the stench of dead fish mixed with diesel fuel threatening to suffocate her.  As she suffered, Wendell stood with Mr. Pryde in the wheelhouse, pestering Mr. Pryde with questions about how the boat worked.  Joseph worked at unknotting several lengths of rope they might need to haul the Primrose off the beach.  He glanced over at her from time to time without saying anything.
 
   She put down her hand and tried to smile at him, but a moment later grimaced from the rocking of the boat.  “Do you want to go back?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.  “I just need to get my sea legs.”
 
   “It takes a little getting used to,” Joseph said.  “I threw up the first time Mom let me go with Dad on the boat.”  Samantha’s stomach tightened at this.  Joseph’s face turned red.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said that.  It helps if you close your eyes and take some deep breaths.  Pretend you’re in a bathtub at home.”
 
   Samantha closed her eyes and tried to imagine a peaceful bathtub.  Instead, she thought of the stream her first morning in Eternity.  The current took hold of her and sent her careening away until Prudence managed to snatch a handful of Samantha’s hair and haul her up to the surface.  She shivered at this memory.  She opened her eyes and leaned over the side to throw up.
 
   Joseph came over, brushing hair away from her face.  “It’s all right,” he said.  “Try to relax.  Don’t think about—”
 
   Samantha whirled around, shoving Joseph away.  He collapsed onto a pile of netting.  “Quit telling me what to do!” she said.  “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Joseph said.  His face turned redder.  He scuttled away to the bow for the rest of the trip to the beach.  Samantha sat back down on the toolbox, her nausea replaced by anger.  This Joseph wasn’t much better than the one who’d hit her and nearly killed her, Prudence, and Wendell.  He still thought he could control her.  She’d agreed to give him a second chance, but now she knew it was a mistake. 
 
   As the fishing boat neared the beach, Mr. Pryde came out of the wheelhouse.  “We’ll be there in a minute.  Wendell and I will take your boat.  You and Joseph can follow us if there’s any trouble,” he said.
 
   “I’d rather go with you guys,” Samantha said.
 
   Mr. Pryde shook his head.  “I don’t want to leave Joey alone right now.  He’s not a hundred percent yet.  Neither are you from the looks of it.”
 
   “I’m fine.  Leave Wendell here.  I’m sure he’d be a lot happier on this boat,” she said.
 
   “I ain’t asking you,” Mr. Pryde said.  “I’m telling you the way it’s going to be.”
 
   Now Samantha could see from where Joseph got his bossiness.  “If that’s what you want.  I’ll stay here with Joe.”  Mr. Pryde nodded and lit a cigarette before going back into the wheelhouse.  Samantha folded her arms across her chest, determined not to move from this spot.  She didn’t want to get anywhere near Joseph.
 
   Wendell and Mr. Pryde jumped down from the fishing boat, splashing over to the beach where the Primrose waited.  Samantha got up from her perch to toss them a line.  Joseph materialized next to her, throwing another rope to his father.  “I’m sorry about earlier,” Joseph said.  “I was trying to help.  I don’t suppose you would need my help.”
 
   His lip trembled as if he would cry.  This was not the same Joseph who’d hit her.  This was a caring, sensitive boy who’d tried to help her and she’d hurt him for his kindness.  “I’m the one who should be sorry,” she said.  “You were being nice.”
 
   They fastened the lines to the fishing boat and then waited for Wendell and Mr. Pryde to signal they were ready.  Samantha slipped her hand over to touch Joseph’s.  His skin felt much softer now, his hands narrow and delicate like a girl’s.  This was not the vicious brute who would have killed her in Pinecrest.  “You are nice,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.  His smooth cheek turned warm at her touch.
 
   “You are too,” he said, his voice cracking.  He cleared his throat before asking, “Do you want to try driving the boat?  It’s not too different than a car.  You don’t have to.  I just thought maybe—”
 
   She put a finger to his lips.  “I’d love to,” she said.  She followed him into the wheelhouse, where he showed her the controls.  At first she pulled the throttle too hard; Joseph put his hand on hers to show her the proper way.  
 
   “You want to be gentle.  This is a really old boat.  Take it nice and slow,” he said.
 
   “I can do nice and slow.”  She turned her head to meet his lips with hers.  She kept a hand on the throttle and he a hand on the steering wheel as the boat plowed forward through the waves with the Primrose in tow.
 
   ***
 
   After Mr. Pryde severed the lines, he and Wendell took up the oars to get the Primrose underway.  Wendell squinted to make out Samantha and Joseph, but he couldn’t see anything.  When he strained his ears, he thought he could hear laughter over the oars and fishing boat’s diesel engine.
 
   “This is a mighty fine boat,” Mr. Pryde said.  “I knew the Amish made furniture and barns.  I didn’t know they made boats.”
 
   “It’s not that hard,” Wendell said.  He considered telling Mr. Pryde about how he’d drawn the Primrose’s design in less than two hours, but thought better of it.  Mr. Pryde would never believe an eleven-year-old had designed a boat like this.
 
   “You don’t need to worry about them,” Mr. Pryde said, looking over his shoulder at the fishing boat.  “Joey’s been driving that tub since he was in diapers.”
 
   Wendell nodded.  He wasn’t worried about Joseph’s sailing abilities.  He thought of Joseph on the boat alone with Samantha, the two of them laughing and talking like old friends.  After everything that had happened, how could she still care about him?  He’d nearly killed her!
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Mr. Pryde said.  He put down the oars, reaching up to unfurl the patchwork sail Prudence and Rebecca had made.  The thought of Prudence made Wendell’s stomach tighten with guilt.
 
   “Mr. Pryde, have you ever cared about two girls and even though you know one is really great and the other doesn’t care about you at all, you can’t stop thinking about her?” Wendell said, following the grain of the wood on the deck to keep from meeting Mr. Pryde’s eyes.
 
   “You got to let her go,” Mr. Pryde said.  He flicked his cigarette into the water and then lit another one.  “You got to move on.  There’s a nice gal waiting for you on the dock.  I wouldn’t let her go to chase after one who ain’t ever going to take notice of you.”
 
   “Prudence is great,” Wendell said before he could stop himself.  “But I can’t just forget about Samantha.  I love her.”
 
   “Sometimes we got to let go of the ones we love.  Took me nine years to figure that out.”  Mr. Pryde spat out the cigarette, snuffing it out with unnecessary force.  “We’re almost there.  Get ready with those oars.”
 
   From this, Wendell knew the conversation was over.  He had to admit Mr. Pryde was right.  Samantha would never see him the same way he saw her.  She would never love him.  He thought of kissing childish little Samantha in his nightmare.  That was as close as he could ever get to her.
 
   As they reached the dock, he saw Prudence waving to them with her good hand.  He waved back.  He leapt from the Primrose onto the dock, racing up to her.  She wrapped her arm around him, pressing him close.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.  Not anymore,” he said.  As Mr. Pryde said, it was time to let go of Samantha and focus on the girl who loved him and whom he loved.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 48:  A Choice
 
   They decided to share one last dinner at Mr. Pryde’s house.  He asked a friend of his to keep an eye on the Primrose at the dock and then drove the children home to dine on a round piece of bread topped with cheese and circles of red meat that reminded Samantha of her pimples.  A pizza, she recalled.  “Sorry I can’t make anything fancier,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   “It’s all right,” Prudence said.  She nibbled at her wedge of pizza instead of devouring it as she would have weeks ago.  A change attributable to the hideous nightmare caused by Joseph’s potion, but also something else.  A glow came off Prudence now, especially in close proximity to Wendell, as she was now at the table.  They’re in love, Samantha thought.
 
   She knew the feeling all too well from her time with Joseph.  Samantha only hoped Prudence and Wendell’s love turned out better than hers.  She looked over to the foot of the table, where Joseph sat, a slice of pizza hanging limp in his hands.  Behind his glasses, he looked ready to cry.
 
   “You know, things are usually pretty normal around these parts,” Mr. Pryde said.  “Maybe you could come back this summer to see for yourselves.  Joseph and I can put you up again.”
 
   Joseph perked up at this, his eyes meeting Samantha’s for a moment before he looked away.  “That’s nice of you to offer, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to come back then,” Samantha said.  “There’s a lot of work that needs to be done at home.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.  But anytime you want to come back you’re more than welcome,” Mr. Pryde said.
 
   Joseph stood up from the table.  “I have to go check on something upstairs,” he said.  From the way he hurried out of the dining room and up the stairs, Samantha could tell he was trying not to break down in front of them.
 
   She pushed away from the table.  “I think I left something back in my room,” she said.  The concern on Prudence and Wendell’s faces made it clear they didn’t believe her.  
 
   She knocked on his bedroom door and heard his muffled voice say, “Go away.”
 
   “Joe, it’s me.  I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye to you.”  She waited a moment and then the door opened, Joseph’s eyes still puffy and red as he answered the door.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I wish I could stay—”
 
   “So stay.  What’s keeping you there?  Raising barns and milking cows?”
 
   “It’s complicated,” Samantha said.  “Can I come in?”  He stepped aside, motioning for her to sit on the bed.  He sat down next to her, staring down at the carpet without his glasses.  “Things have changed a lot in the last month.  There’s so much I don’t understand about myself, about who I am.  What I do know is I haven’t been a good person.  I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “I don’t want to lose you.  You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 
   “Joe, please, I need some time.  I need to think things over and decide.  This is something I have to do on my own.”
 
   “Why?  Whatever you need to think about, I want to be there to help you.  I care about you, Samantha.”
 
   She bit down on her lip to keep from bursting into tears.  She wanted to stay here with Joseph, wanted to see where life would take them, but she couldn’t.  She couldn’t risk doing to him what he had done to her under the potion’s spell.  “I’m sorry, Joe.  I can’t.”
 
   “Will I see you again?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Joseph went to his desk and picked up a package wrapped in red paper.  He dropped the package beside her on the bed.  “I bought this for you the other day.”
 
   “Joseph, I couldn’t accept this—”
 
   “I want you to have it.  Please.”  She tore the paper off the box to find a tiny black telephone inside.  “It’s a cell phone.  I didn’t think they had phones in Amish country.  See, I wrote my number down in there so you can call me whenever you want.  There’s even a battery charger.  I did a few modifications so it’ll run on solar power.  All you have to do is leave the charger in the sun when the battery runs down.  If you ever want to talk, that is.”
 
   Samantha couldn’t hold back the tears now.  “Oh, Joseph, thank you so much.  I love it.”  Their friendly embrace soon turned to a passionate kiss.  She wanted to stay there with him forever, but she couldn’t.  She couldn’t risk hurting him.
 
   She eased away from Joseph, the package tucked under her arm.  She didn’t know what to say, finally blurting out, “Thank you.”  Then she hurried out of the room and downstairs, where Prudence and Wendell were waiting.
 
   “Is he coming?” Mr. Pryde asked.
 
   “No,” Samantha said.  Mr. Pryde nodded in silent understanding.  He ushered them out to the car, where Samantha rode in the front seat so Prudence and Wendell could be together.  She hoped Joseph would come bursting out the front door to meet them, but he didn’t.  She watched for any sign of him in the rearview mirror until the house disappeared from view.  She turned her head just enough so that she saw Wendell take Prudence’s hand.  
 
   On the dock, Mr. Pryde thrust his hands into his pocket and stared out at the water.  “You kids remember what I said.  You’re welcome to come back here anytime.”
 
   “We’ll remember,” Prudence said.
 
   “You all be careful out there.”
 
   “We will,” Wendell said.
 
   “Thank you for everything,” Samantha said.  Mr. Pryde continued to stand on the dock, watching them as the Primrose made its way out of the slip, towards open sea.  Samantha thought she saw him wave before he disappeared from sight, but she couldn’t be certain.
 
   “Do you think we ever will come back?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I hope so,” Wendell said.  Samantha said nothing.  She rowed the oars with Wendell until the sail caught a breeze to carry them back to Eternity.
 
   As the Primrose glided along the water, Samantha considered her future.  A life with Joseph wasn’t possible, nor could she stay in Eternity.  She had been a criminal, a fugitive from justice, and sooner or later that past would resurface as it had when she took Joseph’s potion.  Next time she might not just insult Prudence and break her arm; next time Prudence or someone she cared about might end up dead.
 
   She made her decision there in the middle of the sea.  After they unloaded the supplies and everyone else went to bed, she would sneak out to the boat and sail away.  Not to Seabrooke—never to there again—but to some far distant place where she could live out her days in solitude, isolated so she could never again hurt someone she loved.  Prudence and Wendell and Becky and Molly would grieve for her, might even try to find her, but they would get over her departure after a while.  They would move on with their lives, as would Joseph.  It’s better for everyone this way, she thought.
 
   They reached Eternity as the sun went down, a shadow on the dark water forming into the familiar coastline of the island.  “We’re home!” Prudence shouted.  She hopped around with such excitement Samantha thought the boat might tip over.
 
   They rowed the Primrose ashore with all three manning an oar, Prudence using her good arm to paddle.  They beached the Primrose in the sand and then Wendell jumped down with a rope to secure it to a boulder.  Samantha helped Prudence down to the ground before getting off the boat herself.  “It’s too bad we couldn’t let them know we were coming,” Wendell said.
 
   “Everyone will be asleep by the time we get there,” Prudence added.  “Maybe we should wait.”
 
   “No,” Samantha said too quickly.  “We should get this stuff out in case a storm comes up or some animals try to get into it.  We wouldn’t want this to all be for nothing.”
 
   Prudence and Wendell agreed.  They each took some of the provisions with them as they trudged along the familiar path from the beach into the town.  When the church steeple came in sight, Samantha felt a twinge of sadness.  This would be the last time she ever saw it.
 
   They stopped by Becky’s cottage first only to find it deserted.  “Do you think something happened to them?” Wendell asked, picking up one of Molly’s dolls.
 
   “They’re probably conserving firewood,” Samantha said.
 
   They walked down the silent row of shops to the girl’s dormitory.  Before she opened the door, Samantha took a deep breath and tried to force a smile to her face.  She didn’t want any of the girls to suspect what she was planning.
 
   “Hello everyone, we’re home,” she called from the parlor.  They waited there a moment, a rustling coming from downstairs.  Then a head of curly red hair bounded over the stairs and into Samantha’s outstretched arms.  “Molly!  Oh, you’ve gotten bigger since I left.  I don’t think I’ll be able to pick you up soon.”
 
   “Aunt Samantha, I missed you so much,” Molly said.
 
   “I missed you too, sweetie.”  She kissed Molly on the forehead, reminding herself this would be the last time she did so.  She had to bite down on her lip to keep from crying.
 
   Molly squirmed out of Samantha’s arms to hug Wendell and then Prudence.  “What happened to your arm?” she asked.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Prudence said.
 
   By now the other girls had gathered in the parlor, though Samantha didn’t see Becky among them.  She picked Molly up again with an exaggerated grunt.  “Where’s your mom?” she asked.
 
   Molly looked down at the floor, her face darkening.  “Becky is sleeping,” she said.
 
   “We’ll have to wake her up then.”
 
   Molly shook her head.  “You can’t.  No one can.  We tried everything.  She won’t wake up.”
 
   “Where is she?”  Molly pointed downstairs.  Samantha set the girl down before pushing her way through the others to go downstairs.  She hurried down the empty rows of beds until she found Annie curled up on her bed.  Annie pointed to the opposite corner without Samantha having to say anything.
 
   If not for Annie’s guidance, Samantha might have walked by the pile of blankets in the corner.  Only the slight rise and fall of the blankets every few seconds told her someone lay underneath the assorted covers.  She laid a hand on the topmost blanket and said, “Becky?  Becky, it’s me.  It’s Samantha.  Can you hear me?  We’re back.”  When nothing happened, Samantha started to pull off the covers.  “Becky, please, wake up.”
 
   She heaped the blankets on the floor, at last revealing the body of a little girl who couldn’t be any older than Molly.  Samantha rolled the girl over to see the makeup slathered on her face smeared by tears.  “Becky?  Is it you?” Samantha asked.  “What happened?  Who did this to you?”
 
   “She fell into the fountain,” David said from behind her.  “That’s at least what Molly says.”
 
   “Is that true?” Samantha asked Molly.  The girl nodded and then eased back a few steps until she was standing next to Annie.  “How did it happen?”
 
   David recounted the story of Becky visiting the fountain cave to get some water for Molly.  A wolf startled her in the cave and she fell into the water.  Molly had come along and pulled Becky out, but not before she lost four years.  “What about this makeup and the dress?” Samantha asked.
 
   “She and the girls were playing and I guess they got carried away,” David said.
 
   Samantha examined the faces about the room from David’s face to Molly’s petrified face to Helena’s nervous face.  “Something happened here and I want to know what,” Samantha said.  When no one said anything, she smacked her palm against the wall.  “What happened?”
 
   “They tortured her,” a small voice said.  Samantha looked over at Annie, who seemed more surprised than anyone that she’d spoken.  “Helena and Phyllis and the others tied her up and did that to her and then put her in the pantry.”
 
   “Is this true?”
 
   “Yes,” Molly said.
 
   Samantha turned to David.  “You knew about this?”
 
   “No, of course not,” he said.  When she tried to look him in the eye, his darted away.  Her fists clenched as she thought of hitting him in the face.  Him first, then Helena, and then Phyllis for torturing Becky.  She looked back at where Rebecca lay motionless, Prudence now at her side, trying in vain to revive her.  Samantha reared back to deliver the punch to David’s face; he flinched in anticipation.
 
   Her hand dropped to her side.  She couldn’t do it.  She thought of her swollen eye from when Joseph had hit her and then saw Prudence’s arm in its sling.  No more violence, she told herself.  No more.  “We’ll talk about this later,” she said.
 
   She picked Rebecca up and then motioned to Molly.  “Come on, let’s get you home.”  Before leaving, she stopped in front of David.  “We need to get the supplies off the ship.  Prudence and Wendell will show you where.  Round up everyone and get started.  Got it?”
 
   “I got it,” he said.  She glared at him an instant, the urge to hit him rising again.  No more, she told herself again.  She carried Becky upstairs and out into the night.
 
   As she walked to the cottage, a new understanding replaced Samantha’s anger.  She could control this rage.  She could keep the beast at bay if she tried.  She could choose the kind of person she wanted to be.
 
   She set Becky down on her bed in the cottage and then fetched a washcloth to wipe the makeup off the little girl’s face.  Something about Becky looked different, but Samantha couldn’t tell what.  She leaned down to kiss Rebecca on the forehead like Molly; Rebecca blinked and said, “It’s you.”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.  It’s Samantha.  I’m back now.”
 
   “Samantha,” Becky whispered.  Then her eyes closed.  Samantha continued to sit by her bedside through the night.  She wouldn’t leave.  She would stay to care for these little girls.  That was her choice.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 49:  New Horizons
 
   Unloading the supplies from the Primrose took well into the night.  After hauling the last crates down into the pantry cellar for storage, Prudence and Wendell shuffled off to her shop.  She found everything exactly as she’d left it nearly a month ago, a thin layer of dust having gathered over her loom and spinning wheel.  She sank down onto a pile of fabric, everything from her head to feet aching.
 
   Still she couldn’t sleep.  Wendell plopped down onto the fabric next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.  “It’s so awful,” she said.  “How could they do that to poor Becky?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Wendell said.  The sight of Rebecca had chilled Wendell to the marrow of his bones.  Seeing her was akin to reliving his nightmare; he shivered again at the memory of looking into the mirror and seeing a little girl staring back.  “They probably pushed her into the fountain.”
 
   “No, Helena and Phyllis are mean-spirited, but they aren’t that irresponsible,” Prudence said.
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
 
   She pressed herself closer to Wendell, the warmth of his body comforting her.  As she sat there, one thought continued to haunt her:  it could have been her.  If she had stayed instead of Rebecca, she might have fallen into the Fountain of Youth and become a target for Helena and Phyllis.  She would be five years old right now instead of sitting here with Wendell’s arm around her.  Shame nipped at her for the relief she felt at being spared.  
 
   She started to cry.  “I wish there was something we could do for her,” she said.
 
   “We can be there for her.  Be her friends,” Wendell said.  He kissed her on the cheek, sucking away the tears on that side.  “That’s all we can do for her now.”
 
   His lips moved down to touch hers.  As he kissed Prudence, Wendell thought of Rebecca and wondered whether love could survive in this place.  In nine years he had seen so much pain and death here.  Maybe he and Prudence should board the Primrose and head back to Seabrooke or find somewhere else where they could be safe.  He knew better than to suggest this, knew already what Prudence would say.  Eternity was her home.  She couldn’t leave Samantha and Molly and Becky and all the others.
 
   She took Wendell’s hand and lay down with him on the piles of fabric.  A smile crept across her face.  She had someone to share all parts of her life with now, not a friend like Samantha, but something more.  A soul mate, she thought.  She held his hand while they slept, vowing never to let him go.
 
   ***
 
   Molly couldn’t sleep in her own bed.  The mattress was much more comfortable than the floor of the pantry cellar or the straw pallet in the girl’s dormitory, but try as she might, she couldn’t fall asleep.  Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw Becky falling into the Fountain of Youth, one hand clawing at Molly, who only stood there and watched.  Molly dressed in her nightgown, surrounded herself with her dollies, and pulled the covers over her head, but still couldn’t fall asleep.  Why hadn’t she saved Becky?
 
   She finally kicked off the covers and rolled out of bed.  She crept into Becky’s bedroom, clutching brave Sir Francis to her chest.  Aunt Samantha dozed on a chair; she stirred a moment when Molly came in, mumbled something unintelligible, and then fell asleep again.  Molly slipped past her and burrowed under the covers of Becky’s bed.
 
   Molly snuggled up against the chubby little body inhabiting the bed, so much like Mama Becky’s.  Becky, utilizing some kind of motherly sonar, had always put an arm around Molly and pulled her close without opening her eyes.  “You’re safe now, sweetie,” she would say.
 
   This body she snuggled against now rolled away from her, turning its back on her.  This isn’t Mama Becky, she thought.  This is Veronica, her friend.  Her friend who had pushed Becky into the fountain.  She didn’t mean to, Molly thought.  She was in shock after what had happened to her, going from an old lady to a baby in minutes.  It wasn’t her fault.  It was my fault.  I should have saved her.
 
   She pressed herself closer to Veronica, hoping the familiar feel of her body would have the same effect as Becky’s during all those stormy nights.  This time Veronica rolled over to face Molly, her eyes opening in surprise.  “Molly?  Why aren’t you in your own bed?” she asked.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep,” she said.  “I’ll go back now.”
 
   Veronica reached out to stroke Molly’s hair.  “No, it’s all right.  You can stay.  I don’t mind.”  She twirled one of Molly’s curls around her finger and then smiled.  “I know things are different now, but I promise I’ll take care of you.  Nothing bad is ever going to happen to us again.”
 
   ***
 
   Samantha woke up the next day as a mother to two little girls.  She warmed a kettle of water to take down to the stream and give each girl a bath.  As Becky and Molly splashed in the water, Samantha noticed how Becky’s skin looked tanner than before.  When wet tresses of nearly-black hair fell over Becky’s face, Samantha shivered with déjà vu.  She shook it away as the girls bolted from the water to towel off.
 
   She spent the rest of the morning combing tangles from their hair, a process that brought both girls to tears.  She sensed Becky cried less from pain than the humiliation of having someone else combing her hair.  Unskilled at all aspects of hairdressing, Samantha could only give them lopsided pigtails that caused them to giggle at each other.  This was one of many skills Samantha knew she would have to master now that she had taken custody of the girls.
 
   Once she helped them dress, she stood back to look at her adorable little girls.  Becky pudgy and dark in a gray frock; Molly scrawny and bright in an emerald dress.  No one would ever mistake them for twins or even sisters, though Samantha supposed they were now by the loose standards of Eternity that allowed her to serve as their mother.  She didn’t suppose there could be a family more dissimilar from each other anywhere else.
 
   “What do we do now, Mama Samantha?” Molly asked.
 
   “You girls can go play for a few minutes while I put breakfast on,” Samantha said.  Molly and Becky skipped off, their laughter echoing until Samantha closed the cottage door.
 
   Cooking was another skill she would need to acquire.  Her first attempt at breakfast—oatmeal from the supplies purchased in Seabrooke—turned into a thick, tasteless paste.  If they had any livestock left she doubted even they would eat the stuff.  She set it aside and decided on plates of apples and bread.
 
   While she waited for the girls, Samantha sat by the hearth and stared into the fire.  Yesterday she had been kissing Joseph and planning to live in solitude and today she was caring for two little girls and worrying about her domestic skills.  More than anything, she wished she could have Joseph at her side right now so she could reach over to caress his hand and then pull him tight into a kiss—
 
   The front door banged open and in came Becky and Molly, their clothes already stained with dirt.  “We saw a bunny outside,” Molly said.
 
   “You did?  That’s wonderful,” Samantha said.  Molly described the encounter with the rabbit throughout breakfast while Becky gnawed on her bread and apples in silence.  Samantha kept feeling Becky’s eyes on her, but when she looked in that direction, Becky always turned her head away.
 
   After breakfast, Samantha spent a disastrous afternoon with the girls in the bakery trying to make bread.  Their first loaves of bread never rose.  The second batch overflowed the pans.  The third batch came out black on the bottom, but otherwise all right.  They scraped off the charred parts as best they could and served the overcooked bread for dinner.
 
   By the end of the day, Samantha felt as weary as if she’d been rowing the Primrose by herself all day.  Molly and Becky agreed to share Molly’s bedroom, squeezing into one bed until they could get another one.  “Tell us a story,” Molly said.
 
   Samantha’s tired brain struggled to think of a story.  “Once upon a time there were two princesses.  One named Molly and the other named Rebecca.  The princesses were the most beautiful girls in the whole kingdom.  Everyone loved them, except for a jealous old hag named—”
 
   “Helena!” the girls said in unison.
 
   “That’s not very nice, but all right.  Wicked Helena put a spell on the princesses to put them fast asleep until they were kissed by a true love.  They slept for years and years until one day two handsome knights came along.”
 
   “Knights like Sir Francis?” Molly asked.
 
   “That’s right.  Sir Francis and his brother Sir Joseph.  They entered the castle and defeated the monsters wicked Helena had left there.  They climbed up to the tower where the princesses slept and kissed them.  The princesses woke up and lived happily ever after with Sir Francis and Sir Joseph.  The end.  Goodnight, girls.”  Samantha kissed each girl on the forehead and then went to Becky’s bedroom, hers now.  
 
   She sank down onto the chair where she’d slept the night before.  She wished Sir Joseph could ride up on his white horse like in the story so they could live happily ever after.  I should have stayed with him, she thought.
 
   On the floor next to the chair, she saw Joseph’s parting gift to her.  She picked up the cellular phone, flipping it open and finding the button to turn it on.  She typed in Joseph’s phone number and waited.  The telephone rang six times before it picked up and she heard Joseph’s sleepy voice say, “Hello?”
 
   “Hello, Joe, it’s me.  Samantha.”
 
   “Samantha!  I didn’t think—”
 
   “I wanted to let you know we made it back all right.  And I wanted to say—” she stopped, unable to get the words out.
 
   “Hello?  Are you still there?” he asked.
 
   “I’m here,” she said.  She closed her eyes and said, “I wanted to say I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you too,” he said.  “I’m sorry I acted like such a jerk before you left.  I hope I didn’t make you feel too bad.”
 
   “No, of course not.”  She tried to think of something else to say, but her mind had turned barren.  “I wish you were here.”
 
   “You know, it’s only two months until school lets out for summer.  I could visit you up there—”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said and then seized upon an idea.  “But maybe I could go down there.  I could bring my little cousins Molly and Becky along.  They’re both adorable.  I’m sure Prudence and Wendell would come too.”
 
   “The more the merrier,” he said.  “Maybe you could bring the whole town along.  Dad would love it.”
 
   They both laughed uneasily.  They chatted then for the next three hours about mundane topics such as the weather and Joseph’s classes at school.  Despite the weariness in her body, Samantha didn’t want to hang up the phone.  She was afraid if she did, she might never talk to Joseph again.  He finally ended the conversation by saying, “I’ve got to get up early tomorrow for school.  I’ll let Dad know you guys might be coming back.  I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.  Talk to you later.”
 
   “Talk to you later,” she said.  The connection ended, but Samantha sat there for a minute with the phone stuck to her ear.  Two months.  Two months until she saw Joseph again.  She didn’t know if she could make it that long without him.  As she finally turned off the phone, she wished she had told him that.  Tomorrow she would tell him how much he meant to her.  She collapsed onto Becky’s bed, exhausted but unable to sleep.  Never would two months seem so long.
 
   ***
 
   Veronica waited until Molly had fallen asleep and Samantha stopped yakking on the telephone before she crawled out of bed.  She padded towards the front door, careful not to make a sound that could wake anyone up.  Moonlight reflected off a knife on the kitchen table.  She had only to pick up the knife, waddle into the bedroom, and complete her life’s work.  Now where’s the fun in that? she thought.
 
   Nine years of rotting in jail had finally been rewarded.  Suffering the indignity of becoming a fat little kid was no small price, but one she would gladly pay to finish the job.  How long had it been?  Thirty-two years since the night of the betrayal.  She had come close to rectifying the situation once before only to be denied.
 
   Now here she was on this godforsaken island only to chance upon her adversary.  Amazing.  Even more amazing that the girl didn’t seem to remember anything at all.  Veronica had hoped for some sign of recognition before she slit her throat.  The backstabbing wench.  Veronica picked the knife off the table, the blade seeming impossibly bulky and heavy in her tiny hands.
 
   She caught her reflection in the blade.  Those darling apple cheeks.  That elfin nose.  The sweet little mouth.  The adorable pigtails.  She wanted to run the knife through her chest.  Bad enough to be little, but to be little and cute was enough to make her sick.
 
   She put the knife down and tiptoed to the door.  She eased the door open, expecting to get caught at any moment, and then ventured out into the night.  She ran along as fast as her stubby hooves could carry her, forcing down the childish terror of the dark in her overstuffed gut.  She had slept in garbage-strewn alleys with rats and in unfinished graves with the worms; this couldn’t be any scarier.
 
   The door to the boy’s dormitory was locked, but she made short work of that.  She hoped they hadn’t thought to put trip wires in the dormitories like that cave.  I should have brought Molly along, she thought.  No, this was definitely not the kind of mission for sweet, innocent Molly.
 
   She climbed down the stairs from the parlor into the sleeping area.  Among the rows of snoring boys she found her prey fast asleep, completely unsuspecting.  She could kill him right now too without any trouble.  Or she could have as an adult; she couldn’t be sure her flabby five-year-old body possessed the necessary strength.  For the moment she needed him alive at any rate.
 
   She covered his mouth with one chubby hand.  With the other she took out a smaller knife, one that couldn’t do a lot of damage unless it hit the right areas, though she knew all those areas.  She ran the tip of the blade along his throat, not deep enough to draw blood, but deep enough for him to know she was serious.  “Wake up, Davy,” she said.
 
   David’s eyes opened then widened at the sight of the knife.  “I’m not going to hurt you, yet,” Veronica said.  “I’m here to make you a business proposal.  Are you listening?”
 
   He nodded.  “Good.  You and I want the same thing.  If we pool our resources we have a much better chance to succeed.”
 
   She took her hand away from his mouth so he could ask, “What are you talking about?  How did you get in here?”
 
   “That’s not important.  What’s important is I can help you get the one thing you want most:  power.”  She pulled the knife back now, balancing the tip on the end of one finger.  “I can help you get rid of Samantha Young once and for all.  Then you’ll be the king of the island.”
 
   “I don’t need a little girl’s help,” David hissed.
 
   “If you didn’t need help you would have already done it.  I need your strength and you need my will.  It’s a perfect match.”  A smile spread across her face as she added, “Unless you want to be Samantha’s errand boy the rest of your life.”
 
   “Tell me more,” he said.  She whispered the plan into his ear.  When she finished, he said, “Let’s do it.”
 
   “You won’t regret it.”  She leaned down to kiss him on the lips.  Then she disappeared down the row of beds, into the darkness.
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Chapter 1:  Westbound
 
   The balloon zipped towards the front door as though a hurricane wind were blowing through the house.  Samantha leapt down the hall, kicking the door shut in time to trap the pink balloon.  She picked herself up off the floor and grabbed the ribbon attached to the balloon.
 
   “A little dramatic, don’t you think?” Joseph said.
 
   “It got the job done,” Samantha said.  She tied the rogue balloon to the banister along with its brethren and then kissed Joseph on the cheek.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think she’s going to love it.  You’re sure she isn’t going to show up before tonight?”
 
   “Wendell will keep her busy in town.  What about your dad?”
 
   “He said he’d come in before dark.  I don’t know what’s with him anymore.  He’s staying out later and later.  What?” Joseph asked as Samantha smiled.
 
   “I think it’s cute that you worry about him so much.”
 
   “Someone has to look after him.  Otherwise he’d stay out there fishing until he ran out of cigarettes.”
 
   “I thought he quit.”
 
   “He did, for about two days.  Old habits die hard.”
 
   “Have you tried getting him some of that gum or one of those patches they have at the drugstore?”
 
   “He’d never do it.  Cold turkey is the only way for a manly man like him.  He won’t even take an aspirin unless he cuts his arm off,” Joseph said.  Behind the humorous tone, Samantha could see the worry on his face.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” she said.  “He can take care of himself.”
 
   “I know, but ever since, you know, the incident, I can’t help worrying about him more.  He’s not invincible.”
 
   The incident in question she knew was Joseph putting his father in a coma three years ago using a potion he’d concocted from some relics found in a cave.  The incident had almost killed Mr. Pryde as well as Prudence, Wendell, Mrs. Schulman, and even Samantha.  She shivered at the memory of the monster Joseph had become—and the monster she had become.
 
   The ding of a bell in the kitchen interrupted her dark thoughts.  “That must be the cake,” she said.  She hurried into the kitchen to find a stream of black smoke rising from the oven.  She threw open the door, coughing and squinting through watery eyes at the blackened rectangle of batter in the oven.  She yanked the pan out and opened the window, fanning the smoke outside as best she could.  When the smoke cleared, she plopped down on a chair to stare at the ruined cake.  Three years of caring for two little girls and she still couldn’t do much more than boil water.  “It’s ruined,” she said.  She turned to the doorway, where Joseph smiled at her.  “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Nothing.  I had a feeling this would happen,” he said.  From behind his back he produced a round cake with white frosting.  In pink were the words, ‘Happy Birthday Prudence.’  “I bought it from the bakery this morning.  And just so you know it wasn’t easy.  Mrs. Forman spelled the name wrong so I had to have her redo it.  She was none too happy with me.”
 
   Samantha set the cake on the table before throwing her arms around Joseph’s shoulders and kissing him.  “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she said.
 
   “Perish from starvation,” he said and kissed her.  They stopped as a car turned into the driveway.  “Are they here?”
 
   They went out to the porch in time to see a green pick-up truck turn around and head downhill, a U.S. Postal Service logo on its side.  “I’ll get it,” he said.  She waited on the porch, watching Joseph bound down the driveway and over to the mailbox.  How did she ever get so lucky as to find someone like him?
 
   He let out a whoop and then raced towards her, holding up a white envelope.  “I’m in!  I’m in!” he shouted.  Before she could ask him what was happening, he pulled her close and rained kisses all over her face.
 
   At last she pushed him away.  “Joseph, what’s going on?”
 
   He waved the envelope at her.  ‘California Technical University’ was written on the top right corner.  “They accepted me.  Isn’t it great?  I’m going to Cal Tech!”
 
   Samantha sagged back against the wall as someone had struck her.  California?  “I thought you were going to MIT,” she said.  “You said this was just in case you didn’t get accepted there.”
 
   Joseph’s celebratory move evaporated.  He put a hand on her shoulder.  “Samantha, what’s wrong?  Aren’t you happy for me?  For us?  This is big.  Cal Tech has one of the greatest scientific departments in the country.  It’s not easy to get accepted there.”
 
   “But California?  Joe, that’s like three thousand miles away.  How are we ever going to see each other?”
 
   “What do you mean?  You can come with me.  There are a lot of great colleges out there.  As soon as you take the GED, I’m sure you could get into one—”
 
   “Now you’re planning my life for me too?  What else do you have planned that you didn’t tell me about?”
 
   “Sam, don’t be this way.  I thought you understood.”
 
   “I understood you were going to MIT so I could visit you on weekends.  Do you really think I can just pick up everything and move to California?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “What about Molly and Becky?  I’m supposed to take them with me too?”
 
   “Let someone else take care of them.  They’re your cousins for Christ’s sake.  You act like they’re your children.”
 
   “They’re my responsibility.  I promised to take care of them until they were old enough to look after themselves.”
 
   “So what are you saying?  You’re not coming with me because of them?  You’re going to throw everything away for them?”
 
   “It’s not just about them.  You should have told me about this beforehand.  I thought after what happened before you’d stop trying to run my life.”  She stomped down the porch steps to the driveway.  “You might have changed on the outside but you’re still the same inside.”
 
   “Sam, wait.  Come back.  Let’s talk about this.”
 
   “There’s nothing more to talk about.  I can’t trust you.”
 
   Joseph ran after her, intercepting her before she reached Mr. Pryde’s car.  He tried to put an arm around her, but she seized his wrist and pulled the arm back until Joseph winced.  She wanted to keep pulling until she heard the snap of bone; she wanted to hurt him, make him cry for his selfishness.  No more violence, she told herself, thinking of three years ago when she’d broken Prudence’s arm and beaten her friend bloody.  She let go of Joseph’s arm.  “I’ll be back in time for the party.  There’s no need to ruin this for Prudence.”  She held up a finger before he said anything.  “After that I’m leaving.”
 
   “Sam, please, don’t do this.  I love you.”
 
   She bit down on her lip to keep from crying.  “If you really loved me you wouldn’t have done this.  Have fun in California,” she said.  She pushed him away so she could get into the car.  He stood there a moment before coming around to pound on her window, pleading with her to stop.
 
   She refused to look at him.  She turned up the radio to drown out the sound of his apologies.  I don’t love him, she told herself as she backed out the driveway.  He’s as much of a selfish jerk as when he was taking that potion.  
 
   She reached the end of the driveway and then hit the accelerator.  Only after Joseph faded from the rearview mirror did she allow herself to let out the tears she’d been holding back.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2:  Night Moves
 
   Prudence touched her hair as she left the salon, a breeze nipping at the back of her neck.  In eleven years she’d never worn her hair so short, shorter even than most of the boys back in Eternity.  Irene—the little old hairdresser recommended by Mrs. Schulman—said it was a good look.  “It complements your face,” she said.  “You have such pretty cheeks.”
 
   Those cheeks turned red at the mention.  In the last three years they, like the rest of her, had gotten considerably smaller.  From the measurements she kept in her shop, which she kept hidden from everyone—including Wendell—she had in fact cut her weight in half from three hundred six pounds to one hundred fifty-three at the last measurement.  The amount of weight loss in each tally kept shrinking to the point now where it was nearing a plateau.  She would always be “big-boned” as Mrs. Schulman said or “husky” as Suzie said.
 
   So busy was she touching her hair that she walked into someone on the sidewalk.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I wasn’t paying attention.”  Only when she looked down did she realize she’d knocked Wendell to the ground.
 
   “That’s all right,” he said, brushing himself off as he stood up.  “I almost didn’t recognize you.”
 
   “You like it?  You don’t think it’s too short?”
 
   “No, it looks great.  I love it.  I love you.”  He kissed her one of her pretty cheeks.  She blushed again, feeling everyone on the sidewalk staring at them.  Sometimes she wanted to tell Wendell to stop being so affectionate in public, especially in Eternity, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.  He was only trying to be nice.
 
   Still, as he took her hand and they started down the sidewalk, she couldn’t shake the feeling people were watching them, laughing at them.  She expected someone to shout a warning about her stepping on Wendell or warning him she might eat him the way kids in Eternity teased them.  “They’re just jealous,” Wendell always told her.  She wanted to believe him, but every time they went out she felt the stares and heard the snickers.
 
   To keep her mind off this, she asked, “Did you get me a birthday present yet?”
 
   “It’s your birthday?  I didn’t know.”
 
   “I told you weeks ago.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   He rubbed the sparse red fuzz on his jaw for a moment.  “I seem to recall something about a birthday—” he broke into laughter.  “Of course I know it’s your birthday.  I got your present a long time ago.”
 
   She slapped him on the shoulder.  “Don’t do that.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.  “I think you’re going to leave a bruise.”
 
   “That’s what you deserve,” she said.  She realized now they had been walking downhill while talking.  Ahead, she saw the Primrose sitting in its familiar slip.  Next to it, Mr. Pryde’s lay empty; he must still be out fishing.  “What are we doing down here?  I need to get my dress from Suzie.”
 
   “There’s plenty of time for that.  I thought it’d be nice to take a walk.  Get some fresh air.  Let everyone see how beautiful you look.”
 
   “No, really, why are we down here?”
 
   “I told you already.  Can’t I want to take a walk with the prettiest girl in Seabrooke?”
 
   “Now I know you’re hiding something.  You better tell me.”
 
   She pinched him on the arm until he yelped.  “Fine, I’ll tell you.  There’s something I want to talk to you about.”  He ushered her over to a bench and took her hand.  “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately and I talked with Mr. Pryde and, well—”
 
   “What is it?  What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.  No, this is something very good, I think, but I’m not sure if you’re interested—”
 
   “Wendell, please, spit it out.”
 
   “I think we should stay here this fall and winter.  I already talked with Mr. Pryde and he’d let us stay there.  He could probably get us in the high school with Joseph if we wanted.  I’m sure Suzie would let you stay on at the shop.  Miss Pestona already said she’d keep me on as long as business kept doing well enough.  I know Eternity is your home and it’s my home too, but I was thinking maybe it’s time for a change.”
 
   “Wendell, we’ve already talked about this.  We can’t leave.  They need us there.”
 
   “We wouldn’t be gone forever.  We could come back at Christmas for a couple weeks.”  Before she could say anything, he squeezed her hand and looked into her eyes.  “Prudence, I know this would be a big change for both of us, but I’m thinking about our future.  Do you really want to stay on Eternity all your life?  What’s there for you except darning people’s socks?”
 
   “Samantha’s there and Molly and Becky—our friends.  We can’t leave them behind.”
 
   “Prudence, please, think about us.  I know how much happier you are here.  I can see it on your face.  Eternity makes you miserable.  You know it as well as I do.”
 
   She did know it.  She liked working with Suzie in the store, having fabrics of every color and texture at her disposal in an instant.  She liked being able to sit on Mr. Pryde’s front porch with Wendell and not have to worry about anyone spying on them.  She liked being able to go across the hall in the night and cozy up next to him in bed.
 
   More than anything, she liked the lack of responsibility.  She had only to worry about herself and Wendell here, not fifty other boys and girls.  For eleven years she had helped Samantha take care of the others, worrying about their needs instead of her own.  Here she could be selfish.  She knew it was wrong to think of herself before others, to put the best interests of herself ahead of theirs.  Yet she couldn’t help wondering like Wendell:  why shouldn’t she be happy?
 
   “I can’t do it,” she said.  “I can’t betray them.”
 
   “It’s not a betrayal.  Don’t you think Samantha and the others want you to be happy?  Don’t you think they want what’s best for you?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “And what about me?  Aren’t I as important as Samantha or Molly or Becky to you?  Don’t you love me?”
 
   “I do, Wendell.  You know that.  This is all so complicated.  I can’t make a decision right now.  I need to think about it.”  She gave his hand a squeeze this time.  “Can’t we just enjoy my birthday?”
 
   “All right.  If that’s what you want.”  They got up from the bench and started uphill towards Designs by Suzie.  Neither of them said anything along the way; Prudence knew Wendell was still unhappy with her inability to decide.
 
   Adjusting to life here was easier for him.  He saw this world as a magic place full of puzzles to solve and wonders to uncover.  Though she no longer feared the automobiles and electricity, to her this world still held many dangers.  Simple items everyone else took for granted like ballpoint pens or can openers amazed her, reminding her how little she knew.  Wendell enjoyed such surprises, but not her.
 
   They reached the store as Suzie was closing up for the night.  “Prudence, don’t you look wonderful?  I wish I had my camera to take a picture of you,” Suzie said.  Prudence never knew whether to take these compliments seriously or not; Suzie gushed like this to everyone who came in.  “I hope you haven’t come here on your birthday to work overtime?  I wouldn’t dream of it, especially not on your sixteenth birthday.  That’s the most important one for every girl.”
 
   “I just needed to pick up my dress for tonight,” Prudence said.  “I left it in the back room.”
 
   “Of course.  I’m sure you have big plans for tonight.  I remember for my sixteenth birthday I went to New York with my parents and all my friends.  Oh, we had the most wonderful time at this fabulous restaurant—I forget the name—and then a Broadway show.  I don’t think I’ve ever had a better birthday.”
 
   Prudence blushed with embarrassment as she said, “We’re not really doing a lot.  Wendell and I are having dinner at home with some of our friends.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to carry on so.  I’m sure you’ll have a marvelous time.”  Suzie eyed Wendell suspiciously as she always did.  Prudence knew it required an act of will for Suzie not to comment on Wendell’s wrinkled T-shirt and corduroy pants or his wild hair sticking out at all angles.  He took an involuntary step back towards the door, pretending to study a rack of T-shirts.
 
   “I better go get that dress,” Prudence said.  She hurried into the back room, where a pile of unfinished garments awaited her.  She wished she could sit back here and work on them, losing herself in the steady hum of the sewing machine.  She thought of Wendell standing out there with Suzie and grabbed the dress—dark green velvet with gold embroidery—from where it hung.
 
   Wendell looked ready to leap into her arms when she returned.  “That is such a lovely dress,” Suzie said.  “It will really bring out the color of your eyes.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “If you want to come in a little later than usual I’ll understand,” Suzie said with a wink.  Prudence blushed again and then followed Wendell through the door.
 
   “That is a nice dress,” he said.  “You made it?”
 
   “Mostly.  Suzie helped me with the embroidery.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see you in it.”  He held open the door of Mrs. Schulman’s car for her.  Since Mrs. Schulman didn’t need the car most of the time, she allowed Prudence to borrow it on the condition Prudence bring her some fudge once a week.
 
   Neither Prudence nor Wendell had an official license or permit to drive, but there was a general understanding brokered by Mr. Pryde with the sheriff to leave them alone so long as they obeyed the law.  Wendell took a minute to adjust the seat to accommodate his shorter legs.  Then he backed out of the parking spot and headed towards Mr. Pryde’s house.
 
   They said little on the way there.  She suspected Wendell was still annoyed about the scene at the dock.  She hoped he got over it once the party started.  Sweet Sixteen shouldn’t mean much to her—she could have turned sixteen dozens of times over the last three hundred fifty years—and yet she couldn’t deny a nervous flutter in her stomach as they neared Mr. Pryde’s house.  This was another stepping-stone on the path to womanhood.  She thought again of what Wendell had said.  Shouldn’t a woman be allowed to live her own life?
 
   She tried to force these thoughts from her mind as Wendell pulled into the driveway.  They didn’t see any cars in the driveway or lights on inside.  “Where are they?” Prudence asked.
 
   “They’re probably hoping to surprise us,” Wendell said.
 
   Prudence followed him up the steps to the front porch, waiting for Samantha and Joseph to jump out at any moment.  Wendell motioned her through the front door and she paused there for the lights to come on.  “Hello?  Is anyone here?” she called out.  No one answered.
 
   Wendell turned on the lights, revealing the balloons tied to the banister, but no other signs of life.  A cake sat on the kitchen table alongside a burned rectangle.  “They were here,” Prudence said.  She touched the burnt cake, its surface warm.  “Not that long ago.”
 
   “They probably went out to have some quiet time before we got here,” Wendell said.  “Why don’t you go change?”
 
   Prudence went upstairs to the bedroom to slip into the dress and check her hair and makeup.  She wanted to look perfect on this night for Wendell.  Maybe then he would feel better about her rejection earlier.
 
   Wendell met her in the hallway, having changed into a wrinkled white shirt and chinos.  In his hand he carried a felt box.  “This is for you,” he said.  “I got it from Miss Pestona at the shop.”
 
   Prudence opened the box to find a gold necklace with an emerald at the end.  “Oh my, Wendell, this is so beautiful.  It must have cost you a fortune.  I can’t accept this.”
 
   “There’s no returns.  And it didn’t cost me much.  She let me have it in exchange for repairing some things at her house.”  He took it from the box, draping it around her neck with unsteady fingers.  The emerald and gold matched her dress so well, she wondered if Wendell had known beforehand.
 
   She fingered the chain around her neck and then turned to kiss Wendell.  She pressed him up against the wall until she worried she might hurt him.  When she pulled away, Wendell stumbled into her arms.  “Wow,” he said.  He recovered his wits and added, “Let’s go downstairs.  The others will be here soon.”
 
   They waited in the living room, Wendell putting on some music.  Neither of them knew much about dancing, but they could cling to each other and sway to the beat.  “You look so beautiful,” Wendell said.  “I’m sorry about this afternoon.  You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”
 
   “I want to stay, I really do.  I can’t help worrying about leaving Samantha and the others.”
 
   He reached up to run a hand through her short hair.  “I know.  There’s no hurry.  We can wait.”
 
   They danced for hours without Samantha, Joseph, or Mr. Pryde showing up.  It wasn’t like Samantha to break a promise like this.  Had Joseph done something to her again?  As if sensing her thoughts, Wendell said, “It’s probably nothing.  They probably lost track of time.”  He took her hand and led her upstairs to the bedroom.  “I have another gift for you.”
 
   “Oh Wendell, I can’t.  I’m not ready—”
 
   “I understand.  We don’t have to do that.  I’ve done some research and there are other things we can do.”  His hands moved down her back as he said this, unzipping her dress.  “Let me show you.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   He smothered her protests with a kiss.  Her dress fell to the floor, followed by her underwear and his shirt.  A river of nausea coursed up from her stomach to her throat.  “Wendell—”
 
   “It’s all right, Prudence.  We aren’t going to do anything bad.  This will be beautiful.”  He eased her onto the bed, her head starting to spin.  As he pulled down his pants, she screamed and curled into a ball.  “Prudence?  What’s wrong?”
 
   She threw up onto the mattress.  Sweat broke out all over her body and she shivered as though with a fever.  “Prudence?  Are you sick?  What’s wrong?”
 
   She couldn’t say anything.  She had lost control of her body.  Her mind emptied of all conscious thought except for a single word:  No.  
 
   Wendell put on his clothes and then ran to the bathroom for a towel, not sure what else to do.  When he came back, he found Prudence with the blankets pulled over her head.  He sat down next to her, running a hand over her shivering body.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to scare you.  I only wanted to do something special tonight to show you how much I love you.”
 
   She couldn’t hear him.  She could only hear the sound of blood rushing through her head.  No, she thought.  No.  No.  No.
 
   At some point the lights went out and Wendell laid down next to her, putting an arm over her.  She registered this distantly, as if it were happening to someone else.  When she saw the shadowy figures in the doorway she didn’t move.  She couldn’t move.  She watched them move towards her, one raising a club and bringing it down on her head. No, she continued to think as she passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3:  Blackout
 
   Samantha left Mr. Pryde’s car behind a pile of crates on the docks so Joseph couldn’t see it from the road.  Since Prudence and Wendell had Mrs. Schulman’s car, he would have to walk down to the highway and flag down a ride or else call someone and wait.  If he decided to come after her.  She doubted he would after the way she left.
 
   She walked along the waterfront, hands thrust in pockets and eyes focused on her feet as she thought.  What a fool I’ve been, she thought.  How could she ever think Joseph had changed?  He still loved her only so long as he could control her.  He wanted her to live by his rules.  He still wanted a brainless doll to do what he said.
 
   Last time he’d given her a potion; for the last three years he did it by pretending to be a nice guy.  He pretended to care about her, pretended to respect her, and pretended to listen to her.  In reality he was lulling her into complacency so he could spring this plan on her.
 
   California!  How long had he been planning to go there?  Why hadn’t he said anything to her about this?  They might have worked out a solution or compromise then.  To spring this on her after sending out the application and being accepted was a betrayal she didn’t think she could forgive.
 
   Near the end of the docks she saw a flickering neon sign for Budweiser.  She had snuck a can from Mr. Pryde’s fridge on occasion, when she needed to alleviate some of the weight on her shoulders.  She didn’t suppose one beer could hurt.  It might even make her feel better.  She couldn’t feel much worse.
 
   A sign outside the ramshackle building read ‘Grey Oyster Pub.’  She pushed open the door, the familiar and welcome smell of beer greeting her nostrils.  “Hey girlie, no kids allowed,” said an overweight man behind the bar.
 
   “I’m not a kid,” she said.  “I’m twenty-one.”
 
   “Sure you are.  Make with the ID then.”
 
   “I left it at home.”
 
   “Then get lost.  I ain’t running no tree house.”
 
   She reached into her pocket and took out a pair of bills.  “Here’s twenty-one for you.  Now give me a beer.”  The bartender stared at the money a moment and then snatched it from Samantha’s hand.  He slammed down a bottle of Budweiser in front of her.  She took a pull, draining half the bottle.
 
   The only other person in the Grey Oyster Pub was an old man resting his head on the counter, a bottle in his hand.  She drank three beers by the time he raised his head and said, “I know you.”
 
   “How could you know me?  I haven’t been in here before.”
 
   “Don’t mind old Floyd.  He says that to all the girls, when we get any.  Not many’d be seen in this dump.”
 
   “I seen you before, only you wasn’t you like you is now.  You wasn’t so pretty then as you is now.”  He smiled at her with a mouth missing all but three teeth.  She spit the beer in her mouth onto the counter.
 
   “Floyd, you drive away any more customers and I’ll drown your sorry ass,” the bartender said.
 
   “He doesn’t bother me,” Samantha said.  She motioned to the bartender for another beer.  Her head felt lighter, but she still felt the sadness in the pit of her stomach.  She wanted to drink enough to eradicate Joseph from her memory, to wipe away the last three years he’d been pretending to care about her as anything other than a pawn in his game.  She gulped down the fifth beer in seconds.  When the bartender reached for another, she said, “Bring me something stronger.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’ve had enough, girlie?”
 
   “I’m only getting started.”  He poured her a glass of whiskey, sliding it to her as she’d seen in an old movie.  Joseph had been sitting at her side then, his hand on her knee.  She threw back the shot.  The bartender brought her another one.
 
   “It isn’t fair,” she said.  She couldn’t see straight and her head kept bobbing side to side and yet the memories and the pain remained.  “I want to go with him.  I really do.  I mean, I love him.  I think.  He’s so nice and that body, oh my God, he has the greatest ass.  When he’s sleeping, I like to put my hand on there—”
 
   “OK, girlie, you’ve had enough.  I think you better get lost,” the bartender said, clearing away her glass and empty bottles.  She reached across the counter to grab his shirtfront.  
 
   “I’m getting sick of your fucking attitude,” she said.  “You think you’re so much better than me because you’re some old man and I’m a cute little girl.  Well, I got news for you, pal:  I’m like sixty years old.  So fuck you and your ‘girlie’ and your ID and all that shit.  Keep the drinks coming and keep your fucking opinions to yourself.”  
 
   She shoved him back against the back wall, bottles of liquor rattling.  With a trembling hand he set a bottle of vodka and a glass before her.  She helped herself, filling the glass all the way to the top before throwing it back.  “That’s more like it.”  The bartender started to slink off towards the side.  “You stay right here.  Call the police after I’m gone.”
 
   “Hey, look, kid, don’t hurt me.  I got a wife and a couple little ones back home, all right?  I don’t want no trouble.”  He emptied the cash register, piling the cash before her.  “Take this and go, all right?”
 
   “I don’t want your fucking money.  Just stand there and shut the fuck up,” she said.  “You’re worse than fucking Joseph.  Men.  You suck, every last fucking one of you.”
 
   She threw down another drink.  “You think I’ll just pack up my life and go with you across the whole fucking country because I love you so fucking much?  Oh sure, I’ll go get a fucking GED and go to college and get me a real education.  Yes, Master, whatever you say, Master.”  She hurled the glass against the wall, showering Floyd with the shards.  He didn’t seem to notice.  “I ain’t your goddamned slave.  I ain’t his slave and I wasn’t the reverend’s fucking slave either.  They’re the same really, when you think about it.  A bunch of no good bastards.”
 
   She flailed around in search of her glass before realizing she’d smashed it.  She set her head on the counter and cried.  “It’s not fair,” she moaned.  “He doesn’t understand.  I got two kids to take care of.”  She reached into her pocket and took out a photograph taken last summer at a nearby lake.  Molly stood next to her on one side and Becky on the other, all three of them in bathing suits.  She had an arm around each girl, Molly smiling from beneath an oversized straw hat while Becky grimaced as though she’d eaten something sour.  Samantha showed the picture to the bartender.
 
   “Look at those two.  Aren’t they the sweetest little kids you ever saw?  Poor little Molly got sunburned so bad.  She was red as a lobster for two weeks.  And Becky, she was miserable the whole time.  She kept bitching that the suit made her look fat.  Well, she is fat.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  I think she looks cute.  What do you think?”
 
   “They’re beautiful children.”
 
   “Damn right.  You think I’m going to leave them to go across the country with some jerk?  I raised them up myself the last three years.  I’m the closest thing to a mother they have in the whole world.  He thinks I’m going to give that up for him?  That jerk.  That fucking jerk.  I’m going to find him and give him a piece of my mind and then I’m going to knee him in the balls until he cries like a little girl.”  She laughed hysterically and then threw whatever money she had at the bartender.  “That should cover it.  Thanks for the booze.”
 
   She weaved her way to the door, feeling as though she were walking on clouds.  Out in the night, she turned and set off to find Joseph.  I’ll show him, she thought.
 
   She continued to wobble along the docks, running into someone.  “Watch where you’re going,” she said.  She spun away and plunged onwards.  Where had she left the car?  She couldn’t remember.  “Car?  Here car, car, car, car.  Come to Mommy.”  Nothing happened.  “I’ll just wait here,” she said.  She went to sit down on a crate, but missed, landing face-first on a pile of netting.  She tried to get up, but her limbs became entangled in the nets.  “Hey, who left these here?”
 
   She stopped fighting and managed to roll over and look up at the night sky.  The stars whirled around and around, elongating into comets before her eyes.  She whooped with delight at this cosmic display put on just for her.  “Who needs him anyway?” she said before passing out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4:  Night Cries
 
   For at least a half hour Joseph stood in the driveway, numb with indecision.  One question kept rising in his mind:  How?  Today should have been the happiest day of his life.  The school he’d dreamed of attending since childhood had accepted him.  And yet what good was this news if Samantha didn’t come with him?
 
   Despite graduating at the top of his class, despite everything he knew about chemistry, physics, and biology, he hadn’t seen this coming.  In his mind, the scenario always played out with Samantha leaping into his arms, overcome with joy for them and their future.  Never had he considered she wouldn’t want to go to California with him.
 
   Now she was gone, leaving him forever.  How had this come about?  He didn’t understand it.  True, he hadn’t considered her two little cousins well enough, but they were distant relatives at best to her.  Why did she feel such responsibility to take care of them?  Why would she throw away three years for them?
 
   She loved them, of course she did.  He thought of last summer when they took Molly and Becky over to Lake Hart.  Samantha ran along the beach with them, waded into the water with them, and bought them ice cream.  When Molly got sunburned, Samantha comforted her and rubbed her down with some ointment.  He listened from the hallway as she told them a complicated bedtime story about princesses and knights and then sang them a lullaby.  She kissed them each on the forehead before leaving.
 
   Now the question became:  How could he have been so blind?  They weren’t her cousins so much as her children.  He certainly couldn’t ask her to leave her adopted daughters thousands of miles behind in the care of others.  He may as well ask her to chop off a hand or foot.
 
   His indecision melted away.  She had promised to come back for the party tonight, but he didn’t want to wait that long.  He needed to find her right now.  He needed to set things right.
 
   What would he say?  “I’m sorry,” he would begin.  Then what?  “I’ve been a fool.  I know how important your cousins are to you.  I shouldn’t have thought you’d leave them behind.”  A good start, he hoped anyway as he started downhill towards the highway.  “They can come along.  They’ll love California.  It’s warm and sunny all year and there are plenty of beaches.”  Given how easily Molly sunburned with her redhead’s skin and Becky’s uneasiness about her weight problem, he didn’t think this a great selling point.
 
   “You and the girls can get an apartment near campus and I’ll come over there when I’m not in class or doing homework.  We can have one room for us and one for them.  I’ll be onto my master’s thesis by the time they’re old enough to need their own rooms.  You can get a job somewhere or go back to school.”
 
   Even in his imagination she turned on him at this point and said, “There you go again, telling me what to do.  You’re the same as you were three years ago.”
 
   He didn’t have anything to say to this.  “I’m not,” he could say.  But wasn’t he trying to run her life just as he’d done three years ago while taking that potion?  
 
   “You don’t understand,” he wanted to tell her.  “I want all of us to be happy.  I want what’s best for us.”
 
   “What right do you have to decide what’s best for me or for the girls?  Who are you to decide these things?”
 
   He could go on at length about the logic of all his plans.  He got what he wanted—going to Cal Tech—and she got what she wanted—to start a new life with him—so what was the problem?  This made sense for all involved.
 
   “It’s not a science equation,” she would tell him.
 
   This he supposed was his problem.  He analyzed these situations as if through a microscope.  He tried to apply logic and reason to illogical, unreasonable situations.  A woman, even one as smart as Samantha didn’t follow the dictates of logic and reason.  She followed her emotional compass.
 
   The only logical solution then was to accept and embrace the illogical.  Samantha’s loyalty to her cousins outweighed her desire to follow him.  Her anger about his attempts to plan everything out outweighed her love for him.  In the face of such powerful emotions, what could he do?
 
   He didn’t know.  By now he realized he was walking along the highway towards Seabrooke.  Even if he got a ride, he didn’t have much chance of finding her.  She wouldn’t go somewhere they frequented like the dress shop or the antiques store where her friends worked.  She wouldn’t go to the boat.  She would find a secluded place to think and cry.
 
   He stopped walking.  Finding her was probably not a good idea right now.  She wanted to be alone.  She wanted to hash this all out in her mind and cry out her feelings.  If he found her right now she’d almost break his arm like before.  When she came back tonight for the party, she’d be willing to listen.  
 
   If only he knew what to say.  He turned away from the highway, climbing uphill into the forest.  The developers had wiped out much of the wilderness around the area, but there were still pockets of ancient trees and wild brush.  He found a shady spot beneath one of the ancient conifers and started over again on his appeal to Samantha.
 
   “I’m sorry I hurt you and so thoughtlessly disregarded your feelings and opinions.  I was wrong.  I was stupid.  You have to forgive me, please, because you’re all I have.  Without you I don’t have anything.  We’ll do whatever you want.  I won’t go to college if you want.  I’ll go live with the Amish if you want.  Tell me what to do and I’ll do it,” he said out loud.  This might sound too desperate, but he was desperate.
 
   His life without Samantha had been a dull, gray existence of studying and experimenting.  Science and Nature were the closest he had to friends or lovers.  Then she came along and brought color to his world.  Red for passion, green for life, and gold for love.  She added new dimensions that before he’d only read about in books or heard about in pop songs.  All those dopey romance songs and ballads had seemed meant for other people, not him.  He was destined to spend his life observing love through a powerful lens from afar.  The moment she appeared in his bedroom by a simple mistake she shattered the barrier.  He was no longer an outside observer; he was experiencing love first-hand.  Science and Nature didn’t matter so much anymore.
 
   He didn’t want to lose her and go back to a life of grays.  Whatever he had to do, whatever he had to say, he would.  She was the only thing that mattered now.
 
   He continued sitting beneath the tree and revising his final, desperate plea for a stay of execution until it started to get dark outside.  Prudence and Wendell would be arriving soon for the party.  Samantha would be there as well.  His last chance to make things right.
 
   He didn’t get far before a hand reached out to grab him and sling him into a tree.  His glasses shattered against the tree bark so that when the hand spun him back around he saw only a dark blur.  The hand struck him in the face, knocking him back into the tree.  He touched the base of his skull, feeling blood.  He sat on the ground, staring at the blood and lamenting that he would never see Samantha again.  A boot kicked him in the face and his world went dark.
 
   He awoke sometime later to find himself on the floor of the kitchen.  Someone lay on the floor nearby.  He crawled over to discover the body belonged to his father.  Dad’s eyes were open, staring at the ceiling.  He wasn’t breathing.  His skin felt cold to Joseph’s fingers.
 
   Then he saw the blood staining Dad’s shirt.  He probed the area, finding a large gash in his father’s chest.  He thought back to the awful night eleven years ago when he found Mom lying in this same position with an identical wound.
 
   “What’s the matter, déjà vu?” a little girl’s voice asked.
 
   Joseph turned to find Samantha’s cousin Becky standing in the doorway, dressed all in black and holding a blood-stained knife in one hand.  “You.  You did this.  Why?” he said.
 
   “Why?  They tried to replace me, that’s why.  Him for me.  They wanted a good child who did what they said and put up with their shit.  He should never have existed!”
 
   “Becky, this doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Oh no, I’m not sweet, innocent little Becky.  I know it’s hard to understand, but I’m your aunt Veronica.”
 
   “Aunt Veronica?  But Dad said you were—”
 
   “Dead?  Almost, several times over.  He on the other hand is dead for sure.  Now I’d love to continue this family reunion, but there’s other things to do.”
 
   “You’re going to kill me too?”
 
   “No, my dear nephew.  I have other plans for you.”  A boy appeared next to her and then rushed forward to lift Joseph to his feet.  He held Joseph’s mouth open as Veronica approached, carrying a tube of glowing red liquid.  He screamed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5:  Baby Steps
 
   Samantha’s head pulsated with a dull ache.  She couldn’t bear to even open her eyes.  I’ll just lie here for a while, she thought.  In a few hours maybe the headache would go away.
 
   She tried to remember what had happened.  She remembered going into the Grey Oyster Pub, ordering a few beers, and then the rest grew hazy.  She recalled the bartender looking frightened.  About what she didn’t know.  At some point she left the bar and crashed down onto a pile of netting.
 
   The netting must have been wet, she thought, taking note of how damp her legs felt.  No, that couldn’t be right; the dampness was between her bare legs.  Hadn’t she been wearing pants when she went into the bar?  Oh God, what did I do?
 
   She put a hand to her head, feeling a long tress of hair draped over her face.  No, that couldn’t be right either; she’d gotten her hair cut the other day.  She brushed the hair back to touch a cheek bulging with fat.  
 
   She opened her eyes.  She held up a pair of tiny, chubby hands.  She looked down at her stomach pressing against the white fabric of a nightgown.  She pulled back the hem of the nightgown to find a dark spot on the mattress beneath her.  I wet the bed, she thought.  That hadn’t happened in eleven years.  Not since she was little.  What’s going on here?
 
   She examined the bed she lay in.  Not a bed, but a crib with wooden sides fencing her in all the way around.  A doll lay next to her; she recognized it as the one of her Prudence had made for Molly years ago.  Overhead, a circle of stars danced on strings; the mobile Wendell had made for Molly when she was—
 
   A baby!  I’m a baby.  No, this couldn’t be right.  She must be dreaming.  This was all part of some alcohol-fueled nightmare.  She pinched the flabby skin on one arm and winced.
 
   Maybe not an ordinary nightmare.  Three years ago Joseph had given Prudence and Wendell a sleeping potion that caused them to hallucinate.  In their dreams, Prudence turned into a sow and Wendell into a baby girl.  That must be it!
 
   Joseph had concocted the potion and found her lying on the dock, passed out from a night of heavy drinking.  He poured the potion down her throat, an evil grin on his face.  If he couldn’t have her, then he’d kill her.  What better way than for her to die slowly, shrinking into a helpless infant and then prenatal ooze?  She had to get out of this crib and find her adult body as Prudence and Wendell had done.  
 
   She wobbled to her feet, pressing a hand against the side of the crib for balance.  Then she reached out to grab the lip of the crib’s side.  She tried to push herself over the side, but despite her best efforts couldn’t get more than an inch off the mattress.  She tried again, groaning and straining with her little muscles.  She managed to get her booties another inch off the mattress.  
 
   Exhausted, she collapsed to the mattress, banging her head against the side of the crib.  The pain of this, compounded by her headache, brought tears to her eyes.  She couldn’t do it.  She was too fat and too weak to pull herself out.  There has to be another way, she thought.  If she could find something to stand on then it would be easier.  But in looking around the crib she saw only the doll and a blanket.
 
   “Hewp me!” she squeaked, her voice echoing in the crib.  “Hewp me pwease.”  
 
   Becky’s face loomed over her a moment later.  “Mommy, what’s wrong?  Are you hungry?”  Becky sniffed the air.  “Oh, I see, Mommy’s peed herself.”
 
   “Becky, hewp me.  Get me out of here.”
 
   “Now Mommy I know you’re excited about today, but it’s not time to get up yet.”  Becky reached into the crib, pressing the doll into Samantha’s hands.  “You and your dolly go back to sleep and later you can go out and play.”
 
   “Becky, pwease—”
 
   “Mommy, if you don’t stop being so fussy I’ll have to give you a spanking.  You go back to sleep right now, young lady.”
 
   “But, I’m not a baby—”
 
   “I know.  You’re a big girl today.  Three years old.  That means I’m positively ancient.”
 
   “I’m not twee—” she was interrupted by Becky reaching into the crib to pinch one of her cheeks until she winced.
 
   “I forgot how fat you used to be.  You looked so much better then with those apple cheeks and dimples.  I think this time I’m going to keep you that way.  You’ll be Mama’s cute big-boned girl,” Becky said.
 
   “Becky, pwease, you have to wet me out.  Joseph poisoned me.  I have to find my body.”
 
   Becky laughed at this.  “Kids say the darndest things.”  She pinched Samantha’s nose with her thumb and forefinger.  “Joseph didn’t do anything to you and I can assure you this is no dream.  Remember this?”  She held up a vial of glowing water.
 
   “The fountain.  How couwd you?”
 
   “Oh, we’ll get to all that later.  We’re going to have the whole rest of our lives together.  Or the rest of your life anyway.  I plan to live a good long time after I tire of you.”
 
   “Becky, you can’t do this—”
 
   Becky slapped her across the face.  Samantha tried biting down on her lip in a vain attempt to keep from crying.  Her face turned hot and then sobs broke through, wailing sobs.  A baby’s sobs.  Becky smiled down at her.  “That’s right, go ahead and cry.  Cry like a teeny-weeny little baby.  A helpless little child.  The days when you could tell anyone what to do are over.  From now on you’re the baby and I’m the parent.  And you’ll do what I say.  Now, lie down and go to sleep.”
 
   Her face still burning with pain, Samantha lay down on the mattress, clutching the doll to her chest.  Becky dropped the blanket over Samantha, pulling it up under her chin.  “That’s a good girl.  You’re a good little girl.”
 
   This is a nightmare, Samantha told herself.  It’s a dream and any moment I’ll wake up.  She closed her eyes, waiting to emerge from this terrible dream fully-grown and in her bed.
 
   She woke up later to find her thumb in her mouth.  The walls of the crib loomed over her still.  She sat up, waiting for Becky to lean down and slap her again.  This time Molly’s face appeared above her.  “You’re awake!  I thought maybe you would end up sleeping all day,” Molly said.  “My little sleepyhead, don’t you look so precious.”
 
   “Mowwy—”
 
   “Come on, sweetie, I’m sure you’re starving.”  Molly scooped Samantha up, grunting as she lifted her out of the crib.  Samantha recognized the cottage on Eternity, though now everything seemed so much larger.
 
   Molly carried her over to a highchair and set her down.  She brushed hair out of Samantha’s face before tying a bib around her neck.  “Becky is really sorry she hit you, but you’re going to have to learn things are different now.”
 
   “Mowwy, you have to hewp me.  Get me out of here, pwease.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  Becky would be furious.  Now, let’s get you some breakfast before we go.”  Molly set a bowl of oatmeal down in front of Samantha, whose stomach rumbled in response.  “Here comes the birdie.  Open wide,” Molly said as she brought the spoon towards Samantha’s mouth.  The oatmeal tasted like dirt mixed with paste.  She spat it out, some splattering onto the bib and the rest on Molly’s face.
 
   “Samantha, that wasn’t very nice.  You don’t want to get a spanking, do you?”
 
   “It’s yucky,” Samantha said.
 
   “Now, sweetie, you have to eat.”  Molly brought the spoon up again.  Samantha shook her head from side to side, finally reaching out to knock the spoon to the floor.  “Please, sweetie, try just one bite for Aunt Molly.”
 
   “No!”  Samantha banged on the highchair and then clawed at the bib.  “I’m not a baby!  I’m not!”
 
   Molly picked her up from the highchair, pressing her close.  She stroked Samantha’s hair and whispered, “I know.  It’s all right.  Everything will be all right.”
 
   The door banged open then.  Rough hands snatched Samantha out of Molly’s arms.  She cried out, reaching towards Molly, who only stood there with tears in her eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6:  The Makeover
 
   She squirmed in the grasp of the man carrying her, punching and kicking at him.  None of her blows did any good.  They’re going to kill me, she thought.  She kicked and punched harder to free herself without any effect.
 
   They passed by the town of Eternity.  She didn’t see anyone on the pathways or in the shops, though it was midmorning.  What had they done to the others? she wondered.  Were they too lying in cribs or had Becky and Molly gone so far as to kill them?
 
   “Hewp me!” she cried out.  “Hewp me pwease!”  No one emerged from the shops, church, or dormitories to her aid.
 
   I’m doomed, she thought.  There was no one to help her and she was too little to help herself.  There has to be some way, she thought.  If she could get free, then she might be able to hide in the forest and make her way to the beach.  She could take a boat to Seabrooke.  Joseph could help her.  He knew so much about chemistry; he would find a way to change her back.
 
   How could she explain this to Joseph?  For three years she had told him the flimsy story of living in an Amish community up the coast with her cousins.  If she showed up on his doorstep as a three-year-old child with some crazy story about the Fountain of Youth, what would he think?  And after the way they parted, she wouldn’t blame him for slamming the door in her face.
 
   She didn’t need his help anyway.  Wendell and Prudence were still in Seabrooke.  Wendell knew almost as much about science.  He could find a way to change her back into an adult.  Then he and Prudence could help her stop Becky.
 
   She didn’t understand why Becky would do this.  Was it jealousy because Becky should be as old as Samantha, if she twice hadn’t received a dose of fountain water?  Or was it resentment at Samantha raising her like a child?  Or perhaps Becky wanted to keep her and Joseph from going anywhere.
 
   None of this makes sense, she thought.  Becky had been her best friend behind Prudence for nine years, until the accident three years ago.  Then Becky had changed.  She became a sullen and withdrawn child.  Samantha attributed this to torture Becky received at the hands of Helena and Phyllis.  She thought in time Becky would recover.  Instead, she did this.
 
   Samantha thought perhaps she was to blame for this.  If she hadn’t treated Becky like a child, then maybe this wouldn’t have happened.  In a way, wasn’t what she’d done been almost as bad as what Helena and Phyllis had done?  Wasn’t mothering her almost as humiliating as playing dress-up with her and locking her in a cellar?
 
   She touched the cheek where Becky had slapped her.  It’s too late for a simple apology now.  Becky was too angry with her.  She needed to get help and come back.  Then they might be able to work things out.
 
   First she had to get out of this man’s grip.  Punching and kicking didn’t work.  There had to be another way.  She saw the base of the man’s neck between his hair and collar.  She shifted her body enough in his grasp to bite down on that spot of flesh.
 
   The man howled, his grip loosening enough for Samantha to squirt free.  She fell to the ground, picking herself up and running towards the trees.  As she reached the edge of the road, she was lifted into the air and spun around to face the man.
 
   “You aren’t getting away that easily,” David said.  He rubbed the back of his neck and then smiled.  “Those baby teeth of yours don’t do much.”
 
   “Wet me go!” she shouted, kicking at the air.
 
   “As you wish.”  He threw her a good ten feet through the air.  She landed face-first on the path, skidding a few more feet.  When she came to a stop, she tried to stand, but couldn’t.  “Well, go ahead.  Get up.”
 
   Blood seeped from scrapes running the length of her arms and legs, staining the white nightgown red.  Again she began to sob the mournful wail of a baby seeking her mother.  She didn’t try to fight it this time.  What was the use?  She was a baby with a baby’s tolerance for pain.
 
   “You’re pathetic,” he said.  “Look at you blubbering because of a skinned knee.  Not so big now, are you?”
 
   As she lay on the ground, he came over and wrenched one arm behind her back.  She howled even louder at this fresh pain.  He seized her by the hair, forcing her head down into the dirt.  “How does that feel?  I’ve been waiting seven years for this.  Come on, now, say it.  Say it and I’ll let you go.”
 
   Dirt filled her mouth and nose, cutting off air to her lungs.  Her vision started to dim.  I’m going to die, she thought.  Good.  Better to die now than to go on this way.  Better to be dead than to let Joseph see her like this, so fat she couldn’t get out of a crib and so weak she bawled at the sight of blood.  Better for him to remember her as a grown-up, as the woman who had loved him.
 
   Then David raised her head enough for her to cough out the dirt in her mouth.  “Go on and say it,” he said.
 
   She sucked in a breath.  Through wheezing coughs she said, “Uncwe.”  She took another breath, but still he didn’t let her go.  “Uncwe, uncwe, uncwe!”
 
   He smashed her head into the ground and then released her.  She lay on the ground for several minutes until she could breathe normally again.  “Pitiful,” he said with disgust.  “To think of all those years I wasted following you because I was scared.  Of what?  This?  This is what you always were underneath.”
 
   He picked her up off the ground, tossing her over his shoulder.  She didn’t have the strength to kick, punch or bite him anymore.  The words of surrender tasted worse than the dirt in her mouth.  She should have let herself die instead of giving in to him.  Then she knew the fountain water had changed her inside as well as out.  She was a coward.  This caused her to cry anew, albeit silently, for what she’d lost.
 
   David tossed her to the ground at the banks of the stream.  “What did you do to her?” Becky said.
 
   “I gave her what she deserved.”
 
   “You should have waited until afterwards.  I can’t have her looking like this for the party.”
 
   “So clean her up.  What’s the big deal?”
 
   “The big deal is you were supposed to bring her here and that’s all.  Can’t you follow simple directions?”
 
   David took a step towards Becky.  “Maybe I ought to do the same to you,” he said.  “I don’t see any need for you or Molly now that she’s out of the way.”
 
   Becky held up a vial of fountain water.  “You could just as easily join her in the crib,” she said.  “I think it’d be sweet.  I could raise you as brother and sister.”
 
   David took a step back.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I got a little carried away.  It won’t happen again.”
 
   She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek.  “Good, because I don’t want to change two sets of diapers.  Go make sure everything else is ready, will you, Davy?”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he said.  Throughout their conversation, Samantha had been crawling along the bank towards the water.  She could ride the current downstream into the forest.  As her bloody hands splashed into the water, someone yanked her back by the hair.
 
   “Now Mommy you’re supposed to wait an hour after eating to swim,” Becky said.  She hauled Samantha back to the shore, setting her against a rock.  Samantha cried out as Becky opened the vial of fountain water.  “You don’t like this, huh?  I don’t blame you.  But I’m not going to kill you yet.”  She wet a piece of cloth with the water and then dabbed as Samantha’s wounds.  The scraped skin turned from red to pink and then to the same rusty color as the rest of her.  “All better now.”
 
   “What you want?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Revenge, plain and simple.”
 
   “Becky, pwease, I’m sowwy I tweated you wike a chiwd.  I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   Becky tore off Samantha’s nightgown, hurling the bloody rag into the stream.  “This goes much farther back than that.”  She took hold of the necklace Samantha wore around her neck, half a silver heart with the words, ‘Be Frie For’ on it.  “It’s hard to believe someone would keep a cheap piece of costume jewelry bought from a drugstore for over forty years.”
 
   She reached underneath her collar, pulling out an almost identical necklace.  Hers fit together with Samantha’s to spell out the words, ‘Best Friends Forever.’  Samantha’s eyes widened at this.  “Where you find this?”
 
   “Find it?  I’m the one who bought it for you on your eighth birthday.  One of those stupid things little kids do for each other like friendship bracelets or pinkie swear promises.”  Becky jerked the necklace free from Samantha’s neck.  “You don’t deserve to have this, you backstabbing traitor.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “My name isn’t Becky.  It’s Veronica.  Becky died three years ago in that fountain and you never noticed.  That’s the kind of friend you are.”  She stuffed the necklace into a pocket and then hefted Samantha to her feet.  “We better get you cleaned up before the party.”
 
   “What party?”
 
   “Why, your birthday party, of course.  Everyone’s going to be there.  We can’t have you showing up like this.”  She dragged Samantha over to the stream, dunking her underwater until for the second time that morning Samantha thought she would suffocate.  Veronica yanked her head back and then started to scrape at Samantha’s body with a bar of soap.  “We’re going to get you all nice and clean and make you look nice.  Can’t have the guest of honor smelling like piss and blood.”
 
   She pushed Samantha back down into the water, pulling her up to show her a bottle of yellow shampoo.  “Look, it’s baby shampoo for my little baby.  No more tears,” she said, squirting some of the gel into Samantha’s hair.  Her fingernails tore at Samantha’s scalp until Samantha worried she’d draw blood.  After another dunking, Veronica toweled Samantha off on the shore.
 
   Samantha stood trembling as Veronica reached into a burlap sack.  “I brought something very special for you to wear to the party.  It might be a little tight, but it should fit.”  
 
   From the sack she produced the lacy pink dress Rebecca had taken from the cellar of Pryde’s hut seven years ago to wear.  “You remember this, don’t you?  I think it’ll look better on you than it did on Molly and I.”
 
   Samantha didn’t try to struggle as Veronica pulled the dress onto her, followed by white knee socks and saddle shoes.  The dress clung to her gut, the seams ready to break every time she breathed while the shoes squeezed her feet like a pair of vises.  She didn’t bother to complain, knowing it would do no good.  “You look wonderful,” Veronica said.  “But we’ve got to do something about your hair.”
 
   Samantha followed her meekly to a rock.  Veronica combed the tangles from Samantha’s hair with such violence that Samantha imagined she would end up bald.  She cried out with each stroke, which only prompted Veronica to comb harder.  By the time she finished, the lace collar of Samantha’s dress was wet with tears.  “Don’t worry, Mommy, we’re almost done.”
 
   She put Samantha’s hair into bouncy curls just as Becky had used to do for Molly, a skill Samantha never mastered.  When Veronica finished, she studied Samantha for a moment.  “Something’s missing.  Oh, I know.”  From the burlap sack she took out a bow the same color as the dress.  She tied it onto the back of Samantha’s head and nodded.  “Perfect.”
 
   Then she held up a mirror.  For the first time Samantha saw her face, with the apple cheeks and head of black curls.  She patted the bow that stretched the length of her head.  
 
   She really was a baby now.  Nothing she could do would change that.  Even if Joseph saw her, he would just think she was another toddler, not the woman he loved and who loved him.  By the time she was old enough to date boys again, Joseph would be in his thirties.  He would probably have a family by then, another woman he’d fallen in love with.
 
   Her life on Seabrooke was over.  Everything that had happened, all the things she’d done, they had been erased in seconds by the Fountain of Youth—by Veronica.  Now, trapped in this tiny body, in these adorable clothes, what could she do?  Nothing.  I’m three years old, she thought.  Today I’m three years old.  
 
   She wiped the tears from her fat cheeks and smiled to expose a pair of dimples.  “I wook so pretty.  I wuv you, Mama Vewonica,” she said.  She hugged Veronica, who kissed her on the forehead.
 
   “Come on, everyone’s in town waiting for us.”
 
   “Oh boy,” Samantha said.  She took Veronica’s hand and skipped towards town.  Today I’m three years old.  I’m a big girl now, she thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7:  Many Happy Returns
 
   Samantha stopped in disbelief as she and Mama Veronica emerged from the forest.  Everywhere she saw balloons and streamers the same pink and white as her pretty dress.  Stretched between the rows of shops was a pink banner with something written on it in white paint.  “What’s it say?” she asked Mama Veronica.
 
   “It says, ‘Happy Birthday Samantha.’”
 
   “Weawwy?  You mean aw this is for me?”
 
   “Of course.  It’s your big day.”  Mama Veronica picked Samantha up, lifting her high enough to touch the banner.  This is all for me, Samantha thought.  All for her first big girl birthday.  Mama Veronica must really love her to go to so much effort for the party.
 
   “I wike a pwincess,” she said.
 
   “You are a princess.  You’re Mama’s little princess.”  Mama Veronica lowered Samantha enough to kiss her on the forehead.  Samantha giggled at this.  Mama Veronica was so silly.
 
   They turned the corner and Samantha squealed with both surprise and delight.  “Happy Birthday Samantha!” shouted a crowd of children.  Mama Veronica echoed them.
 
   Right away Samantha noticed all the children in the crowd were bigger than her.  They all looked five or six at least.  “Mama, why’s everyone bigger than me?” she asked.
 
   “That’s because you’re our baby.  Our special baby.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be the baby!  It no fair.”
 
   “I know, sweetie, but you’re much more important than anyone else in the whole town because you’re my baby.”  Samantha kissed the top of Mama Veronica’s head, feeling better now.  She might be the littlest, but Mama Veronica didn’t care about anyone else like her.  She was special.
 
   Mama Veronica carried Samantha into the crowd, who all reached out to touch Samantha as though she really were a princess.  Some pinched her cheeks or patted her on the head or tugged on her dress.  She waved to them as Mama Veronica carried her through the crowd to a table piled high with gifts.  “Ow these aw for me?” she asked.
 
   “Of course they are,” Mama Veronica said.
 
   Samantha reached out to take one from the pile, but Mama Veronica slapped at her hand.  “Now, sweetie, it’s rude to open your gifts before we serve the cake and ice cream.”
 
   “Cake and ice cweam?”  Samantha rubbed her hands together, forgetting all about the gifts for the moment.  Balloons, streamers, signs, gifts, cake, ice cream, and the whole town here to greet her; no one else ever had a birthday like this.
 
   A thin, blonde girl and chubby, dark-haired girl wheeled in a cake taller than Samantha and Mama Veronica put together.  Three sparklers topped the cake, showering the pink frosting with sparks.  In white icing was text that looked similar to the banner over the street.  “This for me?” she asked.
 
   “That’s right,” Mama Veronica said.  The two girls left, returning a minute later with buckets of ice cream—chocolate, vanilla, fudge swirl, and mint chocolate chip.  The chubby girl tried to lick some of the melted vanilla ice cream dripping down the side of the container, but Mama Veronica slapped her hand as she’d done to Samantha.  “Phyllis, you can have some later if our guests leave any.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You and Helena wait in the kitchen until it’s time to clean up,” Mama Veronica said.  The girls stalked off towards the shops.  Samantha wanted to ask why the girls couldn’t stay like everyone else; they looked so sad.  Before she could ask, Mama Veronica held her up to reach the top of the cake.  “Make a wish and blow out the candles.”
 
   Samantha closed her eyes, thinking hard about her wish.  She already had everything she wanted in the whole wide world.  Except for maybe one thing:  friends her own age to play with.  Being special was good, but she didn’t want to be lonely.  Please God, give me some friends to share this with.
 
   She blew out the candles all in one breath.  This meant her wish had to come true.  Mama Veronica set her back down at the table and smiled at her.  “I have a very special surprise for you, sweetie,” she said.
 
   What could be more surprising than all this?  Samantha wondered.  A pony?  A kitty?  A puppy?  She hoped for the pony.  She would name it Princess and they would go everywhere together.  They would have such exciting adventures.
 
   A scary-looking man dressed in black came forward.  Samantha cringed at the sight of him, which seemed to make him smile.  What a meanie, she thought.  He couldn’t be the surprise, could he?
 
   But no, he lifted up a hatch in the top of the birthday cake, reached inside, and pulled out a little girl.  She wasn’t much bigger than Samantha, but much skinnier, so that her green dress hung off her as if it were on a hanger.  Copper hair hung in waves down to her waist.  It must be heavier than her, Samantha thought.  How can she stand up?  The little girl had freckles on her nose and cheeks that almost touched when she smiled, as she did now.  “Hello.  My name is Prudence.  How are you?  It’s so stuffy in that cake.  I didn’t think I would ever get out of there.  Oh, look at that, you have a bow just like mine only mine is white.  Isn’t that interesting?  And your hair is so pretty.”  Prudence hugged Samantha before continuing, “I know we’re going to be bestest friends.  My birthday was yesterday.  I turned four years old.  It’s really not any different from three so far.”
 
   “It nice to meet you,” Samantha managed to get in.  Her wish had come true!  A best friend almost her own age to play with.  She hugged Mama Veronica.  “I wuv you.”
 
   “We’re not done yet, sweetie.”  The man in black reached into the cake and this time pulled out a boy with shoulder-length hair the same color as Prudence’s and even more freckles.
 
   “This is my dopey twin brother, Wendell,” Prudence said.
 
   “Hi,” Wendell said in a small voice.  He cowered behind his sister, nibbling at his fingers.  He was shorter than her by at least six inches, shorter than even Samantha.  He was also thinner than his sister to the point Samantha thought she could see his ribs against his shirt.
 
   “And I think we have one more,” Mama Veronica said.  The man reached into the cake; Samantha crossed her fingers for another girl like Prudence.  Instead it was an older boy with a thick nest of brown hair that stuck up.  His nose was running and he wiped it before offering a hand for Samantha to shake.
 
   “Gwoss!” she said.
 
   Mama Veronica took a napkin off the table, using it to wipe the boy’s nose.  “Now sweetie, be polite.  This is Joey.”
 
   “Hi,” Samantha said, dismissing him with a nod.  She didn’t want a stinkyhead like him around.  His eyes started to water behind his glasses.  At first she thought he was crying, but then he started to sneeze.
 
   “Must be all the dust in there,” he said, his voice nasal and shrill.  Yuck.  Couldn’t Mama Veronica send him off with Helena and Phyllis to the kitchen?  He was going to ruin the party with his germs.
 
   An older girl with red hair curled like Samantha’s came forward to put an arm around Joey.  “I’ll take him back to the cottage,” she said.  She took Joey away, the sound of his sneezes receding into the distance.  The older girl flashed a worried look to Samantha, who stuck out her tongue in response.
 
   Mama Veronica clapped her hands.  “Now then, let’s get this party started.”  She let Samantha cut the first piece, a great big lopsided hunk off the top for herself.  “Wait until everyone else gets theirs before you start eating.”  She served the rest of the pieces, giving Prudence and Wendell pieces almost as big as Samantha’s while everyone else got smaller ones.  On each plate she dropped a scoop of ice cream, picking a flavor at random.  “What kind do you want?”
 
   “Aw of them,” Samantha said.  Mama Veronica dropped a spoonful of each onto Samantha’s plate.  As Samantha ate, Prudence talked and talked, her ice cream melting into a puddle on the plate.
 
   “Are you still hungry?  I couldn’t eat another bite,” Prudence said.  She pushed the plate towards Samantha, who accepted with a nod.  Prudence continued to talk while Samantha ate.  Next to her, Wendell nibbled at his, wiping his mouth with a napkin after each bite.
 
   After everyone finished the cake and ice cream—there would be no leftovers for poor Helena and Phyllis—Mama Veronica shouted for everyone’s attention.  “Before we start opening the gifts, I would just like to say how pleased I am everyone could be here today to celebrate this moment.”  She put an arm around Samantha’s shoulders.  “Today my Samantha has become a big girl.  Before you know it, she’ll be all grown up.”  She kissed Samantha on a cheek stained with frosting.  The other children, especially Prudence, cheered for her.
 
   Tears came to Samantha’s eyes.  She couldn’t imagine anyone ever having such a wonderful birthday.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8:  High and Low
 
   After Samantha opened all her gifts, Mama Veronica sent for Helena and Phyllis to carry the many toys, dresses, and other gifts to the cottage.  Of everything she got, Samantha liked the princess costume the best.  The costume came with a shiny white dress, a pair of white slippers, a gold scepter, and a jeweled tiara.  “Can I put it on now, Mama?” she asked.
 
   “All right, sweetie, but try not to get it dirty.”  Mama Veronica took her over to the bakery where she worked so that Samantha could change.  The dress fit as though made especially for Samantha and the tiara rested comfortably in her hair.  Mama Veronica smiled at her and bowed.  “My little princess.  Why don’t you play with your friends in the meadow, Your Highness?”
 
   “Thank you, Mama,” Samantha said.  She kissed Mama Veronica on the cheek before running outside, where the twins waited.  
 
   “Wow, that looks really great,” Prudence said.
 
   “It’s pretty,” Wendell said from behind his sister.
 
   “Mama said we can pway in the meadow,” Samantha said.
 
   “What should we play?” Prudence asked as they skipped down the forest path towards the meadow.
 
   Samantha looked around at the dark forest and shivered.  She wished Mama Veronica had come with them.  At any moment she expected a big scary monster to jump out of the forest at them.  “Wet’s pwetend I’m a pwincess, and Pwoodance is a duchess and Wendeww is the scary monster twying to eat us,” she said.
 
   “I don’t want to be a monster,” he said.
 
   “Shut up.  You have to be the monster,” Prudence said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you can’t be a princess or a duchess.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you’re a boy, idiot.”
 
   “Oh.”  He broke off a stick and started waving it around like a sword.  “What’s a monster do?”
 
   “You chase after us and go like this—” Prudence growled like some kind of animal, the sound chilling Samantha.  “Then we’ll run away and you have to catch us.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” Wendell said.
 
   “You’re stupid.”  Prudence shoved Wendell, who maintained his balance by leaning on the broken stick.  Samantha liked Prudence, but she wished her new friend wouldn’t be so bossy.  This game was Samantha’s idea and it was her birthday after all.
 
   Wendell’s eyes watered and his face turned red.  “I don’t want to play,” he said.  “I’m going home.”
 
   “Oh come on, stop being a baby,” Prudence said.
 
   “We can pway something else,” Samantha said.  She no longer cared about the game so much as getting out of this forest.
 
   “Fine, be that way,” Prudence said to Wendell.  She glowered at him for a moment, but then in the next started chattering merrily about a bird she saw.
 
   They emerged from the dark forest into the bright meadow.  “It’s so pretty up here,” Prudence said.  “Look down there, I can see fields and barns and there’s a cow.”
 
   “That’s not a cow.  It’s a horse,” Wendell said.
 
   “It is so a cow.  It’s too wide for a horse.”
 
   Samantha thought the animal down below looked more like a horse than a cow, but she knew better than to say anything.  She squinted into the distance and thought she saw the ocean.  The majestic view gave her an idea.  “Wet’s pway castle,” she said.
 
   “How do we do that?” Prudence asked.
 
   “We’ww pwetend this is ow twone room and over there is ow dining haw where we have the feasts,” she said, pointing to a spot a few feet away.  “Ow be the pwincess and Pwoodance can be the duchess and Wendeww can be a knight and tew us stories.”
 
   “What kind of stories?”
 
   “About monsters he beat up and things like that.”
 
   “I don’t know any stories,” he said.
 
   “Fine, then you be the duchess and I’ll be the knight,” Prudence said.  Wendell agreed to this and they got started.  With Prudence in the knight’s role she got to rattle for hours while Samantha and Wendell sat in the grass and listened.  They devoured a pretend feast and then Samantha let Wendell try on her slippers and tiara and carry the scepter.
 
   “You’re not supposed to have those,” Prudence said.  
 
   She snatched the scepter away and then tried to take the tiara off his head, but he jumped back a step to avoid her.  “I’m the duchess!” he cried out.
 
   The twins ran around the meadow, Prudence trying to tackle Wendell and take the tiara and slippers.  Samantha watched them from her spot on the grass, taking off her socks to dig her bare feet into the ground.  She wished she could build a real castle up here, a place where she and her new friends could play.
 
   “Kids, it’s time to come home,” Mama Veronica called from the trees.  Prudence had finally managed to catch Wendell and steal the slippers and tiara from him.  She pleaded to allow them a few more minutes, but Mama Veronica refused.  “You kids can come back here tomorrow.”
 
   In her bare feet, Samantha ran across the meadow and into Mama Veronica’s waiting arms.  “We had so much fun, Mama,” Samantha said, telling her all about their game.
 
   “That’s good, sweetie.  So you had a good birthday?”
 
   “The bestest ever,” she said.  “Thank you, Mama.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  Now put on your shoes before we get too much farther.”  Prudence had retrieved her shoes and gave Samantha back the costume slippers.  She kept the tiara and scepter; Samantha hoped she gave them back later.
 
   She felt much better walking through the forest this time with Mama Veronica at her side.  Mama Veronica wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her or her friends.  Samantha relaxed enough to skip ahead of Mama Veronica with Prudence, who continued rambling about everything she saw.
 
   The town was now deserted and so quiet, Samantha wondered if all the children were a figment of her imagination.  The pink banner still flapped in the breeze and the streamers and balloons hung from the storefronts.  The sight of these cheered Samantha, reminding her of the wonderful party.
 
   The red-haired girl from earlier met them outside the cottage.  “Hello girls,” she said.  “Go in and wash up for dinner.  Make sure you scrub good under your nails.”
 
   Samantha didn’t know who this girl was or why she bossed her and Prudence around.  She would have to ask Mama Veronica about it later.  Inside the cottage she found her gifts piled up in a corner by the crib followed by the more unwelcome sight of Joey sitting at the table.  He wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve as they came in.  “Did you guys have fun?” he asked.
 
   “We had lots of fun,” Prudence said.  She went on to describe every detail of their afternoon as Samantha climbed onto a stool to reach the water bucket and soap.  She made sure to scrub her fingernails clean as the bossy lady had said.
 
   For dinner they had roast beef, potatoes, and bread.  Despite Samantha’s protests that she was a big girl, Mama Veronica cut up her meat into bite-sized pieces.  Again Prudence hardly touched her meal, her mouth too busy talking, so that Samantha cleaned her plate as well.  Throughout the meal, Joseph sat across the table, sniffling and wheezing through his nose.  He’s so gross, she thought.  Why did he have to live here?
 
   After dinner, Mama Veronica told them to get ready for bed.  Molly the bossy lady took Wendell and Joey into one room to change while Mama Veronica took Prudence and Samantha into the other.  From a basket on the floor, Mama Veronica took out a nightgown the color of Prudence’s dress for her to wear.  Prudence talked nonstop as she put on the nightgown and brushed out her long hair.  When she finished, she climbed into the bed.  Mama Veronica pressed a cloth doll that resembled Prudence—only heavier and with less hair—into Prudence’s hands.  Mama Veronica kissed her on the forehead and said goodnight.
 
   “What about me, Mama?” Samantha asked.
 
   “We’re getting to you, sweetie.”  She took out a pink set of one-piece pajamas with the feet like babies wore.
 
   “I don’t wanna wear that,” Samantha said.  “I wanna nightgown wike Pwoodance.”
 
   “Now Samantha, don’t be difficult.  It’s been a long day and you need your rest.”
 
   “But that for babies.  I’m big girw now.  You said.”
 
   “I know you are, sweetie.  Just put this on for tonight and I promise tomorrow we’ll get you a nightgown.”
 
   “But Mama—”
 
   “Now, young lady.”  Samantha took off her princess dress and climbed into the pajamas, Mama Veronica helping her zip them up.  “You look very nice.  Let’s get you to bed and then Aunt Molly will tell you a story.”
 
   Mama Veronica scooped Samantha up, but instead of putting her in the bed with Prudence, Mama Veronica started towards the crib.  “I wanna sweep in the bed,” Samantha said.
 
   “Sweetie, the bed is for Prudence and Aunt Molly.  Your bed is in here.”
 
   “Cwibs ow for babies,” Samantha said.  “I’m big girw.  You said so.”
 
   “If you don’t want to be treated like a baby then stop acting like one.  There’s nothing wrong with your crib.”
 
   “No fair!” Samantha wailed.  She clawed and squirmed to break Mama Veronica’s grip.  “I’m twee.  I’m not baby!”
 
   Samantha thrashed about in Mama Veronica’s arms, her elbow coming up to hit Mama Veronica in the ear.  Mama Veronica’s grip loosened enough for Samantha to squirt free.  She ran towards the bedroom to jump into the bed with Prudence.
 
   Mama Veronica dragged her down by the hair in the doorway.  “You little brat!  You’re getting in that fucking crib,” Mama Veronica said, her voice sounding different.  She sounded like a monster.  She picked Samantha up by the hair to look her in the eye.  Samantha kicked and clawed at Mama Veronica to no avail.  “I think you need a good spanking to teach you a lesson.”
 
   “No!  I get in the cwib.  I be good,” Samantha said.
 
   “You need to understand who’s in charge here,” Mama Veronica said.  She tucked Samantha over her shoulder and took her into the kitchen.
 
   “Veronica, what’s going on?” Molly asked.
 
   “Samantha is misbehaving and I’m giving her a spanking.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?  I think she’s learned her lesson already—”
 
   “Mind your own business or you’ll be next,” Mama Veronica said.  She picked up the smallest of the frying pans.  Samantha’s eyes widened and before she could stop herself, she wet her pajamas.  “Christ, she just peed on me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Pwease, don’t—” Samantha’s plea broke off with a scream as Mama Veronica bent her over and struck her bottom with the frying pan.  She hit Samantha again and again, Samantha’s screams growing louder until they filled the cottage.
 
   When Mama Veronica finished, she turned Samantha over.  Her voice returned to normal as she said, “I hope you learned your lesson, sweetie.  When you disobey me, you have to be punished, understood?”
 
   Samantha nodded, her throat too choked with sobs to form any words.  Mama Veronica pressed Samantha into Molly’s arms.  “Find her some new pajamas and make sure you put a diaper on her this time.  I’ll be back in the morning.”
 
   After the door slammed shut, Molly set Samantha down on the table.  “Why?” Samantha asked.  “Why…she?”
 
   “She was only trying to teach you a lesson.  You have to behave yourself and do what you’re told.  Your mama has to work very hard now and she needs all of us to be good for her.”
 
   Molly applied a drop of glowing water to Samantha’s bottom, the physical pain receding, but she still felt the blows in her mind.  Mama Veronica had turned into a monster.  After this most wonderful day, how could this happen?  She didn’t understand.
 
   So wrapped up in her thoughts, Samantha didn’t put up any resistance as Molly put a cloth diaper on her, followed by light blue pajamas exactly like the other ones.  Samantha was still trying to unravel the mystery as Molly set her down in the crib and kissed her on the forehead.  She fell asleep crying.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9:  On the Run
 
   Samantha woke up screaming.  In her dreams, Mama Veronica wielded a frying pan bigger around than Samantha’s birthday cake.  No matter how fast Samantha ran, Mama Veronica was always a step behind, ready to bring the pan down on her backside.  
 
   Hands lifted her out of the crib.  Samantha swatted at them, calming only when she heard Molly’s voice say, “It’s all right, dear.  No one’s going to hurt you.”
 
   Samantha’s whole body shook as she cried.  “Mama hates me,” she said between sobs.
 
   “No, of course not.  Mama loves you very much.”  Molly took Samantha over to the hearth, sitting with her in front of the cooling embers.  She bounced Samantha on her knee and wiped at Samantha’s tears.  “Your mama has been under a lot of stress.  Sometimes when people are under stress they get angry and do things they don’t mean.  It doesn’t mean they’re bad people.”
 
   “She hit me.  That bad.”
 
   “I know, dear.  I’m sure your mama is very sad about that and tomorrow morning she’ll come back and tell you how very, very sorry she is.”
 
   “I hate her,” Samantha said.
 
   “Samantha, you shouldn’t hate anyone.  People like your mama need our love and understanding.  It’s not easy being responsible for you and Prudence and all the other children.  It’s a very difficult thing to care for so many people.”
 
   “She mean and I hate her.”
 
   “I know you don’t mean that.  Tomorrow you’ll see how bad Mama feels and forgive her because you love her.”
 
   “No I won’t.  I hate her forever.”
 
   Molly stared in the fire, absently fiddling with Samantha’s hair.  When she spoke, her voice sounded very sad.  “I had a mama once, years ago.  When I was not much older than Prudence a terrible thing happened and I lost my mama.”
 
   “Where she go?”
 
   “She went to Heaven, dear, to live with the angels.”
 
   “What happen to her?”
 
   “Well, I guess you could say she drowned.  She fell into the water and never came back again.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain, dear, but when people go up to Heaven like my mama they can’t ever come back again.  They wait for us to go to them and live with them forever.”
 
   “How you get to Heaven?”
 
   “Well, you have to be a very good girl and not do anything bad.  And when people do bad things we have to forgive them.”
 
   “I don’t wanna fogive Mama.  She mean to me.”
 
   “I know, sweetie, but you must.  Before my mama went away to Heaven, I got angry with her.  She hit me like your mama did and I didn’t think I could ever forgive her.  I thought I would hate her forever.  It was only after she left that I realized how much I still loved and missed her.”
 
   “Aunt Mowwy, you cwying.”
 
   “I know, dear.  I know.”  She dabbed at her eyes with a sleeve.  “I would give anything for one more chance to tell my mama how much I love her.  Do you understand now why it’s so important to forgive your mama?”
 
   “Because she could go to Heaven wike you mama?”
 
   “That’s right, dear.”  She stood up, turning away from the hearth.  “We better get you changed and back in bed,” Molly said.  She carried Samantha back over to the table, changing her out of the second pair of soiled pajamas.  Molly left her there for a moment, returning with a yellow nightgown.  “This used to be mine when I was your age.  It might be a little small.”
 
   The nightgown clung to Samantha’s belly and left her bare legs exposed.  At least it was better than those awful pajamas with the rubber feet.  She squirmed on the table when Molly brought out a fresh diaper.  “I know you don’t want to wear it, dear, but you have to for now.  I’ll make you a deal:  if you stay dry for three days you can try sleeping without it.”
 
   “OK,” Samantha said.  She let Molly put the diaper on.  “Can I sweep in bed with you and Pwoodance?”
 
   “Not tonight, dear.  If you’re a good girl tomorrow and are nice to your mama I’ll talk to her about it.  Maybe we can have a bed made especially for you.  Would you like that?”
 
   “Yes,” Samantha said.
 
   Molly set her into the crib, kissing her on the forehead again.  “Don’t worry about anything.  Tomorrow everything will be fine.  You’ll see.”
 
   “G’night Aunt Mowwy.”
 
   “Goodnight, dear.  I’ll be in the next room if you need me.”  Molly patted Samantha on the head and then disappeared.
 
   Samantha tried to sleep, but couldn’t.  She kept thinking of what Molly had said, contrasting this with what Mama Veronica had done.  She should forgive Mama Veronica.  After all, Mama had thrown her the bestest party ever, given her lots of great gifts, and found a pair of wonderful friends—she didn’t count that stinkyhead Joey.  Mama Veronica loved her, didn’t she?
 
   Samantha shivered at the memory of Mama Veronica grabbing her by the hair and screaming at her in that awful voice.  That ugly, mean voice.  Then came the thrashing with the frying pan.  Afterwards, she remembered seeing not a look of sadness on Mama Veronica’s face, but something else.  Anger, yes, but more.  Almost like a smile at the edges of her mouth.
 
   Mama Veronica enjoyed beating her.  She enjoyed putting Samantha into those baby pajamas and then into the crib.  She said Samantha was a big girl, but she wanted to treat her like a baby forever.  She was a monster and everything else just pretend like Samantha and her friends playing in the meadow.
 
   No matter what Molly said, Samantha could not forgive Mama Veronica.  Not ever.  She couldn’t forgive a monster.  She didn’t care if Mama Veronica went up to Heaven and didn’t return; Samantha would never forgive her.  “We weaving and never, ever coming back,” she said to her dolly.
 
   She tucked the doll under her arm and then tried to pull herself over the side of the crib.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t do it.  She finally sank down to the mattress, crying and panting from the effort.
 
   “Smanfa?” Prudence said.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “No.  I hate this pwace.  I hate Mama Vewonica.  I gonna weave,” Samantha said.
 
    “You are?  Can I come with you?  I don’t want to be alone,” Prudence said.  She leaned over the edge of the crib so Samantha could see her face.
 
   “Yes.  Can you help me out of the cwib?”
 
   “All right.”  Samantha tried to pull herself up again, only this time Prudence took hold of her nightgown.  They both tumbled to the ground.  A cut opened on Samantha’s right knee from the fall, but she bit down on her lip to keep from crying out.  They couldn’t let Molly know.  “Wait here.”
 
   Samantha watched Prudence sneak back into her bedroom, a hand going to her lips.  She’s going to tell on me! Samantha thought.  Instead, Prudence returned a minute later with Samantha’s princess costume, including the scepter, and her own green dress.  Samantha left the diaper on; even though it made her feel like a baby she didn’t want to ruin her pretty dress.
 
   After they changed, Prudence led Samantha into the boy’s bedroom.  She poked at her brother with a finger.  When this didn’t cause him to stir, she shook him.  He still didn’t get up, so she finally rolled him off the bed, onto the floor.  “What—” he started to ask, but Prudence clapped a hand over his mouth and put a finger to her lips.
 
   “Smanfa and I are leaving.  You’re coming too.”
 
   “Where we going?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Prudence said.
 
   “I don’t want to go.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice.  Get dressed.”
 
   “Can I come?” Joey asked from the bed, sniffling and wheezing through his nose.
 
   “No,” Samantha and Prudence hissed together.
 
   “Why not?  I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   “You a stinkyhead,” Samantha said.
 
   “You’re a snotface,” Prudence said.  “We don’t like you.”
 
   “Maybe we should—” Wendell started to say.
 
   “No.  He’ll make too much noise,” Prudence said.  She reached across the bed to seize Joey by the shirtfront.  “You better not tell on us.”  She curled a fist for emphasis.
 
   “I won’t tell,” he said, his sniffling and wheezing becoming worse as he cried.
 
   “Good.  Now let’s go.”  Prudence led the way, tiptoeing through the house, past Molly’s door, where she slept peacefully in her bed.  Prudence opened the door, ushering Samantha and Wendell through before closing it behind them.  They stood in the darkness a moment, a shiver running through Samantha.
 
   “Where do we go?” she asked.
 
   “This way,” Prudence said, leading them into the forest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10:  Red Water
 
   Wendell bumped into Samantha as an owl hooted.  “I want to go home,” he whined for the millionth time since they’d left.
 
   “Shut up,” Prudence said.
 
   “We’re lost,” he said.
 
   “We’re not lost.  We just haven’t found what we’re looking for yet,” she said.  She picked Samantha up off the ground and then set out once again.
 
   “What are we looking for?” he asked.  Samantha thought this to be a good question.  In the hours of stumbling through the darkness, getting dirt all over her pretty dress, they didn’t seem to be any closer to finding anything.
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ll know when I see it,” Prudence said.
 
   “But how?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Trust me, I’ll know. Now could you two shut up?  I can’t hardly think with you two carrying on,” Prudence snapped.
 
   Samantha began to cry and threw herself back to the ground.  “I’m tired,” she said.  Her belly growled.  “And hungy.”
 
   “Then maybe you should go back,” Prudence said.  “It was your idea to leave in the first place.”
 
   “I didn’t wanna come out here,” Samantha said.  “It’s dark and scawy and dirty.”  Wendell seconded this with a nod.
 
   “You two are such babies.  I’m going on by myself and you can do whatever you want.”  Prudence stuck her nose in the air and spun around.  She marched off into the trees, leaving Wendell and Samantha to shiver in the dark.
 
   “Pwoodance, come back,” Samantha called.
 
   Wendell looked all around and then sank to the ground next to her, sobs wracking his body.  “We’re lost,” he said.  “I want to go home!  I want Mommy.”
 
   She put an arm around his shoulders, hugging him close.  “Pwoodance wiw come back.  She won’t weave us here.”
 
   “Yes she will.  She hates me.”
 
   “No she don’t.  If she hated you, she wouldn’t bwought you.  She didn’t want to weave you.”
 
   Wendell considered this a moment.  “You think so?”
 
   “Why else she bwing you?”
 
   “To get rid of me,” he said.  “Then she won’t have me around anymore.”
 
   “We can find her,” Samantha said.  She got to her feet and then helped Wendell up.  “You can have these.  They keep you safe from any bad things.”  She handed the tiara and scepter from the princess costume to him.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked as he put the tiara on.  She nodded and took his arm, leading him in the direction Prudence had gone.  They didn’t get far before they heard a monster wailing and thrashing in the brush ahead.  “It’s going to eat us!” Wendell screamed.  He pulled on Samantha’s arm, but she couldn’t move.
 
   This is it, she thought.  I’m going to Heaven now like Molly’s mama.  I should have stayed home.  I never should have left.  In that moment it wasn’t Veronica she realized she’d miss but Molly.  Molly who had treated her so kindly and gently, just like a real mother.  When Molly woke up tomorrow and found them gone, she would feel so sad.  Samantha thought of Molly crying by the hearth earlier as she spoke of her lost mama.  Now Samantha, Prudence, and Wendell were all lost.  I’m sorry, she thought, resolving to go back if she were spared.
 
   She had just finished her silent prayer when she made out human words among the monster’s growling.  She got to her feet and pulled Wendell along with her into the brush.  The closer they got, the more recognizable the monster’s voice became.
 
   Samantha pushed aside a branch to find Prudence entangled by her long hair in the brush.  She clawed and kicked at the branches, growling naughty words as she fought to get free.  “Pwoodance!  We taught you a monster,” Samantha said.
 
   “Do I look like a monster?  Get me out of here!”  Samantha and Wendell worked together to untangle Prudence’s hair from the brush.  She continued kicking and screaming, hitting them several times.  She popped loose in a forward surge that brought all three to the ground.  “Stupid hair,” she said.  “I’m going to cut it all off.”
 
   Samantha helped pick leaves and branches from the tangled copper mass, thinking again of Molly as Prudence ranted on.  “We shouwd go home,” Samantha said.
 
   “What?  Are you crazy?  They’ll beat all of us this time when they find out we left,” Prudence said.  Wendell started to cry at this.
 
   “I don’t want to get beaten,” he said.  “It’s not my fault.  I didn’t want to come.  You made me.”
 
   “If I get a spanking, you’re getting one too,” Prudence said.  “Even if I have to do it myself.”
 
   “If we go back now, they might not find out,” Samantha said.
 
   “Of course they will.  That snotface Joey will tell them.”
 
   “This is your fault,” Wendell said to his sister.
 
   “No it’s not.  It’s her fault,” Prudence said, pointing at Samantha.  “She’s the one who wanted to leave.”
 
   “You the one who hewped me out of the cwib.”
 
   “Only because you were bawling so much I felt bad.”
 
   “It’s not fair.  I didn’t want to come.”
 
   Prudence punched her brother in the shoulder.  His crying turned to heaving sobs.  “Stop crying, you stupid baby!  All you ever do is cry and whine.”
 
   Before Prudence could hit Wendell again, Samantha touched her arm.  She heard something heavy crash in the brush behind them.  She pointed to the bushes a moment before the man in black from the party appeared.  “There you brats are.  You three have an appointment with Mr. Switch,” he said.  He flicked a thin rod in his hand, the rod slicing through the air in front of him.  “I think I’ll start with Fatty.”
 
   Samantha scampered into the brush, branches whipping into her face and tearing at her clothes.  She kept going long after her pretty dress became a tattered rag, hearing the man’s heavy footsteps behind her.  She couldn’t let him catch her; he would do things far worse to her than Mama Veronica last night.
 
   At last Samantha emerged from the brush onto a rocky trail leading into the hills.  She followed the path as it wound uphill, her pursuer’s footsteps growing closer.  She chanced a look back, but didn’t see him.  Where did he go? she wondered.
 
   Her legs felt so heavy that she could barely stand and her chest burned with every breath.  She couldn’t run anymore.  She needed to find a place to hide until she thought of what to do.  
 
   She stumbled along to the end of the path, seeing the entrance of a cave.  She’d be safe in here for a while, long enough to catch her breath and think of what to do next.  She only hoped Prudence and Wendell found a similar place to hide.
 
   She almost tripped over something as she entered the cave.  A wire of some kind stretched near the floor.  What an odd place to put a wire, she thought.  She made sure to watch her step in case there were more so she wouldn’t scrape herself up any more.
 
   At the center of the cave, she came to a circular pool of water.  Something red and glowing covered the surface of the water.  She laid down at the edge of the pool, leaning towards the surface.  She reared back an instant later.
 
   The patties of red plant material formed themselves into faces.  Each one bore a similarity to her own, except they were older and thinner than hers.  “It’s me,” she said.  She saw herself as a girl, a teenager, an adult, and even an old woman with wrinkles and white hair.  “What is this?”
 
   Before she could lean down to touch the red algae, she heard footsteps behind her.  The man in black carried a flailing Prudence under one arm and a limp Wendell under the other.  “This is too perfect,” he said, advancing towards her.
 
   Samantha backed away from the pool until she bumped up into a wall.  She knelt down, putting up both hands in supplication.  “Pwease don’t hurt me,” she said.  “I’ll be good.  I pwomise.”
 
   “No more games,” the man said.  “I’m going to be rid of you and your little friends for good.”
 
   “You can’t,” Samantha said.  “Mama Vewonica wiw be mad.”
 
   “Well, that may be, but the way I figure it, you kids were playing in this cave and whoops—”  He hurled Wendell into the pool.  There was a flash of red light and then Wendell vanished.  Prudence screamed, kicking and clawing at the man.  “You fell in and disappeared.  What a shame.”  
 
   He seized the struggling Prudence with both hands.  With no other alternatives left, she spat into his face.  He growled with rage and then threw her into the pool after her brother.  Another flash of light and she disappeared.  “Now it’s your turn, Fatty,” he said, taking a step towards Samantha.
 
   She lay there on the floor of the cave, curled up into a ball as he approached, tears pouring down her face for her lost friends.  They’re gone, she thought.  They’re gone and it’s my fault.  He picked her up by the front of the dress, looking into her teary eyes.  A smile came to his face.  “You’re nothing,” he said.  He dropped her into the pool.
 
   Her scream was cut off by a flash of blinding red light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11:  Savannah
 
   A scream still echoed in Samantha’s ears as her eyes opened.  She found herself not in a dark cave, but a shabby motel room.  She conducted a brief inventory:  cheeks small, hair straight, stomach flat, and breasts—she had breasts!  “Oh thank God,” she said.
 
   She got up off the stained carpet of the motel room and stumbled over to the sink.  When she reached out to turn on the faucet, she paused a moment to stare at her long, slim fingers.  She wanted to kiss each one.  “Get a hold of yourself,” she said.  She turned the faucet and splashed lukewarm water onto her face.
 
   A nightmare.  It had all been a nightmare.  She couldn’t remember ever having such a vivid dream, but then again she couldn’t remember anything.
 
   She fumbled for the light switch, jumping back when the lights came on and she saw her face.  Not three or ten or even seventeen, but much older.  The tired, worn face of a middle-aged woman.  She touched the lines at the corner of her eyes and lips, the bags beneath her eyes, and the gray hairs at her temples.  “Is this me?” she wondered.  Or perhaps this was the dream and she would wake up as a teenager or an old woman.
 
   “Get a hold of yourself,” she said again.  “This is ridiculous.  I’m not dreaming.  I’m—”  Who the hell was she?  That was the place to begin.  Establish the facts.
 
   She looked around the motel room for identification.  She found a suitcase on the foot of the bed with no identification tags on the outside.  Inside was a wrinkled pile of clothes, a toothbrush, and a gun.  She picked up the snub-nosed revolver and without thinking opened the chamber.  She dropped the gun when she saw the bullets inside.
 
   She stepped away from the suitcase, bumping against a set of drawers.  Her search of the drawers turned up only a telephone book for the greater Savannah area and a Bible.  I must not have been here long, she thought.  A search of the nightstands revealed a few ads for pizza restaurants and the channel listing for the television.  She checked underneath the bed and in the closet without finding anything.  
 
   Her stomach began twisting into knots.  So far she knew only that she was a middle-aged woman in Savannah, Georgia who carried a gun in her suitcase.  There’s probably a good reason for that, she thought.  The knots tightened and bile started to make its way up her throat.
 
   She dashed into the bathroom, spitting a blob of yellow bile into the toilet.  I must not have eaten recently, she thought, grateful for any clue that might help.  She flushed the toilet and prepared to make another sweep of the room when she saw a handbag dangling from the back of the door.
 
   She snatched the bag, taking it into the room to empty out onto the bed.  She found many of the usual things a woman carried in such a bag—lipstick, compact, tampons, tissues—and something few other women carried.  “Oh my God,” she said, picking up the black leather wallet.
 
   The wallet flopped open to reveal a gold badge and identification for one Special Agent Samantha Young, Federal Bureau of Investigation.  The FBI; she was an FBI agent!  At least that explained the gun.  The photo on the badge looked old, ten years old at least when her face was smooth and her hair long and black.
 
   In a billfold she found more conventional identification.  A Texas driver’s license confirmed her name as Samantha Young—no middle name—born on July 22, 1959.  She lived in Dallas in an apartment 8203 on 19953 Juniper Drive.  Other than height, weight, and her status as an organ donor the license couldn’t tell her anything.
 
   The billfold held three hundred dollars in cash as well as three credit cards registered to her, a library card, and a paper card for something called the Frequent Diner’s Club at Freshly’s Deli.  That’s it? she wondered.  No pictures of loved ones or pets.  No notes or messages.  No postcards or love letters.  Not even any business cards.  What kind of life did she lead back in Dallas?  She would have to find out.
 
   Among the items in the handbag she found a pair of key rings, one she assumed for her apartment and car back home while the other had a Thrifty rental agency key chain.  The key chain listed her rented car as a 1999 Dodge Stratus.  She decided to continue her search for clues there.
 
   Before leaving the room, she considered whether she should take the gun.  For all she knew someone had been trying to kill her and knocked her unconscious.  If that were true, why didn’t she have any bruises or cuts or bullet wounds?  “Don’t get paranoid,” she said.  She closed the suitcase on the off chance a maid happened in while she searched the car.
 
   She opened the door to her second-story room and climbed down a set of cement stairs to the parking lot.  A sign nearby identified the motel as the Southern Comfort Inn.  Somehow that seemed appropriate, though she didn’t know why.  
 
   There were several cars in the parking lot, but only one Dodge Stratus.  She unlocked the passenger’s side of the car, where a denim jacket lay on the front seat.  Feeling a sudden chill, she donned the jacket, noting how heavy the left side of the jacket felt.  She patted the lining, finding a hidden pocket and inside this a pair of handcuffs and a switchblade knife.  She snapped open the knife, a thin six-inch blade springing out.
 
   She folded the knife back up and then felt around the jacket for any other clues.  She found only a book of matches for a Wayfarer Tavern and container of peppermint Tic-Tacs.  There has to be more than this, she thought.
 
   She opened the glove compartment, finding the car’s owner’s manual and a receipt indicating she rented the car on July 16, 1999.  That meant she was about forty years old.  Only.  The face in the mirror looked older than that.  What kind of life have I been living? she wondered.
 
   She didn’t find anything else in the glove compartment and was ready to give up searching the car when she spotted a wadded up piece of paper in the cup holder.  She smoothed out the piece of newspaper, gasping when the wrinkles revealed an article about the death of one Mr. Steven Fitzgerald, 57, of Savannah.  ‘“Mr. Fitzgerald was gunned down last night in his home.  Police have no suspects at this time,’” Samantha read.  The article went on to mention Mr. Fitzgerald had retired two years ago after thirty years in the FBI and moved to his hometown of Savannah.  ‘“He is survived by a wife and daughter.”’
 
   The article included a picture of Fitzgerald taken near the end of his FBI days.  He had been a heavyset man balding on top with a walrus mustache.  His eyes looked straight ahead, boring into her.  “You’re sure about this, kid?” she heard him say.
 
   “I’m sure,” she says.
 
   “If you’re wrong—”
 
   “I’m not wrong.  He’ll be here.”  They sit across from an apartment building, Samantha with binoculars trained on the fourth floor.  The home of Juanita Suarez, her three young boys, and sometimes one Rolando Gutierrez, the prime suspect in the murder of a family in San Diego.
 
   “You want a donut, coffee, anything?” Fitzgerald asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” she says, keeping the binoculars to her eyes.  She can’t afford to look away for one second or she might miss him.  If they missed him, he’ll be on the next flight to Mexico or Brazil and they’ll never see him again.
 
   “You need to take it easy, kiddo.  You’re going to hurt your eyes staring so long.”
 
   She hates when he calls her ‘kiddo’ or ‘kid’ or any of his other pet names.  She’s twenty-six years old and already been in the field for two years.  She doesn’t need a babysitter trying to take her under his wing.  This is a serious business, she wants to tell him.  How can you sit there filling your face when a murderer is on the verge of going free?
 
   Suarez comes into Samantha’s vision.  She’s younger than Samantha with the kind of body men on South Beach would notice.  Though she probably doesn’t wear bikinis anymore after having three children, Samantha thinks.  She resists the urge to get out of the car and run up there to knock some sense into this woman.  Three children and she’s fucking around with a murderer.
 
   Suarez picks up one of the kids—not more than four years old—as she goes to the door.  This is it, Samantha tells herself.  The door opens and there’s Gutierrez.  He kisses his mistress and then the child like he’s just got home from a long day at the office.
 
   Samantha tosses the binoculars onto the backseat and opens the door.  “He’s in there,” she says over her shoulder as she breaks into a run.
 
   “Hey kid, wait up,” Fitzgerald calls out.  She ignores him and keeps going, bursting through the front doors of the apartment building.  No time for elevators, she thinks as she starts up the stairs to the third floor.
 
   She opens the door slowly, careful not to make a sound that might alert Gutierrez that anyone’s on to him.  She slides along the hallway, counting the doors to 3F.  At 3E she pulls her gun from its holster and takes a deep breath.
 
   She throws all her weight against the door to 3F, smashing it open with her shoulder.  “Freeze!  FBI!” she shouts, training her gun on Gutierrez and Suarez in the kitchen.
 
   “What are you doing here?  I didn’t do nothing,” he says to her in Spanish.
 
   “You’re under arrest for the murder of four people in San Diego,” she responds in Spanish.  “You, step away from him with the child.  Keep your hands up,” she says to Suarez.
 
   The woman takes one step back and then another.  Samantha keeps her gun trained on Gutierrez, resisting the urge to put a bullet through his head now.  As she’s reaching back to take the handcuffs from her belt, she hears Suarez whispering something into the child’s ear.  Some kind of prayer.
 
   From the corner of her eye, Samantha sees the child flying from Suarez’s hands towards her.  On instinct she drops the gun and catches the little boy.  When she puts him down, she hears the click of a safety being released.  “Now, pig, you’re going to get me out of here,” Gutierrez says.
 
   Samantha raises her hands, wondering where the hell that slob Fitzgerald is.  He probably had a heart attack making it this far, she thinks.  No matter, she can take this guy on her own.  “We’re not going anywhere,” she says.
 
   Gutierrez takes a step towards her, the gun pointed at Samantha’s head.  “How many more are there?” he asks.
 
   “Two in the hallway and three more by the elevator.  Plus local PD all around the building,” she says.
 
   This causes him to smile.  “You lie,” he says.  He reaches out with his free hand to grab Samantha by the hair.  “You’re a foolish little girl to come here alone.”
 
   “Is that right?” she says.  She knees him in the midsection and then bats the gun from his hand.  A kick to the back of his leg trips him up.  He takes Samantha to the floor with him, still clinging to her hair.  She rolls atop him and breaks his grip along with his wrist.
 
   From her pocket she removes a picture of the late Rodriguez family in San Diego.  The husband, wife, and two young children stand before their new house like an ad for a real estate agency.  “You remember them?” she asks.
 
   “I don’t know nothing,” he says.
 
   She breaks his nose, blood gushing down into his mouth.  “You remember yet?” she says.  When he shakes his head, she knocks out a couple of his teeth.  “I can do this all day.”
 
   He spits blood into her face.  She lifts him to his feet and hurls him into the arms of his mistress.  Samantha retrieves her pistol and his from the floor, tucking both into her waistband.  She doesn’t need a gun to kill this son of a bitch.
 
   He lies on the floor, Suarez wiping at his bloody face.  “Please, leave us alone,” she says.  “Diablo!”  Samantha drops the picture at Suarez’s feet.
 
   “The devil killed those people,” Samantha says and points to Gutierrez.  She kneels down in front of Gutierrez, her fist cocked.  A punch to the windpipe and his evil would be exorcised from the planet forever.  He didn’t deserve to rot on Death Row for a dozen years or however long it took the legal system to finally deliver justice.  She could bring justice to the Rodriguez family right now with one blow.
 
   Her hand trembles with rage.  Gutierrez’s eyes widen as he waits for the killing strike.  His mistress shouts something, but Samantha can’t hear her.  She focuses on Gutierrez’s eyes, the soulless eyes of a killer.  He doesn’t deserve to live.
 
   “Kid, what are you doing?” Fitzgerald shouts.  He waddles across the room, taking hold of Samantha’s arm.  She could free herself with no effort, but she doesn’t.  “Go on, get out of here.  I’ll clean this up.”
 
   “Fine.  I’m done here anyway,” Samantha says.  The killer will live, but he won’t be free to murder anyone else.  That’s enough, she thinks.
 
   Later she’s holding a glass of whiskey in some little bar near the beach.  It’s three in the morning and still she can’t get the thought of those eyes from her mind.  Those eyes that lacked any basic human decency, that cared nothing for life.  She motions for the bartender to bring her another drink.
 
   Fitzgerald plops onto the stool next to her.  “You have any idea how many bars there are on South Beach?” he says, signaling for the bartender to get him a whiskey.
 
   “I don’t care,” she says.
 
   “Look, don’t worry about today.  No one’s going to bring any charges against you.  He was resisting arrest.  Not to mention he’s pretty much a scumbag to start with.”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” she says.
 
   “What’s eating you, then?”
 
   She can’t tell him.  She can’t tell anyone.  No one else would understand.  She throws back the whiskey, feeling nothing except the burn of the alcohol on its way down.  “It’s nothing.”
 
   “You can’t let guys like that get to you—”
 
   “I wasn’t worried about him,” she says.
 
   “I’m sure you weren’t.  You got a good head for this, kid, but it isn’t going to be on your shoulders much longer if you go charging in like that.  I know you think you’re invincible like all people your age, but take it from one who knows, you aren’t.  I’ve seen it happen more often than I’d like.”  The joviality drains from his voice with the last sentence.  He motions for another drink and then slaps a twenty on the counter.  “Let me tell you something else:  this stuff doesn’t help.”
 
   Samantha looks down at her glass and concedes the point, pushing the glass away.  Those eyes.  So much like her eyes that night.  Samantha wishes she could find a drink to wash the memory of that night away.  And no matter how many times she beat up the Gutierrezes, the killers, of the world it wouldn’t change anything.  Nothing could bring them back.  “You’re probably right,” she says.
 
   “Of course I’m right.”  He puts an arm around her shoulder.  “You want to crack skulls that’s fine with me, but next time we do it together.  As partners, capice?”
 
   “Right.  Partners,” she said.
 
   “I’m glad that’s settled.  Let’s get out of here and get some sleep.”  He leads her out of the bar into the night.
 
   Samantha folded up the newspaper article, stuffing it into her pocket.  Fitzgerald had been her partner for three years before being reassigned to a desk job, a fate Samantha had vowed to avoid.  No one stopped murders from behind a desk.
 
   She went back up to her motel room, wondering who would have killed Fitzgerald.  As a former agent he had plenty of enemies more than happy to take him out.  She tried to remember if he ever mentioned anyone in particular who had it in for him.  Her mind drew a blank.
 
   The article had opened a door in her memory, but it was one of thousands or even millions.  Whose eyes had haunted her?  What had happened on that night in question?  Try as she might, she couldn’t think of any answers.
 
   Someone knocked on her door.  Samantha again considered the gun, but it was probably just a maid here to clean up.  She threw open the door to find not a maid but a FedEx deliveryman.  “I’ve got a letter for Samantha Young.  Is that you?” he said.
 
   “That’s me,” she said.  At least she knew that much.  She signed for the package, waiting for the deliveryman to leave before opening it on the bed.  Inside she found only a map of Iowa with a red circle around the town of Junction.  At the bottom someone had written in red ink:  ‘Catch Me If You Can.’
 
   “Oh my God,” Samantha said.  The map fell from her fingers.  She picked up the telephone and without thinking dialed the number for the Dallas office.  “Hello, this is—”
 
   “Young, where the hell are you?” a gruff voice said.
 
   “I’m in Savannah, sir,” she said.  “Someone murdered Steve Fitzgerald a couple nights ago.”
 
   “That’s out of your jurisdiction—”
 
   “I know, sir, but I just received a message from his killer.  There’s going to be another murder.  This time in Junction, Iowa.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  We have to warn the local authorities before it’s too late.”
 
   “Damn it, Young, are you hitting the sauce again?  I’m not about to scare the daylights out of some little town in Iowa because you’re seeing pink elephants again.”
 
   “But sir—”
 
   “When I come in tomorrow I better see you at your desk.  Am I making myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  I understand.”  The connection broke, but she continued to hold the receiver in her hand.  What kind of life have I been leading? she wondered again.
 
   It didn’t matter at the moment.  She had to get to Junction, Iowa and try to prevent another innocent person from dying.  The hell with the FBI and anyone else who got in her way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12:  Love & Marriage
 
   As soon as Prudence rolled over, she could tell something was wrong.  The effort needed to turn over and the dirt brushing against her cheek were sure signs of something amiss.  Then a hand fell across an explosion of fat at her midsection.  This can’t be right, she thought.  She patted the globular thighs, sagging breasts, and finally bulging cheeks to make sure they all belonged to her.  I’m a whale, she thought.
 
   In her last memory, she was a thin little girl being hurled by a man in black into a pit of red water.  Now she lay here on a patch of dirt in a bloated grown-up’s body.  Then it was all a dream, she thought.
 
   At last she opened her eyes to see a sheet of rough canvas forming a crude tent around her.  Beneath her, as she suspected, was only dirt and patchy grass.  With some effort, she sat up to take stock of the situation.
 
   She put a hand to her head as she tried to think.  The dream had seemed so real, full of colors, tastes, and smells as vivid as anything around her at the moment.  To make certain this wasn’t the dream, she pinched a flabby wrist and winced.  This is real, she thought.  But where am I?
 
   “Mrs. Gooddell, you’re awake!  I was afraid you would sleep forever and ever but now here you are, wide-awake.  It’s a miracle.  Absolutely astonishing!  How do you feel?  I know sometimes when I fall asleep for a long time I feel more tired than before I went to bed and then I wonder what was the point in the first place?” said a little girl with red hair tied into long braids and wearing a dirty white dress.  As she prattled, the girl brushed dust off Prudence’s gray frock.
 
   “I feel fine,” Prudence said.  “Where am I?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  No one is quite yet.  I’ve heard mention we could have landed in Virginia or Massachusetts or perhaps all the way up in Newfoundland.  Mrs. Bloom said she hoped we landed in the Indies, but Mr. Pryde said we can’t be in the Indies because he’s been there before and these trees are all wrong.  I would have liked to land in the Indies.  It’s so much warmer there.  Are you feeling a chill?  I can find you a blanket.”
 
   “No, that’s all right.”  Prudence studied the annoying girl for a moment, trying to place her pale, freckled face.  “Have we met before?” she asked.
 
   “Of course we’ve met before.  I’ve been in your employ for five years now, since I was a tiny little girl.  My Aunt Clara sent me over.  She was always a spiteful old woman and she told me if I had to stay with her on account of my parents dying of fever then I might as well make myself useful and earn a little money.  Don’t you remember, Mrs. Gooddell?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “You’re not playing a trick on me now, are you?  Aunt Clara always complained about my wits being slow.  She was always hounding me with one thing after another.  ‘Did you feed the chickens, Molly?’  ‘Did you get the eggs, Molly?’  ‘Did you remember to close the door, Molly?’  It was enough to drive a person batty, God rest her poor soul.”
 
   Prudence put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “Look, Molly, this isn’t a trick.  I can’t remember anything before I woke up and I had the strangest dreams.”
 
   “I have strange dreams too.  In one I turned into a chicken, I suppose on account of Aunt Clara hounding me so much about the blasted chickens.  I don’t think I’d mind being a chicken, though.  It might be quite fun—”
 
   “Molly, please, can you tell me the date?”
 
   “Why it’s October 13 in the year of our Lord 1649 as Reverend Crane would say.  That has such a nice sound to it, don’t you think?”
 
   Prudence tuned out the rest of the girl’s prattle.  1649?  Something about that didn’t seem right.  That would mean her dream had taken place over three hundred years in the future.  What a feat of imagination, she thought.
 
   “Could I have a moment alone please, Molly?”
 
   “Oh yes, of course you can, ma’am.  I’m sorry to be such a bother.  My mouth runs away with the rest of me is what Aunt Clara always said, bless her soul.  Would you like me to fetch Mr. Gooddell?  I believe he’s over talking with Mr. Marlow and some of the others.”
 
   “Mr. Gooddell?”
 
   “Your husband, ma’am.  You don’t remember him either?  That’s a terrible shame.  I would hate to ever forget my husband, should I ever have one.  I won’t bother going into what Aunt Clara said about that.”
 
   “Molly, could you please find my husband?”
 
   “Right away, ma’am.  I’ll be back with him so quick you won’t even notice I’m gone.”  Molly dashed out of the tent, leaving Prudence alone to think of her husband.  How could she forget her own husband?  What had happened to her?
 
   A man with a long face and sad brown eyes compacted his tall, narrow frame to fit inside the tent.  He took Prudence’s hand in one of his.  “Thank heavens,” he said.  “I thought perhaps I’d lost you.  Are you feeling well?  Molly mentioned something in her ramblings about losing your memory.”
 
   “I can’t remember anything,” she said.  “Who I am or where I am or how I got here.  It’s all a blank.”
 
   “You took a nasty bump to the head when we ran aground, so I suppose it’s only natural.  I’m sure you’ll recover soon enough.  For now, you lie here and rest.  I’ll have Molly bring you in something to eat.”
 
   She patted her stomach.  “I’m not all that hungry.”
 
   “Now, dear, you must eat something to keep your strength up.  We have a lot of work ahead of us—” he stopped and shook his head.  “I won’t trouble you with such nonsense right now.  You needn’t worry about a thing.  Everything will be better, you’ll see.  We’ve finally made it to the promised land.”
 
   He kissed her on the lips.  A dry, yet familiar kiss.
 
   Prudence stands at the makeshift altar, adjusting the fit of the white gown she finished sewing last night.  “I don’t know why you can’t wear one of your regular dresses instead of some showy thing you’ll never use again,” Mother had said.
 
   “It’s my wedding, Mother.  I want it to be special.”  Daddy had bought her the finest lace and ribbon in London for the dress.  She now wonders if perhaps Mother is right and if it is too ostentatious even for her wedding.  When else am I going to have this chance? she thinks and feels better.
 
   She never thought this day would come.  Most other girls in Wessenshire married or were at least betrothed by sixteen.  At seventeen she hadn’t received one gentleman caller.  No one wanted her hand in marriage, as if they all knew.  As if they could see through the layers of fat to what lay beneath.  The unspeakable, horrible blemish on her soul.  Because of it, she would end up dying a spinster like her Aunt Faith.  Her entire life would be spent in the same house, in the same bedroom, growing bigger and bigger until she couldn’t move.
 
   He’s here now, standing next to her before the hastily-erected altar.  Like most girls in Wessenshire, she dreamed of getting married in old St. Michael’s the former cathedral with its Gothic spires, arches, and gargoyles.  She always imagined herself standing at the altar with some handsome prince or duke, the organ thundering with music.  As she looks over at him, she doesn’t mind that her childish fantasy will never come true.
 
   He gives her a hint of a smile and whispers, “You look more beautiful than I imagined.”  
 
   “Thank you,” she whispers.  Reverend Crane approaches the altar then to begin the ceremony.  Prudence pays no attention to the reverend’s words.  She stares at Rodney, her beloved fiancée, soon to be her husband.  She traces every curve and line of his face with her eyes, memorizing them.  These will soon belong to her.  Her husband.
 
   She repeats the necessary words at the reverend’s prompting to become Mrs. Rodney Gooddell.  His wife.  Rodney leans down to kiss her, a dry peck on the lips that to her is the most wonderful kiss.  Her first.  He takes her arm then to lead her away from the small crowd of family and friends gathered in the meadow.  She can’t believe it’s happening at last.  Her first steps as a married woman.  All those girlish fantasies of princes and dukes riding up in carriages to sweep her off to a castle can’t compare to the feel of his arm in hers, leading her away to a new life.
 
   They don’t have far to go.  The new house is within sight, a gift from Daddy.  Rodney has enough money for his own house—possibly even his own castle—but he told her he wanted “something small and cozy to start off with.”  All those years of city living have gotten him used to cramped spaces.
 
   He opens the door to the house—their house—and ushers her inside.  “Oh, this is lovely,” he says as though it were a palace.  She sees how small and plain it is, without even a parlor for entertaining company.  Not that she intends to invite anyone, but should one of the old women from the village happen by she’ll have to offer them tea at the rustic hearth.  
 
   She nods and smiles, demurring as Mother told her a lady should.  “Would you like some supper?” she asks.  Clara, Mother’s servant, has left a roast chicken and potatoes for them.  They eat their first meal as husband and wife at the little table in the miniature dining room.  Daddy has made sure to equip the table with an extra-wide chair for Prudence and an extra-tall chair for Rodney.  
 
   “I thought tomorrow I’d go into town and see about buying some seeds,” Rodney says.  “Would you like to come?”
 
   “Oh yes.  I’ve been thinking of looking for some new material for a new dress,” she says.  Mother would never approve of such an extravagance when Prudence’s old dresses still fit.  But now that she is a married woman, Prudence no longer wants to wear those same clothes, those child’s clothes.  She’s a woman now with her own household to manage.
 
   “Well then, we can make a day of it,” he says.
 
   After supper, they sit in customized rocking chairs before the hearth.  Rodney lays out his plans to farm the land Daddy gave him.  She doesn’t hear the words, listening instead to the enthusiasm in his voice.  To him, planting a field of grain is as glorious and challenging as vanquishing an entire army.  She sighs to herself, thinking how lucky she is to have such a man.
 
   When the fire in the hearth burns down to embers, he leads her to the bedroom.  Like a true gentleman, he waits outside as she changes into a nightgown and brushes her hair out.  She lies down on the bed she will now share with her husband.  
 
   Only after changing into a nightshirt and blowing out the candle does he settle onto the bed next to her.  He leans over and kisses her again, this time a wet, passionate kiss with his tongue.  Prudence stiffens at this sudden outpouring of emotion.  She isn’t sure what to do.  His hand roams down her back before coming around to cup her breast.  Sweat breaks out along her forehead.  Her breathing turns shallower.
 
   He climbs on top of her.  In the moonlight his face is transformed into something ugly and hateful.  His face.  She whimpers.  Her breath comes out in ragged gasps.  Spots form before her eyes.  “Prudence, what’s wrong?” Rodney asks.
 
   “I’m not ready for this,” she says.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   She expects him to protest or to take what he wants without her permission, as his right as her husband.  Instead, he sinks down next to her on the bed.  He puts a hand on her cheek, brushing hair away from her face.  “If that’s what you want.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she says again.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  There’s nothing wrong about waiting.”
 
   “Thank you,” she says, but she feels like a child.  She’s supposed to be a woman now.  They’ve been married for less than a day and already she’s disappointed him.  Tomorrow she wouldn’t blame him if he asked Reverend Crane for an annulment now that he’s realized what a terrible mistake he’s made.
 
   She had hoped marriage would somehow magically change her into someone else, but she still feels it there, on the inside, eating away at her.  The ever-present stain nothing can erase, not even a man like Rodney.  It will follow her forever.
 
   She wakes up in the middle of the night with his arm around her.  His body feels so warm against her.  Through the thin layers of fabric separating them she feels his flesh.  Her husband lying right here, entwined with her.  She’s safe.  He will protect her.
 
   She moves his arm, causing him to stir.  “Are you all right?” he asks.  
 
   “I am now,” she says, rolling atop him.  His wife at last.
 
   He patted her on the shoulder, giving her a hint of a smile.  “I’ll be back soon,” he said.  The flap of the tent dropped and she was alone.
 
   ***
 
   Wendell awoke to sharp pains in his stomach and left arm.  The pain in his stomach came from ravenous hunger churning his entire midsection.  The repeated pain in his arm had a different source altogether.  He opened his eyes to find a man poking him with a walking stick.  “Who are you, boy?” the man said.
 
   “I’m—” he stopped when he held up an adult arm instead of the tiny child’s arm he remembered before waking up.  It was all a dream, he thought.  But then if it had been a dream, who was he?  Where was he?  Who was this person poking him?  “I’m not exactly sure,” he said.
 
   “You’re not sure?  How can you not know your own name?”
 
   He thought back to the dream.  “My name’s Wendell.  Maybe.”
 
   “Wendell Maybe?  I don’t remember your name on the manifest.  Are you a stowaway?”
 
   “Manifest?”  He realized then he was sitting on a beach with pieces of a ship around him.  “Oh.  I’m with the crew.”
 
   “You?  With those little chicken wings?  There’s not a captain in Britain who’d take a scrawny little thing like you.  Now, out with the truth, boy.  Where did you come from?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I swear, I can’t remember.”  His stomach rumbled again.  “Could I have something to eat?”
 
   “We earn our food here.  You do some work and then you can have some food,” the man said.  He motioned to the beach.  “Start cleaning this up.  Put the wood in one pile and anything else of value in another.”
 
   “All right.  Sounds easy enough.”
 
   The man grabbed his arm, squeezing until Wendell winced.  “If I catch you stealing anything I’ll have you quartered.”  The man swatted Wendell in the ribs to emphasize his point before stomping away.  He waved at a sandy-haired man and an older man.  Wendell squinted, thinking they looked familiar, but he couldn’t be certain.
 
   His stomach continued to plague him as he dragged heavy pieces of wood from the shallow water onto the beach.  He took off his wet shirt, tearing it into strips to protect his hands from splinters.  After wrestling four pieces of wood ashore, he sank to his knees in the sand to rest.
 
   On a rise above a line of boulders, he saw canvas tents and wooden lean-tos that didn’t look as though they could survive a stiff breeze.  In his mind he saw how to fashion the tents and shacks into sturdy buildings, but the dull ache in his left arm reminded him no one would listen to him.
 
   He got to his feet and shuffled along the beach to bring in more of the driftwood before the man with the walking stick showed up.  A glint of metal in the surf caught his eye.  He squatted down to find a curve of silver in the sand.  He brushed the sand away to reveal a pocket watch.
 
   The glass on the face of the watch was shattered and the hands stuck at seven thirty-five.  With a jagged piece of glass he popped open the works, staring with fascination at the gears.  With the right tools I could get this working, he thought.  A fine watch like this would fetch a fine price—
 
   The walking stick came down on Wendell’s hands, knocking the watch to the ground.  The man seized Wendell by the neck, lifting him into the air.  “I knew it!  You’re nothing more than a thieving wretch.  Thought you’d take that watch for yourself, did you?  Now you’ll see what we do with thieves.”
 
   The sandy-haired man put a hand on his comrade’s shoulder.  “Easy now, David.  Don’t be so hard on the boy.  We’ll need every able-bodied man we can get.”
 
   David threw Wendell to the ground.  “My apologies, Reverend for letting my temper get the best of me.”  David snatched the watch from the ground and then glared at Wendell.  “Get back to work, boy.  Don’t let me catch you stealing again.”
 
   The older man with the reverend stared at Wendell throughout this exchange.  “I’ve got my eye on you,” he growled and then went to join the other two.  Wendell gulped, wondering what kind of terrible place he’d ended up in.
 
   The older man stared at him again as Wendell dragged a piece of mast over to the pile.  “You’re certain,” David said.
 
   “Jonas saw their heathen village,” the reverend said.  He borrowed David’s walking stick to draw a circle in the sand.  “It’s through the forest, near a stream with plentiful drinking water.  We won’t find a better site.”  He marked a spot near the edge of the circle with an X.
 
   “How big of a village?” David asked.
 
   The older man—Jonas, Wendell assumed—growled something Wendell couldn’t make out.  “That’s too many with our present numbers.  The elders won’t agree—”
 
   “We must persuade them,” the reverend said.  The reverend noticed Wendell standing nearby for the first time and wiped away his drawing in the sand.  “Go on now and get something to eat, my boy.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  Wendell dragged the piece of mast over to the pile and then hurried away towards the cluster of ramshackle buildings and tents.  On the way, a piece of parchment blew onto his foot.  On it were a list of names:  Applegate, Robert and Rebecca; Baker, Phyllis; Bloom, John and Helena; Brigham, Molly; Davenport, Mark and Annabelle; Gooddell, Rodney and Prudence.  The rest of the page had smeared.  He squinted at the swirls of ink in a vain attempt to make out his own name.  Maybe I am a stowaway, he thought.
 
   He sits on the end of the wharf, gnawing on the rotted corpse of an apple.  His stomach rumbles its displeasure at this meager offering.  He can’t remember not being hungry anymore.  The pain has become a constant companion spurring him on from place to place in search of food:  an apple from a vendor’s cart, a pie left on a windowsill, a bit of moldy bread rotting in an alley.  Like a mindless animal his days revolve entirely around finding enough food to survive.
 
   He’s tried to find work.  None of the ship captains will hire him even for a cabin boy.  When he gives them his proper age—twenty—they scoff.  “I have a son half your age bigger than you,” one tells him.
 
   “Please, sir, give me a chance to prove myself,” he pleads, but no one listens.  He’s too small.  He’s too weak.  His clothes are too torn and stained.  He smells too foul.  He has too little education.  
 
   He manages to pick up work here and there.  One day in a tannery, another in a counting house.  Each time he thinks he’s found a new home, a new beginning, but each time something goes wrong.  He asks too many questions.  He makes too many suggestions for changing what doesn’t need changed.  Each time he ends up back here, on the street, grubbing for food.
 
   As he finishes the rancid apple—including the core—he stares at a ship docked nearby.  The crew scurries about, getting it ready to set sail.  Other men and women in drab gray clothes mill about.  Passengers to some unknown destination.  One is so monstrously fat he mistakes her for two people.
 
   He hates this mountainous woman.  She’s never known hunger.  She’s never worked a day in her pampered life.  She’s never had to sleep on hard ground or in a dirty alley with the rats.  He wants to go up to her and spit in her fleshy face.
 
   He gets halfway there before he stops himself.  What good would it do?  She’d have him locked away in prison.  At least they might feed me there, he thinks.  But he couldn’t stand to be locked in a dark cell with nothing to stare at but blank walls.  He would go insane within a week.
 
   The fat woman is leaning close to a much thinner man like a small child.  He looks about old enough to be her father, at least until he bends down to kiss her on the lips and whisper something into her ear.  Wendell’s fists curl with rage at this fat pig with her loving husband.  He starts towards them again.
 
   The husband looks in his direction and Wendell expects him to shout a warning to stay back.  Instead, the fat woman’s husband says, “You there, can you give me a hand with this trunk?”  He gestures to a wooden trunk big enough for Wendell to fit into.
 
   “Me?” Wendell asks in disbelief.
 
   “Yes, if you aren’t on more pressing business.”
 
   “Where do you suppose Molly’s gotten off to?  If she isn’t here soon—” the fat woman’s face turns red and she seems on the verge of tears.  Her husband kisses her on a flabby cheek.
 
   “There’s no need to worry.  She’ll be here.  You know how flighty that girl can be.”  He reaches into his pocket to press a schilling into Wendell’s hand.  “This strong young lad and I will take the trunk below.  You wait here for Molly.”
 
   “All right,” the fat woman says.
 
   Wendell slips the schilling into his pocket and then takes his end of the trunk.  The weight of it strains his arm muscles until he thinks they’ll burst.  “Try to be careful,” the fat woman’s husband says.  “There are precious artifacts in here.  I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to them.”  
 
   Wendell is straining too hard to say anything.  He walks up a ramp with the fat woman’s husband, onto the deck of a ship called the Primrose.  Once on the deck, he runs into a man with steel-gray hair tying a rope.  “Watch it,” the man snaps.
 
   “Sorry,” Wendell says through his teeth.  All this trouble for a schilling, he thinks.  Still, that schilling will allow him to eat tonight.  A feast arises in his imagination:  a plump chicken, crispy potatoes, warm bread, spiced pudding, and a mug of sweet ale.  Enough to silence his stomach for a week.
 
   So busy planning this imaginary feast, he trips on the stairs going down into the hold.  The trunk slips from his grasp.  Remembering what the fat woman’s husband said—and not wanting to lose the precious schilling—he tries to catch the trunk before it falls.
 
   He hears a snap in his right arm and screams as the trunk bangs against the deck.  The fat woman’s husband takes hold of his arm, touching it to make him scream again.  “This is unfortunate.  Stay right here.  I’ll fetch Dr. Morris.”
 
   Wendell sits down on the trunk, cradling his arm.  Through eyes stained with tears he looks around the ship.  His highly-trained nose detects the smell of food coming from below, easing the pain in his arm.  He creeps down the stairs to find barrels of salted meat and biscuits.  There’s enough food here to keep him alive for years.
 
   He looks back up the stairs.  After the doctor gets here they’ll force him off the ship, back to the streets and his animal-like existence.  Wherever the Primrose is heading, it can’t be worse.  “Where’d you go, lad?” the fat woman’s husband calls out.  Wendell dives behind the barrels, all pain forgotten for the moment as he thinks of a new life awaiting him.
 
   He let the paper drop to the beach and looked out to sea at the remains of the Primrose.  Rocks had gashed the ship from the bow midway to the stern.  It’s never going to sail again, he thought.  We’re stranded.  But still, it must be better than where he had come from.  He climbed up the rise to the encampment, pausing to look down at the three men still talking.  Their plans didn’t matter at the moment; he hurried along to quell the rumbling in his stomach at last.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13:  The Rage
 
   Joey lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling.  It’s not fair, he thought.  The others had all left without him.  He wiped at his nose with his sleeve and tried to think of why they all hated him.
 
   He couldn’t remember having done anything to them, but then again he couldn’t remember anything at all.  He remembered waking up in a mud house, on a bed with the redheaded twins.  What is this place?  Who are these people? he wondered.  
 
   A fat girl with dark hair leaned over his bed.  “Mommy?”
 
   She smiled and then patted him on the cheek.  “No, Joey, I’m not Mommy.  I’m Veronica.  I’m going to take care of you.”
 
   “Where am I?” he asked.
 
   “You’re on Eternity.  You’re safe here.”
 
   “Where is Mommy?”
 
   “She’s had to go away for a while.  She asked me to take care of you until she comes back.”
 
   “When will that be?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”  She took his hand and then helped him out of bed.  “We had better get you cleaned up before you meet your new friends.”
 
   He pointed to the twins on the bed.  “Are they my friends?”
 
   “Yes.  And there’s a little girl named Samantha.  Today’s her birthday and we’re going to give her a big surprise.”  Veronica took him outside to bathe him and comb his hair.  As she did, he tried to figure out why Mommy had left.  Didn’t she love him anymore?  He asked Veronica, but she only said, “Mommy had some very important things to do.”
 
   What could be so important that she had to leave him behind?  He dressed and then followed Veronica back inside to find the twins arguing.  “You peed on me!” the girl screamed.
 
   “I didn’t mean to,” the boy said, his lip trembling as though on the verge of crying.
 
   “I’m all wet and stinky now,” the girl said.  “It’s your fault.  You stupid baby.”
 
   “Children, children, let’s not get upset,” Veronica said.  She helped the redheaded boy from the bed and pressed him close.  “It’s no one’s fault.  We’ll go outside and get you both cleaned up, good as new.”
 
   The girl climbed out of bed and glared at Joey.  “Who are you?” she said.
 
   “This is Joey.  Joey, this is Prudence and Wendell.  You’re all going to be the best of friends, I’m sure.”
 
   “I don’t like him,” Prudence said.  “He’s a snotface.”
 
   Joey wiped at his nose with his sleeve.  “Prudence, you shouldn’t say things like that.  It’s not very nice.”
 
   “I don’t care.  He is a snotface.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendell said.
 
   “You are home, at least for now,” Veronica said.  “Joey, you stay here while I take care of these two.”  She took Prudence’s hand and then led the twins outside.
 
   As Joey waited, the door opened and an older redheaded girl came inside.  “Hello, Joey.  I’m Molly,” she said.  “I’m going to help Veronica take care of you.”
 
   “I don’t want you or Veronica.  I want Mommy,” he said and began to cry.  Molly knelt down, putting an arm around him.
 
   “I know, dear, but Mommy will be back soon.  Until then we have to make the best of things.”  She wiped at his nose with the hem of her dress and then smoothed down his cowlick.  “You’re such a handsome little boy.  Samantha is going to be so happy to see you.”
 
   Except she wasn’t.  For two hours Joey sat inside the wooden cylinder of the false cake, listening to the twins bicker.  The dust made his nose run even worse until he could hardly breathe.  Then a man in black opened the top of the cake and one at a time pulled them out.  He heard Samantha’s elation at meeting the twins.  Then the man hauled Joey out and thrust him towards a little fat girl with reddish skin and black hair.  He wiped his nose and then tried to shake her hand.  “Gwoss!” she squealed, recoiling from him.
 
   She didn’t care about his explanation either.  One look into her eyes told him that she hated him.  Molly led him away in disgrace.  “It’s all right, dear,” she said.  “You have to give her time.”
 
   “Everyone hates me,” he said.
 
   “No, of course not.  I think you’re a wonderful boy.”
 
   “But Veronica said they were going to be my friends.”
 
   “I know and they will be.  It will just take time for them to accept you.”
 
   They still didn’t accept him and now they were gone.  He sniffled and then rolled over to face the wall.  I don’t need them, he told himself.  Why should he care that some fat baby and her little friends didn’t like him?  He was only here for a little while until Mommy came back.
 
   He heard a gasp from the other room and then Molly asked, “Joey, where are the others?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said without rolling over.
 
   “When did they leave?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said again.
 
   “Oh, this is terrible.  Veronica is going to be so upset.”  Molly rolled Joey over to face her.  “I have to go look for the others.  Do you promise to be a good boy and stay here until I get back?”  He nodded.  She kissed him on the forehead and then dashed away.
 
   Joey lay in bed after she left.  The stupid fat girl and her friends were in big trouble now.  He thought of the commotion earlier when Veronica had spanked Samantha.  He couldn’t imagine the punishment Veronica would dole out for this.  It’s good I didn’t go, he thought.  With a contented smile he rolled over and went to sleep.
 
   He awoke in the morning to the sound of a crash.  “God damn it!” Veronica roared.  “They’re gone!  How could you let this happen?  You were supposed to watch them!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Molly said.  “I don’t know what happened.”
 
   “I ought to throw you in there after them.”  Joey heard another crash.  “And you, how could you let them fall in?  Why didn’t you stop them?”
 
   “I tried,” a man’s voice growled.  “It was too late.”
 
   “This is just great,” Veronica said.  “All the planning and work to make this happen and they’re gone.”
 
   “Isn’t that what you wanted?” the man said.
 
   “Not like that!  I could have kept the charade going for years.  I could have kept her like that forever.  Now it’s ruined thanks to you two.”  Joey heard pots and pans crash to the floor.  He caught a glimpse of Veronica stomping across the room, kicking something into the hearth.  “And the worst part is now the fountain is useless.  What is that red stuff?”
 
   “I don’t know,” the man said.  “Some kind of algae.”
 
   “We have to find a way to get rid of it.”
 
   “How?” Molly asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  David and I will think of something.  You stay here and look after the other one.  If you can manage that without fucking up.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Molly said.  “I won’t let you down again.”
 
   “You better not,” Veronica said.  The door slammed shut.  Joey curled up beneath his blankets and cried.  Mommy, where are you? he wondered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14:  Junction
 
   The car veered off the pavement and onto the gravel shoulder.  The sound of stones pinging off the car’s underside brought Samantha back to full alertness.  She steered back onto the highway, checking the rearview mirror to make sure no one else saw, but she was alone.
 
   Her eyes lingered in the mirror for an extra moment.  She took one hand off the steering wheel to pat her hair, making sure it hadn’t spontaneously twisted itself into the curls of a little girl.  She laughed and let her hand drop to the diet soda in the cup holder.  After a long pull on the straw, she turned her attention back to the highway.
 
   These simple grown-up activities like driving a car or buying an airline ticket still felt unfamiliar.  In the Savannah airport she’d gaped up at the ceilings, marveling at how high they were.  She walked with slouched shoulders and cautious steps among the crowds of bustling travelers, afraid someone wouldn’t see her and knock her down.  She approached the ticket counter with a nervous flutter and mumbled her order, afraid someone would tell her she couldn’t fly without a parent or guardian and then drag her away by the ear for a stern lecture.
 
   “It was only a dream,” she told herself over and over again.  Yet she couldn’t bring herself to take even a brief nap on the airplane, afraid she might wake up in a crib.  It’s shock, she thought.  The strange dream and Fitzgerald’s death had rattled her nerves.  Then why can’t I remember anything?
 
   No other doors to her memory had opened since seeing Fitzgerald’s picture in the newspaper.  She kept hoping for something to bring an avalanche of memories down upon her mind, but not even a pebble floated into her consciousness.  It’ll happen soon, she told herself with less hopefulness each time.
 
   A sign along the highway indicated the town of Junction was five miles to the right.  She almost missed the turn, the car grinding over the shoulder again before reconnecting with the pavement.  Almost there, she thought.
 
   When she got to Junction, then what?  If she was too late the killer might have already struck.  If not, then what could she do?  She didn’t have any idea who the killer intended to murder, or if he intended to kill anyone at all.  For all she knew, this could be an elaborate hoax perpetrated by some prankster to send her on a wild goose chase among the cornfields of Iowa.  If her supervisor didn’t believe the threat credible, why should she?
 
   No, something told her this wasn’t a joke.  Someone in Junction was going to die.  She stepped on the accelerator, pushing the car even faster down the road.
 
   She had to stomp on the brake a minute later as the town of Junction flew past her window.  She pulled over and got out of the car in disbelief.  This is it? she wondered.
 
   The town of Junction consisted of a general store and across from it a service station with a single gas pump and a pile of rusty cars out back.  Samantha peeked in the dark windows first of the service station and then the general store, but didn’t see anyone alive or dead.  She dropped onto the front steps of the general store, first laughing and then crying.
 
   How could she have been so stupid?  She’d flown a thousand miles and driven through the night to end up in a dinky ghost town.  She imagined someone laughing at her right now for having tricked an FBI agent into going all this way for nothing.  “I’m such an idiot,” she said through the tears.
 
   The worst part of all was she’d hoped this excursion might trigger that avalanche of memories, or at least open another door.  She’d hoped someone in town might recognize her and be able to tell her about herself.  She’d hoped to find a sibling or aunt or a cousin, someone who knew her.  She had nothing.
 
   She wiped at her eyes.  Now was no time to start acting like a little girl.  This was a setback, nothing more.  She could get back in the car, drive to Des Moines and be in Dallas this afternoon.  At the apartment listed on her driver’s license or at the FBI office she would find some answers.
 
   As she stood up she saw the plume of gray smoke rising in the predawn sky.  The source of the smoke couldn’t be more than a half-mile down the dirt road running past the service station.  She ran the entire way, forgetting about the car.  She bounded off the road, crashing through rows of corn taller than her, the smoke drawing closer.
 
   She emerged from the field to the sight of a farmhouse ablaze.  Flames were in the windows on both floors of the house.  She didn’t hear anything from inside the house except the cracking of wood.  She saw a pick-up truck in the driveway and wondered if the driver were inside the burning house.  There’s only one way to be sure, she thought.
 
   Samantha raced to the front door, smashing it in with her shoulder the way she had Suarez’s apartment door.  Pain flared in her shoulder, but she ignored it as she peered through the smoke in the foyer.  “Is anyone in here?” she called out, smoke stinging her lungs.  A fit of coughing seized her as she wobbled into the living room.
 
   “Hello?” she called, receiving no answer.  Through watering eyes she found a stairway leading to the second floor.  The stairs cracked beneath her as she ran up, the whole staircase threatening to give way.  She made it up to the top to find even more smoke and fire.  “Hello?”
 
   She kicked open the first door she found.  Inside, fire devoured the lacy curtains and pink walls of a little girl’s bedroom.  To her relief, Samantha saw the bed was made, dolls and stuffed animals arranged neatly on the pillows.  She opened the closet to make certain no one was hiding in there and then plunged down the hall to the next door.
 
   She burst into a guest bedroom, also empty.  A door inside the guest room led to a small bathroom, where she moistened a towel in the sink and wrapped it around her head to keep out some of the smoke and heat.  Another door led from the bathroom to a teenage boy’s room, the posters of supermodels and rock bands turning to ashes.  She didn’t find the boy anywhere in the room; either he’d already fled or hadn’t been here to start with.  She pulled her hand back from the hot doorknob; she didn’t have much time left.
 
   She took a deep breath and then opened the door with the sleeve of her jacket.  There was only one more room to search at the end of the hall.  The master bedroom.  She charged ahead through a wall of flames, crashing through the door.
 
   On the bed she saw the lump of a body.  She peeled aside the blankets to find a heavyset woman lying there, a jagged gash between her breasts.  The woman wasn’t breathing, but Samantha scooped her up anyway and carried her from the room.  She raced back through the flames and down to the stairwell only to find it turned to cinders.  “Oh no,” she said.
 
   She plunged back into the girl’s bedroom.  She set the woman on the floor and wrapped her in the comforter from the bed.  With the blanket underneath this, Samantha beat at the flames around the windows.  Through the smoke, she saw the overhang of the porch below.  She couldn’t be sure the roof would hold her, but at this point it didn’t matter.  
 
   She grabbed a ceramic lamp shaped like a unicorn, turning it in her hands a moment.  It’s so pretty, she thought.  The room suddenly grew larger, the lamp becoming so heavy she could barely hold it in her tiny, chubby hands.  Where’s Mama? she wondered.  She can’t leave me here.
 
   The ceiling caved in behind her, support beams shredding the little girl’s bed.  Samantha snapped back to reality, the room and her hands expanding to their normal size.  She heaved the unicorn lamp through the window over the porch and then hurried across the room to grab the woman.
 
   Samantha hesitated a moment in the window, gathering the courage to leap from the bedroom.  She landed on the porch roof, stumbling but keeping her feet.  The roof sagged and creaked, preparing to dump her to the ground at any moment.  She circled around to the front of the house, where she found a group of men in overalls and pajama tops manning an ancient fire truck.
 
   She dropped the woman to one of the firemen, two others helping her down to the ground.  “Is there anyone else?” one of the firemen asked.
 
   “I didn’t see anyone,” she rasped and then broke into another coughing fit.  One of the men helped her over to the fire truck and held out an oxygen mask.  She breathed deeply, letting the pure air fill her lungs.
 
   “She’s dead,” another of the firemen said.  He came over to stand in front of Samantha.  “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Samantha said.  “I found her like that.”
 
   “I don’t remember seeing you around here before,” the fireman said.  “Do you know Mrs. Coleman?”  Samantha shook her head.  “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   She reached into her jacket, pulling out her FBI badge.  “I received an anonymous tip someone was going to be murdered here.  By the time I got here, the house was already on fire and someone had stabbed her.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” the fireman said.  “Why would anyone want to do that to Mrs. Coleman?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Samantha said.  She got up, wobbling a step before steadying herself.  She went over to the woman’s body, pulling aside the comforter.  She stumbled back, landing on her rear at the sight of the woman’s face.
 
   “What do you think?” she asks.  She holds up an Iowa driver’s license with the name Judy Metzler, aged twenty-one.  With her braces, freckles, and tiny breasts Judy doesn’t look any more than fifteen.
 
   “I think we’re going to get caught,” Samantha says.
 
   “You’re such a pessimist,” Judy says.  “Let’s see yours.”
 
   Samantha reaches into the black purse on her lap and reveals the license for Samantha Young, also aged twenty-one.  One eye is half-closed in the picture as if she was in the middle of winking and her lips are locked in a wince.  “I look drunk,” she says.
 
   “Very soon you shall be, my dear,” Judy says with a flourish.  She checks her face in the rearview mirror, teasing the hair she had done yesterday.  “Don’t worry, this is going to work.  Just promise me after we find a couple cute boys you’ll stop moping around.”
 
   “I’m not moping,” Samantha says.  “I only said I don’t know why we couldn’t stay in town.  I have to turn in a paper for Euro Lit tomorrow and I haven’t even started.”
 
   “You’re such a nun, Samantha,” Judy says.  “Where’d you come up with that name anyway?”
 
   “In a book.”
 
   “That figures.  Every time I see you, your nose is in some book or another.  If you don’t lighten up you’re going to be all dried-up before you’re forty.”
 
   “Fine, let’s do it.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  Samantha gets out of the car, stumbling on the platform heels Judy convinced her to buy.  She adjusts the tight black dress she bought because Judy thought it made her look “exotic.”  She thinks it makes her look like a cheap hooker.  A cool breeze runs across her bare shoulders, making her wish she’d brought a sweater along.  Why did I agree to this? she wonders.
 
   “Hurry up, Samantha,” Judy says.  She’s wearing a red dress even shorter than Samantha’s, an over glorified bathing suit.  Why am I doing this? Samantha wonders again.
 
   There’s a line at the door to the club with dozens of other young girls and their dates waiting to get inside.  Samantha smoothes out her dress again, feeling everyone staring at her.  The disco music inside pulses loud enough to hear out here, something by the BeeGees she vaguely remembers hearing before.
 
   Judy takes a pack of cigarettes from her bag, offering one to Samantha, who refuses.  “Those are bad for you,” she says.
 
   “You’re no fun,” Judy says.  She blows a stream of smoke into Samantha’s face.  Samantha snatches the cigarettes from Judy and lights one up.  A fit of coughing knocks her off the platform heels; Judy catches her before she can hit the ground.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Samantha says.  She takes another puff on the cigarette, this one successful.  “See, I’m fine.”
 
   They reach the head of the line trying to gain access to the club.  Samantha holds out her fake ID, fidgeting as the bouncer studies the picture and then her face.  Next to her, another bouncer is inspecting Judy’s license.  This isn’t going to work, Samantha thinks.
 
   The bouncer grunts and with a shake of his head permits her entry.  He lifts the velvet rope and she takes a step forward, reaching for the door handle.  The door opens on its own, knocking her back.  She stumbles again on the shoes Judy forced her to wear, collapsing against the velvet rope.
 
   From this unflattering position she sees him.  He’s two years older, but she doesn’t see any change at all.  The same mocha skin, the same turquoise eyes, the same black hair kept to a fine stubble, and the same purple lips she tasted so many times.  Only now those lips are kissing someone else, a girl with obsidian skin and a blonde Afro twice as big as the rest of her head.  He has a hand on her back, a hand Samantha imagines will soon relieve the young woman of her gold dress.
 
   He pulls his lips away from the girl and whispers something into her ear.  Is he saying how much he loves her?  Is he asking whether she wants to come back to his place?  Whatever it is, she smiles and kisses him back.  But he’s no longer paying attention to her.  His eyes have finally turned to Samantha.
 
   She doesn’t hear what he says.  She doesn’t feel Judy’s hand around her arm, pulling her up.  She can only see him kissing this other girl and thinking, It should be me.
 
   She runs.  She loses the platform shoes along the way and keeps running down a wet alley in her stockings.  Judy calls after her, but she doesn’t hear the words.  She doesn’t hear anything except the question burning in her mind:  Why?
 
   In a city of over a million people why had she run into the only person she could never bear seeing again?  Of all the clubs in the city why had Judy decided on the one place he frequented?  More important, why did she arrive in time to see him with her?
 
   Her bare foot steps into a hole, pitching her forward.  She lands face-first in a rancid pile of filth, screaming as a rat skitters past her nose.  She tries to run, but pain explodes from her left ankle.  It’s broken.  She drags herself back against the wall of a building, burying her face in her hands.
 
   She knows she shouldn’t be angry with him for kissing another girl; she left him after all.  He has a right to move on, to find someone new.  Isn’t that what she’d wanted?  Hadn’t she wanted him to find someone else and be happy? 
 
   She knows it’s better for him this way.  It’s better for her this way too, because she couldn’t bear for a disaster to claim him like Aunt Beth or her parents.  Disaster followed her around like a shadow, always blotting out those she loved.  She’d wanted to protect him from that.  From her.
 
   A hand touches her hair.  Not Judy’s delicate hand.  His hand.  The muscular hand that once had caressed her cheeks, her thighs, and her breasts.  Even after two years this touch is as familiar to her as her own.  His hands move down now to pull hers away from her face.  She looks up at him, into his eyes.
 
   No words are necessary.  He kisses her and it’s as if the last two lonely years have evaporated.  As he picks her up, she presses her cheek against his shoulder, allowing herself to feel the warmth of his body again.  For a moment she’s safe.
 
   “Judy,” Samantha said.  The face a little heavier and more lined and absent the freckles and braces, but Judy’s face nonetheless.  “Why would anyone do this?” she wondered.
 
   As she reached down to cover Judy’s face with the comforter, she noticed something poking out of Judy’s mouth.  Samantha reached in, removing a square of yellow paper wrapped in plastic.  She unwrapped the paper to find a flier for a seminar called, “Adolescence and the 21st Century.”  Dr. William Herschowitz was giving the keynote address.  Whoever had murdered Judy Colemen nee Meltzer had underlined the doctor’s name.  According to the flier, his address would be given at eight o’clock tonight at the Radisson in downtown Chicago.
 
   He’ll be dead by then, Samantha thought.  She tucked the paper into her pocket and ran.  The fireman called after her, but she didn’t care.  There wasn’t time for discussion.  As she ran, her left ankle started to ache as if in remembrance of that frantic dash through the alley.  Tears blurred her vision.  Some things were best left forgotten.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15:  Discoveries
 
   Prudence leaned against Rodney as he gave her a tour of the encampment.  The shabby lean-tos and tents like theirs gave her a sense of dread.  At any moment a gust of wind could blow their entire community into the sea.  “I know it’s not much to look at right now, but this is only the beginning,” Rodney said.  “When we find a suitable site for building I’ll make you a house even finer than ours back in England.”
 
   “I don’t need anything special,” she said.  “Having you with me is enough.”
 
   He gave her shoulder a friendly squeeze.  “That may be, but you deserve a decent home after all you’ve gone through.”
 
   “It’s nothing worse than anyone else,” she said.
 
   “You don’t make it easy for a man to spoil you,” he said.  He kissed the top of her head.  In the two days since waking up, she noticed how he treated her more like a daughter in the presence of other people.  Only in private did he allow himself the luxury of passion.
 
   A woman, almost as heavy as Prudence and with graying hair, waddled up to them.  “Mrs. Gooddell, I’m so glad to see you up and around,” the woman said.
 
   “Thank you, Mrs.—”
 
   “Applegate.  Rebecca Applegate.”  Rebecca shook her head.  “You poor dear. Your memory still hasn’t come back?”
 
   “A few bits and pieces,” Prudence said.
 
   “Maybe it’s better not to remember.  I’d certainly like to forget these last two weeks.”  Rebecca’s laugh accompanying this was hollow.  Neither Prudence nor Rodney shared in the joke.  “I suppose I best get back to work.  If you ever need to talk, Robert and I are in that tent over there.”
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Applegate.  I’ll remember that.”
 
   Rebecca laughed again; Prudence didn’t understand what was so funny about what she’d said.  “You make sure to look after her, Mr. Gooddell.  She’s precious.”
 
   “What did she mean by that?” Prudence asked after Rebecca sauntered off.
 
   “She thinks you’re a very special woman.  So do I.”  He indulged himself in a kiss on her forehead.  “Mrs. Applegate and her husband are the head of the elders.  We’ll see the rest of them later at the meeting.”
 
   “Meeting?”
 
   “Reverend Crane and Mr. Pendleton have asked for a meeting about an important matter.  I’m not sure exactly what it pertains to.  They insisted on a public meeting.”
 
   “Is it good news?”
 
   “I hope so.  We’ve had more than our share of bad news lately.”  When Prudence frowned, he squeezed her shoulder again.  “There’s nothing to worry about, my dear.  Everything will work out in the end just as we planned.  We’ll have a wonderful new home in this untouched wilderness.  A house big enough for as many children as you want and acres of unspoiled farmland to grow crops.  The kingdom of heaven right here on earth.”
 
   She tried to imagine the house and fields, but looking around she could only see ramshackle buildings and flimsy tents.  How did she ever end up in a place like this?  She thought of their cozy little house back in England and couldn’t imagine why they would ever leave.  She couldn’t ask Rodney after what he’d said about creating heaven on earth.
 
   A sandy-haired man dressed all in black approached them, shaking Rodney’s hand.  “Mr. Gooddell, I was hoping to see you before the meeting today.”  He turned to Prudence, a smile coming to his face.  “And how good to see Mrs. Gooddell is recovering nicely after that nasty bump on the head.  The Lord has answered my prayers.”
 
   “Thank you,” Prudence said.  Reverend Crane nodded to her and then pulled Rodney aside.  As they discussed some issue, Prudence put a hand to her forehead.
 
   She approaches the steps of the church, a simple wooden square unadorned with any ornaments or decorations.  Her hand touches the door, but she can’t find the strength to pull it open.  There must be some other way, she thinks.  But there is not.  She’s tried every remedy and potion available.  She’s sought the council of her mother, the oldest and wisest women in Wessenshire, and even a doctor visiting from Liverpool.  She’s exhausted every other possibility.  Now she needs a miracle.
 
   She opens the door and sees Reverend Crane sitting in the front pew as though waiting for her.  She creeps along the aisles to where he sits, reading from his Bible.  “Excuse me, Reverend.  Could I trouble you for a moment?”
 
   “It’s no trouble, my dear.  Sit down.”  Reverend Crane sets the Bible on his lap and pats the space next to him on the pew.  She sits down, her eyes focused on the rough wooden floor.  “What brings you here on this fine day?”
 
   “My husband and I have been married for nearly six years now,” Prudence begins.
 
   “Yes, I remember that day quite well.  Are you having second thoughts?  I’ve known your husband for several years now and he seems to be a very decent fellow.”
 
   “He’s a wonderful husband.  The best a woman could ever hope for,” she says.
 
   “What then is troubling you?”  Reverend Crane takes her hand, his touch evoking a terrible memory that causes her to shiver.  “Don’t be afraid, my child.  Speak.”
 
   “In all the time we’ve been married, I’ve never been able to produce a child.  I’ve tried everything I can think of to no avail.”  She describes these endeavors to the reverend, who frowns.  “I’m sorry if I offended you, Reverend.”
 
   “No, my child.  I only wish you had come to me sooner.  It’s the sad state of affairs today for people to put their faith in science instead of God.”
 
   “What must I do, Reverend?”
 
   “In a land this impure, this corrupt, there’s nothing that can be done.  God has not granted you a child because He does not want the babe raised in this foul country.”
 
   Prudence considers this.  She thinks of their little house burned to the ground two years ago by the king’s men.  She sees Rodney standing distraught in the field this summer after a hailstorm ruined the crops.  “Where then must we go?”
 
   “I’ve talked with Mr. Applegate and some of the other families in the congregation about financing a venture to the New World.  With your husband’s wealth we could surely outfit a ship to reach Massachusetts.  In such a pure, untainted place God would surely grant you as many children as you wish.”
 
   After dinner that night, Prudence tells Rodney what Reverend Crane said.  He pats her hand and smiles.  “Dear, you worry too much.  We’ll have a baby eventually,” he says.
 
   “We’ve been trying for six years now.  How much longer can we wait?” she says.
 
   “Sailing to Massachusetts isn’t like going to London.  It’s very dangerous.  And more so to live there.”
 
   She takes his arm.  “I’m not afraid.  I want to do this,” she says.  “This would be a chance for us to start a new life away from the fighting and corruption.”
 
   “Let’s not act too rashly, darling,” he says.
 
   When he asks to try again that night, she refuses.  There’s no point in trying, not here.  She can’t produce a child in this festering sewer.  Her child awaits her in the New World.
 
   Sometime in the night, he leans over to her and whispers, “Perhaps it is time we leave this place.  Start over fresh in a beautiful new country.”
 
   “Oh, thank you,” she says.  There are tears in her eyes as she kisses him.  A new life in the New World.  I’m coming, she says to the baby waiting for her across the sea.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Rodney said, having finished his conversation with Reverend Crane.
 
   “Oh, Rodney, this is my fault,” she said.  The tears of joy from her memory are now tears of sadness at condemning her husband to this awful place to die.  “I never should have asked you to come here.”
 
   “No, my darling you mustn’t say that.  Nothing is your fault.  I made my own decision.”
 
   “You came here on my account.  It’s my fault we’re doomed to die in this wilderness.”
 
   “Prudence, you must have faith that everything will work out in the end.  God has not abandoned us and so we must not abandon hope.”
 
   He walked her back to the tent, where Molly awaited them.  “Can I get you anything, Mrs. Gooddell?  You look as though you’ve had an awful fright.  Do you think this place is haunted?  I was collecting firewood in the forest and I heard this terrible howling.  Chilled my blood—”
 
   “Molly, fetch the missus something to drink,” Rodney said.  He sat Prudence down on a bed of cushions fetched from the ship.  “You need to get some rest.  You’re still not well.”
 
   “Will you stay with me?” she asked.
 
   “I’m afraid not.  The meeting is about to begin.  Molly will be here to look after you if you need anything.”
 
   She grabbed his arm.  “Please don’t go.  I can’t bear to be without you,” she said.
 
   “And I you, darling, but I must go.  I shan’t be long.”  He kissed her on the lips and then slipped from her grasp.  She remained on the cushions, staring at the flaps in the hope he might change his mind.
 
   No matter what he said, this was her fault.  If she hadn’t gone to see Reverend Crane and demanded they go to the New World, they never would have left England.  If she had only waited as Rodney had said.  Then she would still be there, in their cottage, Rodney in the fields and not cursed to die of starvation or exposure in this foul place.
 
   There must be a way to go back, she thought.  Perhaps they could repair the ship or build a new one capable of taking them back to England.  Home.  Better to live childless in England than die here.
 
   The tent flaps opened, but it was not Rodney as she hoped.  “Here you go, Mrs. Gooddell, some water just as the mister said.  You look better now.  Your cheeks are nice and rosy again.  Aunt Clara always said rosy cheeks are the flowers of God.  I always thought it silly, but beautiful too—”
 
   “Has the meeting started?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Yes ma’am.  They’re all on the beach right now.  I heard Reverend Crane say there are savages here across the way.”
 
   “Savages?”
 
   “Yes ma’am, a whole tribe of them through the forest.  Mr. Pryde saw them with his own eyes.  I’ve never met a savage before.  What do you suppose they’re like?  I can’t imagine they’d be too friendly or they wouldn’t call them savages, would they?  They’d call them something nicer—”
 
   Prudence heaved herself to her feet and ran from the tent.  Savages!  They couldn’t stay here.  They must find a way to leave this place at once.  She had to go down and pull Rodney away from the meeting to convince him.  She could not bear for anything to happen to him.
 
   The entire community—nearly fifty people by her reckoning—stood on the beach in a circle.  Rodney and three other older men are clustered on the end of the circle farthest from her.  Before she could try to reach him, someone grabbed her arm.
 
   “I didn’t think you would make it,” Rebecca said.
 
   Beside her stood a pair of teenage girls, one slight and blonde, the other stocky and dark.  “You must be Mrs. Gooddell,” the blonde said.  “We’ve heard so much about you.”
 
   The girls snickered at this.  “Helena and Phyllis, mind your manners.  Mrs. Gooddell has been very ill,” Rebecca said.
 
   “She looks it.  She’s positively wasting away,” the dark one said.  The girls snickered again.
 
   “Away with you two so I can have a civil conversation.”  The girls continued giggling as they climbed up the rise to the encampment.  “Don’t mind those two.  They’re a couple of mean-spirited harpies.  It’s no wonder that Phyllis can’t find herself a husband.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Prudence asked.  “I heard talk of savages across the forest.”
 
   “That’s what the reverend says.  A bunch of nonsense if you ask me.  This Mr. Pryde is not to be trusted.  He’s nothing more than a foul pirate.  We ought not put stock in anything he says,” Rebecca said.  The reverend stood in the center of the circle, conferring with an older man and another leaning on a walking stick.
 
   “Who is—” Before she could finish her question, Reverend Crane raised his hands for silenced.
 
   “My children, there can be no doubt about what we must do now.  We must destroy the savages and take the land from their godless hands.  Our very survival depends on this.”
 
   “We cannot be certain of this,” Rodney said.  He entered the circle to face the reverend.  “We have not done a proper survey yet.  There may be another suitable place to build.”
 
   “We do not have time for surveys,” Reverend Crane said with a sneer.  “Winter will be here in a month, perhaps two.  We must strike now before they become aware of our presence.  Take them by surprise and burn their heathen village to the ground.”  Rumbles of assent came from the villagers.
 
   “If these savages can survive here, then surely we can as well,” Rodney said.  “We must learn their secrets if we are to last the winter.”
 
   “You propose to talk with savages?” the man with the walking stick asked.  Others around Prudence mumbled their disbelief at this notion.  Prudence put a hand to her lips with worry.  She wanted only to go home, not stay here and negotiate with savages.
 
   “That is precisely what I propose,” Rodney said.  An uproar came from the villagers.  He raised his hands to silence them.  “My friends, I came here with my wife to escape war and corruption, not to embrace them.  I came here to this New World to find the peace unavailable to us in England.  I can speak only for myself, but I believe we all came here in the hopes of finding a new promised land.  A new land of milk and honey where generations to come can live without fear and bloodshed.  By slaughtering these innocent natives we will only cause God to forsake us, leaving us in darkness.”  Prudence heard murmurs of agreement from some in the crowd.  As proud as she was of Rodney for his brave stance, terror seized her heart at the thought of these savages capturing and torturing Rodney.
 
   “Who are you to presume to know what God demands,” Reverend Crane snapped.  “He has charged us with purifying this heathen land so that we might establish his new kingdom here.”
 
   Rodney gestured to the wrecked ship on the rock.  “We have already buried one hundred of our fellow Englishmen since arriving here.  I will not bury any more.”  His eyes met Prudence’s with a look of pain and sadness before he turned to the older men he had been standing with.  “If anyone must risk his life, then let it be I.  I will go to the savage village and attempt to negotiate a peace with them.  If I am unsuccessful, then you may follow Reverend Crane’s plan.”
 
   “No!” Prudence said, but she could not be heard over the din of the other settlers.
 
   One of the elders silenced the crowd.  “It will be as you say, Mr. Gooddell.  In three days hence, you and whoever chooses to accompany you will attempt to establish relations with these savages.  If you fail, then we will take up arms.”
 
   The circle began to disintegrate as the meeting concluded.  Reverend Crane stood where he was, his face red with rage.  Rodney looked down at the sand, resigned to his fate.  Prudence rushed into his arms, throwing her arms around him.  “You can’t do this,” she said.
 
   “I must,” he said.  “For you and everyone else here.”
 
   “No.  We can go somewhere else.  We don’t have to stay here.  We’ll find a way to go home.  Please, I can’t lose you.”
 
   He stroked her hair and smiled.  “There’s nothing to fear, my darling.  Everything will work out.  Have faith.”  She collapsed into his arms, sobbing uncontrollably.  He held her there on the beach long after everyone else departed.
 
   ***
 
   After two days of waiting for his opportunity, Wendell finally seized his chance to run away.  Mr. Pendleton had treated him like a prisoner during this time, forcing him to labor from dawn to dusk and then chaining him up in a lean-to for the night.  He allowed Wendell a few scraps of food and water with the benediction, “This is more than you deserve, you foul sewer rat.”
 
   At night, Wendell examined the handcuffs in the moonlight coming through cracks in the lean-to walls.  He had nothing to pick the lock with, but found the cuffs loose on his narrow wrists.  By working his wrists back and forth, he finally managed to slip them free.  This left his wrists bloody and raw, but the pain was worth it for freedom.  He tore bandages from his clothes to conceal the bleeding and then slipped back into the cuffs, waiting for his strength to return before attempting his escape.
 
   This morning, after Wendell chopped down one of the ancient trees to use in constructing new homes, Mr. Pendleton clamped the chains around Wendell’s bandaged wrists and hauled him back to the lean-to.  “With everyone at the meeting I can’t have you running loose.  When I get back, you’re to haul that tree up the hill with the others.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Wendell said.  He counted off five minutes after the lean-to door shut to begin slipping his hands from the cuffs.  He bit down on a sliver of wood taken from the tree to keep from screaming as the metal cut into his raw flesh.
 
   The empty handcuffs crashed to the ground, leaving Wendell free at last.  Mr. Pendleton had tied the lean-to door shut, but Wendell didn’t need a door to escape.  He banged against a section of wall with his shoulder until the flimsy sticks gave way to create a hole big enough for him.  He slid through the opening to find Pendleton hadn’t lied.  The camp was deserted.
 
   He broke into a run uphill, towards the forest.  A pair of giggling girls emerged from the last of the tents as he came by.  He slammed full-speed into the heavier of the two, bouncing off her and falling to the ground while she stumbled back a step.
 
   A thin blonde girl squinted down at him.  “I don’t remember seeing him before.  Oh, look at his wrists and clothes.  Do you suppose he’s one of the savages the reverend spoke of?”
 
   “He doesn’t look like a savage.  He looks Irish,” the darker, heavier girl said.  “Maybe he’s the sister of Fatty Gooddell’s girl.”
 
   “Tell us, boy, where do you come from?”
 
   “From England,” he said.  “I stowed away on the ship.”
 
   “A stowaway, how exciting,” the blonde girl said.
 
   “Where are you going in such a hurry?” the heavy girl asked.  “Everyone else is down on the beach for the meeting.”
 
   “Mr. Pendleton told me to fetch some firewood.”
 
   The girls looked at each other and adopted identical looks of a cat eyeing a juicy mouse.  “I think we should go down and ask Mr. Pendleton about it,” the blonde girl said.
 
   “No, we can’t,” Wendell said.
 
   “Why not?” the heavier girl asked.
 
   “We can’t disturb him during the meeting,” Wendell said.
 
   “He’s up to no good, don’t you think so, Phyllis?”
 
   “Definitely.  We best go straight to Mr. Pendleton.”
 
   The girls started towards the beach.  Wendell scrambled to his feet and chased after them, catching them at the lean-to from which he’d escaped.  He seized the blonde girl by the wrist, yanking her down to the ground.  He put a hand over her mouth before she could scream.  “You’re not telling anyone,” he said.  Phyllis gaped at him, her face turning pale.  “You, into there before I break her neck.”
 
   Phyllis untied the lean-to door with trembling hands and went inside.  Wendell shoved the blonde girl after her.  “I’m sorry,” he said to the girls.  Then he closed the door and tied it.  He propped a piece of firewood to secure the section of wall he’d escaped through.
 
   No one else appeared this time as he ran through the encampment, up the hill, and into the forest.  He continued to run until he tripped over a root and crashed to the ground.  He lay there for a minute, looking up at the green canopy of leaves.  A bird circled one of the trees, finally landing in a nest to deliver food to its young ones.
 
   Wendell listened for any sign of pursuit, but heard only the bird’s song in the trees.  He crawled over to a tree, leaning against its rough bark.  He would rest here for a few minutes, until he got his strength up.  He couldn’t stay too long; those girls had probably told Mr. Pendleton by now.  As he closed his eyes, the pungent odor of decaying plants reached his nostrils.
 
   Water seeps into shoes three sizes too big for his feet until he feels as though he’s running with two stone slabs on his ankles.  His legs ache and his chest burns, but he can’t stop.  He looks behind him, imagining they’re still behind him with their torches, shouting curses and hurling stones.
 
   In the folds of his oversized jacket he feels the half-loaf of bread stolen from the farmhouse along with the clothes.  He would have escaped unscathed if not for the mistress of the farmhouse stumbling from the bedroom in a drunken stupor.  She sobered up at the sight of him crouching in the corner, wearing dirty rags and clutching the bread and a knife.
 
   He bolted from the house as she screamed.  The entire village turned out to track him down.  He managed to escape by wiggling through a crack in the door of ancient crypt.  There he changed clothes and devoured half the bread, sleeping next to the decomposed body of some old knight.  He might have stayed there longer if the gravedigger hadn’t spotted him.  He narrowly escaped from the villagers a second time.
 
   That was a day ago, but still he feels them nearby, always on the horizon.  He’s not safe anywhere.  No matter where he runs, they’ll find him.  When they do, they’ll string him up for stealing the bread and clothes.  His pleas for leniency will not sway them.  That he only took the items to survive won’t matter.  Their lust for his blood must be sated.
 
   In the morning his waterlogged shoes have become too heavy to lift anymore.  He collapses into a ditch along the roadside, staring up at a clear blue sky.  He can’t muster the strength even to reach into his jacket for the bread.  He’s going to die here in this ditch.  What does it matter?  He’s lost everything that ever mattered to him:  his mother, friends, and home.  They’re lost to him forever.
 
   He hears footsteps on the road.  They’ve found him at last.  Not much longer before they seize him and finish him off.  Good, he thinks.  At least then it will be over.  All of it will be over at last.  No more wondering who and what he is or what will become of him.  Now he’ll have peace.
 
   “Oh my God!” a woman says.  “You poor boy.  However did you get in there?”
 
   The face of a woman with blue eyes and dark hair like his mother fills his vision.  At first he thinks Mother has somehow found him, but then he sees this woman wears the rough clothes of a farm matron.  She sets a basket of eggs next to him and sits him up.  “Can you hear me?” she says.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   He shakes his head.  “Where are your kinfolk?” she asks.
 
   “I don’t have any,” he says.  “They’re dead.”
 
   “You’re on your own then?”  He nods.  “You poor thing.  You’re welcome to come with me.  My husband and I have plenty of room.  We could use another set of hands around the house.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.”
 
   “Nonsense.  You can’t stay here in this ditch.  Now come along and pick up that basket.  Try not to drop any of those eggs.  They’re for Mrs. McCracken down the road.”
 
   He empties out his shoes and then gets up.  With the basket clutched in his hands, he follows behind the woman.  “Come along now, lad.  Keep up with me or you’ll be left behind,” she says.  He quickens his pace to fall in beside her.  “You look a fright.  As soon as I get home we’ll have to give you a bath and do something with that hair of yours.  You look like a girl.”
 
   He fingers the greasy ringlets hanging down past his shoulders.  He remembers Mother running the comb through his hair, telling him how beautiful it looked.  Then he remembers her seizing him by the same hair, dragging him down to the cellar.  “Here you’ll stay,” she said.
 
   “Come now, pay attention.  I asked you a question.”
 
   “Yes ma’am?”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Wendell.”
 
   “Don’t you have a proper surname?”
 
   He can’t give her his real last name or she might betray him to Mother.  He tries to think of another one, looking about for inspiration.  “Basket,” he says, his eyes on the egg basket.  “It’s Wendell Basket.”
 
   “What kind of name is Basket?  You are an odd child, that much I can tell already.  I’m Mary Connolly.  My husband is James and my daughter Fiona.”  She looks him over, shaking her head.  “Come along then, Mr. Wendell Basket.  We have to pay a visit to Mrs. McCracken and then we’ll get you home.”
 
   Home.  The word warms him like a ray of sunshine.  He skips next to Mrs. Connolly like an obedient child.  Home, he thinks over and over again.
 
   The sound of voices stirred Wendell from sleep.  They’ve found me! he thought.  He scrambled into the brush, waiting for Mr. Pendleton and some of the other men to tramp past.  After a few moments, he realized the voices were chanting in a language other than English and from the opposite direction of the camp.
 
   He followed the voices through the trees, emerging at a rocky hill.  A narrow path wound its way up the rocks to the mouth of a cave.  The voices continued their chant, the sound echoing off the rocks.  Wendell poked his head into the cavern and then threw himself back.
 
   Savages! he thought.  A dozen of them were gathered around a pit, chanting in their strange tongue.  He waited by the entrance for someone to come out and discover him, but no one did.  The chanting grew louder.
 
   Wendell stuck his head into the opening again, creeping nearer the pit for a better look.  As he watched, an ancient woman hobbled forward with the help of two other women.  A man wearing an elaborate headdress of animal horns circled the woman, reciting words Wendell didn’t understand.
 
   When he finished, the man in the headdress signaled to the women holding the old woman up.  They undressed the old woman and then placed her onto a sling made of animal hide.  The chanting became a howl that shook the entire cavern.  Wendell braced himself for a cave-in.
 
   The two women took the straps of the sling and as the howling reached its crescendo, they lowered the old woman into the pit.  A white light burst from the pit, washing over the savages and blinding Wendell.  He screamed, but no one heard him over the renewed chanting.
 
   His vision cleared in time to see the women haul up the sling.  On it lay not the old woman, but a girl of no more than seven years.  The two women helped the girl stand, and then dressed her in new clothes and placed a garland of flowers on her head.  Then they gave her a bowl to drink from.  The man in the headdress intoned something followed by the girl echoing his words.  She drank from the bowl and then collapsed into the waiting arms of the two attendants.
 
   Wendell bolted from the cave before the ceremony ended.  A fever gripped his entire body, sweat blinding him as he descended the path and stumbled into the trees.  He collapsed in the brush, his body shaking not with cold, but with fear.  It’s real, he thought.  It’s all real.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16:  Reconciliation
 
   Joey climbs up to the top of the hill to find her waiting for him.  The wind swirls her brown hair around so that he can’t see her face, but he knows it’s her.  He races across the grass as fast as he can, leaping into her outstretched arms.  
 
   She hugs him and then kisses the top of his head.  “I didn’t think you were coming,” he says.
 
   “Of course I was.  I would never miss seeing you.”
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” he says.  “Why did you have to leave me?  Why can’t you stay?”
 
   “They need me,” she says.  “I can’t abandon them.”
 
   “But what about me?  You can abandon me?”
 
   She sets him down on the ground and brushes the hair from her face so that he can look into her blue eyes.  “You know that isn’t true.  I would never abandon you.”
 
   “I’m tired of this,” he says.  “Someday you’re going to have to choose:  them or me.”
 
   “Joe, please, don’t ask me to do that.  What we have is special, but I can’t forget about them.  I can’t act like they don’t exist.  Try to understand.”
 
   “I am trying, but I don’t see why you have to keep it all such a secret,” he says.  He plucks a handful of grass and then hurls it into the winds.  She sits down next to him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders.  
 
   “It’s a difficult situation, Joe.  I need to know I can count on you to support me.”
 
   “I’ll always support you,” he says.  “It’s just that sometimes I don’t think I’m all that important to you.”
 
   “Joseph, you’re the most important person in my life.  Nothing can ever change that.”  She leans down to kiss him on the cheek this time.  “Do you understand?”
 
   “Then why do you have to go?”  Tears come to his eyes.  “We hardly ever get to see each other anymore.  And as soon as we do, you have to go again.  Why can’t you stay with me?”
 
   “Joe, please, we’ve been over this.  I don’t have a choice.  I don’t want to go, but I have to.  Try to understand.”
 
   “Then let me come with you.  I won’t get in your way.”
 
   “I know you won’t, but it’s a very difficult situation there.  I don’t want to get you involved with it.”
 
   “I’m not scared.  Whatever is going on there, I can handle it.”  He takes her pudgy hand and gives it a squeeze.  “I want to help you through all this.  Why won’t you let me?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”  She squeezes his hand back.  “Let’s enjoy the time we have left instead of arguing.”
 
   He wants to continue pleading with her to stay or at least to let him go with her.  He can’t bear to be without her again. Not after the last time, when she left and didn’t come back for four months.  During that time he felt an ache in his heart every moment.  The pain made every day unbearable.  Their conversations by telephone only made the lack of her presence more pronounced.
 
   Instead, knowing a continued argument will only spoil their last moments together, he snuggles against her, resting his head on her bulging stomach.  She strokes his hair as they sit there on the hill, watching the sun go down over the waves.  He wishes they could go on like this forever.  He wishes she never has to leave him again so that he can spend every moment with her.
 
   When she picks him up and swings him onto her shoulders, he tries to hop off.  “Can’t we stay a little longer?” he says.
 
   “It’s getting dark.  Your father will be expecting us back soon,” she says.
 
   “So what?  He doesn’t care about me.”
 
   “Joe, you don’t mean that.  Your father is a good man.  He loves you very much.”  She starts down the hill, trying to lighten the mood by making horse sounds.
 
   “Sometimes you act so weird,” he says.  He laughs and plays along until the house comes in sight.  Then they both go silent.
 
   She lets him down and then takes his hand to lead him up the stairs.  With each step his heart grows heavier, knowing it’s one step closer to her leaving again.  At the top of the stairs, she picks him up.  He presses his ear to her chest so that he can hear the beating of her heart.  
 
   She opens the door to his bedroom and then lays him down onto the bed.  She smoothes hair away from his forehead to kiss him there.  “I’ll be back real soon,” she says.  “I promise.”  She pulls the blankets up to his chin and despite his best efforts, he feels himself growing sleepy.
 
   “I love you,” he says.
 
   “Goodnight,” she says and then turns out the light.
 
   Joey woke up and looked around the bedroom in confusion until he realized it had been a dream.  Mommy’s gone, he thought.  She left me to go take care of other people.  It’s not fair.  I should be with her instead of here.
 
   He climbed out of bed and went into the main room.  Molly sat at the table with her head buried in her hands.  When he touched her on the shoulder, she looked up to reveal a purple bruise on her left eye.  “What happened?” Joey asked.
 
   “It’s nothing,” Molly said.  “I deserved it.”
 
   “Who hit you?”
 
   “It’s not important.  Are you hungry?  I can make us something for breakfast.”  She didn’t wait for him to answer, instead bustling into the kitchen to search among the fallen pots and pans for something to eat.
 
   “What happened to the others?” Joey asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Molly said.  “They’ve disappeared.”
 
   “Disappeared?  How?”
 
   “They fell into a pool of water and never came up.”
 
   “Are they dead?”  His voice quivered as he asked this question.  Samantha and the twins had called him names and treated him badly, but he didn’t want anything bad to happen to them.  Especially not poor little Samantha after what had already happened to her last night.
 
   Molly rushed over to him to take him by the shoulders.  “No, they’re not dead,” she said.  “Veronica and David are going to find them.  They’re going to find a way to bring them back.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know, dear.  They’ll think of something.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?”
 
   “We can pray to ask God to bring them back safely to us,” she said.  She took his hand and together they kneeled down on the floor.  Joey closed his eyes and visualized the faces of Samantha, Prudence, and Wendell.
 
   God, please let them come back, Joey thought.  They were mean to me, but they’re not bad kids.  Wherever they’ve gone, please let them come back safe.  The face of his mother crept into his thoughts then.  And wherever Mommy’s gone, please look after her and make sure she comes back too.  Amen.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17:  Chicago
 
   Samantha couldn’t fall asleep on the flight to Chicago.  This time she wasn’t concerned as much about waking up in a crib as she was haunted by the memory of him.  Try as she might, she couldn’t put a name with the face.  Who was he?  Where was he?
 
   She knew she had loved him twenty years ago.  She stared at the bare fingers on her left hand, free of any tan lines that might indicate a ring’s former placement, and wondered what had happened between them in all that time.  Had he found someone else?  Had she?  Did they get married?  She tried to think of answers, but only came back with questions.
 
   A horrible thought occurred to her over Lake Michigan.  She took the flier out of her jacket pocket and wondered if he could be responsible for this.  Perhaps there had been a falling-out and this was his revenge.
 
   No, not him, she thought.  He didn’t have the eyes of a killer.  Those turquoise eyes like a pair of bright stones couldn’t mask that kind of evil.  Those eyes that looked deep into her soul—
 
   “Stop it,” she said aloud.  The passenger next to her edged away in his seat.  “Sorry,” she told him.
 
   This was no time to act like a schoolgirl with a crush.  She couldn’t rule someone out as a suspect because he had pretty eyes.  Her love life could wait.  Right now she had to focus on stopping the killer before he struck again.
 
   Dr. William Herschowitz.  The name seemed familiar to her.  She couldn’t think of where or when she’d heard it before, but perhaps when she got to the Radisson she would remember something.  First she had to get him to a safe place, wherever that might be.  She would have to think of how to explain all this to him later.
 
   The plane touched down at noon.  She noticed the two agents as she came down the boarding ramp.  One in a rumpled business suit sat at the table of a coffee shop, glancing at her over his cup.  The other, in a grimy T-shirt and baggy shorts, browsed a travel guide for Austria.  To anyone else they might pass as normal travelers, but her instincts told her they were comrades from the Bureau.
 
   She stopped at a drinking fountain down the terminal, pretending to shake hair away from her face to get a look.  They had joined the bustling crowds of O’Hare to follow her.  She left the drinking fountain and kept walking right out of the terminal.  A line of taxis waited for fares at the curb.  Samantha got into the nearest one and said, “Radisson Hotel.”
 
   “Sure thing, Agent Young,” the driver said as he pulled the cab away from the curb.  “We might have to make a stop first.”  The driver pointed a gun at her.  “Sit back and enjoy the ride.”
 
   As with Gutierrez in the Suarez apartment, she didn’t fear the gun.  She could take it away any time she pleased with little effort.  The driver must have sensed this too, because he soon lowered the weapon.  “I’ve got two cars behind me plus a helicopter overhead watching the whole thing,” he said.
 
   She turned in her seat, finding the two nondescript cars following them right away.  She couldn’t see the helicopter, but didn’t doubt it was up there somewhere keeping tabs of her.  “What’s all this about?” she asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am, you’ll have to ask at headquarters.”
 
   “A man is going to die by eight o’clock tonight.  Are you going to let that happen?” she asked.
 
   “That’s not any of my business,” the driver said.  Samantha considered her alternatives.  She could knock out the driver, take the wheel, evade the tails, hide the taxi somewhere to keep the driver from telling her destination, and then proceed to the Radisson to find Herschowitz.  Or she could go to headquarters and see what they wanted.  The first alternative would land her in prison for certain.  As for the second, it depended on what they wanted from her.
 
   “All right,” she said.  “Take me there.”
 
   She leaned back in her seat, watching the skyline of Chicago fill the windshield.  The Sears Tower, she thought when she saw the black skyscraper that seemed to disappear into the clouds.  She closed her eyes, seeing herself standing behind glass at the very top, his brown hand taking hold of hers—
 
   “We’re here,” the driver said, pulling up in front of the Federal building.  The driver dropped the gun into a pocket before opening her door.  He left her in the care of the agents tailing her at the airport, who led her inside to the elevator.
 
   “Can you tell me what this about?” she asked.
 
   “Assistant Director Tanner will tell you, ma’am,” the agent in the T-shirt said.  They led her through a bustling office to a room smaller than a prison cell with only a metal table and a pair of plastic chairs.  “He’ll be in to see you shortly.”
 
   They left Samantha alone in the room.  The table was bolted to the floor and the chairs so flimsy they couldn’t do any sort of damage.  The gray walls were smooth, but she knew there was a camera hidden somewhere, keeping an eye on her.  She settled onto one of the hard chairs to wait.
 
   Over three hours passed.  In four hours Herschowitz was due to deliver his keynote address at the Radisson, if he was still alive.  The killer might have already struck.  She might already be too late.  She should have taken out the driver and gone to the hotel.  Herschowitz’s blood would be on her hands.
 
   Her eyelids drooped throughout the wait, but each time she closed her eyes, she saw him leaning down, his lips about to touch hers.  Then the questions started all over again.  What had become of this man?
 
   The door opened to reveal an older man in a rumpled suit.  Once he spoke, she recognized his voice from the phone call in Savannah.  “Young, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?” he said.  He slammed the door shut and then sat down.
 
   “I was right about Junction, sir.  A woman by the name of Judy Coleman was murdered this morning.  Tonight he’s going to strike again.”  She took out the flier, showing it to him.
 
   “Someone underlined a name, so what?”
 
   “It was left in the victim’s mouth, sir.  He wanted me to find it,” she said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “So far we have Steve in Savannah and some farmer’s wife in Iowa and now a doctor here in the Windy City.  What’s the connection?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not sure, sir.”
 
   “I want you to explain something to me,” he said.  He put on a pair of reading glasses and opened a manila folder.  “You bought a ticket from Dallas to Savannah the night before Steve was murdered, is that right?”
 
   “If you say so, sir.”
 
   “And you were the first person to find this Coleman woman, is that right?”
 
   “Am I a suspect?” she asked in disbelief.
 
   “A ‘person of interest’ at this point.”
 
   “I didn’t kill Steve.  How can you think that?”
 
   “Then why did you go to Savannah before the murder?”
 
   “I don’t know, sir.  I must have received a tip.”
 
   He shook his head and opened another folder.  “You were a good agent,” he said.  “One of the best.  I don’t understand what’s happened to you.  After that incident in Tucumcari I thought we had all this straightened out.”
 
   “Tucumcari?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you don’t remember.  Have you started drinking again?”
 
   “No.  I, I—” she put both hands to her face as a scene played before her eyes.  A stretch of desert highway.  A swarm of flashing lights—police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances.  She gets out of her car, pushes her way through the crowd, and sees it.  A family sedan with its front end crushed and a pick-up truck with minimal damage.  Three bodies are laid out on gurneys.  She goes over to the first one and sees her father.  On the second one lies her mother.  Twenty-five years to the day they died the first time.  Now it’s happened again.  She goes over to the third gurney, on which lies a twelve-year-old girl with her eyes open, staring into Samantha’s.  “My God,” she whispered.  “My God.”
 
   “Sam, you need help.  I can get you into a good facility, but you have to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I don’t know!  Someone keeps giving me these clues.  I don’t know who or why.  But you have to believe me that someone is going to die if don’t do something.”
 
   “I’ll talk with the locals and see about beefing up security for this thing.  That’s the best I can do.  But then you have to come back to Dallas with me to figure this out.”
 
   “That’s not good enough, sir.  A couple extra beat cops won’t stop this guy.  I have to be there.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen, Young.”
 
   “Sir, please.  I know I’ve been a mess these last few years, but you have to believe I would never murder anyone.”  She leaned forward with tears in her eyes.  “I would never do that to Steve or Judy.  They were my friends.”
 
   “Sam, I want to believe you, but you’re in a lot of hot water here.  I can’t let you walk out of here—”
 
   “Give me until eight o’clock tonight.  That’s all I ask.”
 
   He considered this for a moment and finally nodded.  “All right, Sam.  I can buy you a few hours, but that’s it.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.  I’ll find this guy.”
 
   “You’d better, Young.  My ass is on the line now.”
 
   “You can count on me, sir.”  She patted him on the shoulder on the way out and then hurried to the elevator.  In two hours Herschowitz would take the stage.
 
   She flagged down an actual cab this time.  On the way to the hotel, she kept looking back for anyone following her.  He wouldn’t do that, she thought.  He’d known her for a long time.  She didn’t know how long exactly, but too long to betray her.
 
   She raced through the hotel’s lobby up to the front desk.  “I need the room number for William Herschowitz,” she said, holding up her badge.  The desk clerk gave her the number and she bolted for the elevator.
 
   Before the elevator doors closed, she caught a glimpse of a woman striding through the lobby in a hurry.  Her wild black mane and cocoa-colored skin seemed familiar to Samantha.  Had she seen the woman before?  She didn’t know.
 
   The woman continued to trouble Samantha as the doors opened on the seventh floor.  She went down the hall to Herschowitz’s room and knocked.  “Dr. Herschowitz, this is Agent Young of the FBI.  I need a moment of your time.”  She waited a moment, but heard nothing from inside.  “Please, sir, this is important.  You’re in danger.”  Still nothing.
 
   Then she noticed the drop of blood on the carpet.  She broke down the door and took the pistol from her jacket.  “Dr. Herschowitz?  Are you here?  Are you hurt?”
 
   She found him on the bed, a single bullet wound through the heart.  A .38 caliber, she thought, examining the wound.  The same type as she held in her hand.  She felt for a pulse, but didn’t feel anything.  He was already dead.  She had failed.
 
   She sat down on the bed next to him, dropping the gun back into her pocket.  Fitzgerald, then Judy, and now Herschowitz.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  She looked over at his wrinkled face, the skin still a livid pink.  His eyes drilled into her, just like the girl’s in Tucumcari.
 
   “You two have a good time,” he says.
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Herschowitz,” she says.  They step through the gym doors.  She feels like Cinderella arriving at the ball to meet Prince Charming, except her prince is already here, his arm around hers.
 
   She self-consciously runs a hand along her dress.  “Do I look all right?” she whispers into his ear.
 
   “You look beautiful,” he says.  He kisses the stray hairs behind her ear.  Her face blushes with heat.  She knows everyone is watching them, laughing at her.  Who’s that? someone is bound to ask.  That’s the gawky orphan girl who lives with that crazy old lady outside town, someone else will answer.  What am I doing here? she wonders.
 
   She shouldn’t be here.  She hates this dress.  She hates its pinkness and its ruffles that make her feel three years old.  She hates wearing her hair up like this with the flowers woven in, digging into her scalp.  “You look muy bonita,” Aunt Beth had said.  “My beautiful senorita.”  She flashed one of her toothless smiles that made her cringe and laughed her wicked witch cackle that scared the neighborhood children away.  Why did he have to ask her to come to this?
 
   He guides her across the crowded dance floor, where everyone bops along to some ancient song.  “You want some punch?” he shouts into her ear to be heard over the music.  She wants to shake her head, but doesn’t want to upset all the hair and flowers piled on top; he gets the message from her irritated glare.  “How about we sit this one out,” he says.
 
   He leads her over to the bleachers where the dateless wonders and chaperones have gathered.  He tries to put his arm around her, but she shrugs it off.  “What’s wrong?” he asks.
 
   “Dances aren’t really my thing,” she says.
 
   “You only get one senior prom,” he says.  “May as well have a good time.”
 
   He gives her that lopsided grin of his, the one she fell in love with the first time she saw him two years ago.  Back then he didn’t know she existed.  She was just the tall, shy girl with a curtain of black hair covering her zits skittering along the hallways.  Such a handsome boy who stalked the hallways so confidently could never have an interest in her.  And yet, here they are.  “I’m boring you,” she says.
 
   “No you aren’t.  I’m not much of a dancer either.  That why I play baseball:  it’s all left turns.”
 
   She giggles at this.  He always knows how to cheer her up.  How did I ever get so lucky? she wonders as she has since they started going out.
 
   She remembered hearing that Stacey, his girlfriend, broke up with him over Valentine’s Day and staring at the telephone for hours to work up the courage to call him.  All weekend she sat by the phone, wanting to dial the number but always unable to go through with it.  Then, as if reading her mind, he came up to her locker on Monday.  “I left my algebra book at home.  Could I borrow yours for third period?” he asked.
 
   “Yes!  I mean, sure.  It’s no problem.”  She reached into the locker with trembling hands and found the book.  Her hands were shaking so badly that she dropped it onto the floor.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  Let me—”
 
   He stooped down to pick up the book.  “Thanks.  I’ll bring it back later,” he said.
 
   “I’ll be here,” she said.  Before fifth period he returned, handing the book to her with a wink.  She stood there in shock a moment before she realized he’d left a note in the book.  The note said, “Thanks for the book.  I’d like to see you again.  How about the Blue Hole Café after school?”
 
   He sat alone in a corner booth with a Pepsi and a stack of thick books.  Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Nabokov.  “That’s some pretty heavy reading,” she said.
 
   “I don’t read them.  I just carry them around to help me stay in shape,” he said.  He flashed that grin of his, this time meant for her and only her.
 
   He’s right:  they only have one senior prom.  She might as well have a good time.  A Carpenters tune comes on and she takes his hand.  “This sounds more my speed,” she says.
 
   He leads her onto the dance floor and soon proves he wasn’t kidding about being a poor dancer.  They spend half the song stepping on each other’s feet until they stop trying to move and just sway together.  She clings to his body, closing her eyes to focus only the feel of him against her.  Nothing else matters.
 
   When the song is over, he kisses her.  “I love you, Jackie,” he says.
 
   “Oh, Andre, I love you too,” she says.  They’re about to kiss again when a hand taps her on the shoulder.
 
   “I need to speak with you,” Mr. Herschowitz says.  His face is more flushed than usual.  She wonders what she could have done to get in trouble.  Andre moves to follow her and Mr. Herschowitz until he adds, “In private.”
 
   “I’ll be right here when you get back,” Andre says.
 
   In front of the trophy case outside the gym, Mr. Herschowitz takes her hand.  “I’m very sorry, Jackie,” he says. “I just received word from the police.  There’s been a terrible accident.  Your aunt has passed away.”
 
   “What?  How?”
 
   “There was a fire.  The entire house is lost I’m afraid.  She didn’t get out in time.  I’m sorry.  I know this must be awful for you—”
 
   “You don’t know anything!” she screams.  Her parents and now Aunt Beth.  Dead.  She doesn’t have anyone.  Except for Andre.  He loves her.  Everyone I love ends up dead, she thinks.  I can’t do this to him.
 
   She pushes Mr. Herschowitz away and bursts through an emergency exit.  The sound of a fire alarm rings in her ears as she escapes into the night.  Like Cinderella she leaves a shoe behind as she runs all the way to the highway to hitchhike in her prom dress.  After a few minutes of waiting, a tractor-trailer pulls over.  When she climbs up into the cab, the driver asks, “Where you heading?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I’m going to Albuquerque.  I can drop you there.”
 
   “That’s fine,” she says.  
 
   “You come from a wedding or something?” he asks.
 
   “A funeral,” she says.  A funeral for both Aunt Beth and Andre.  She’s alone now, for the rest of her life.
 
   A click brought her back to reality.  “Hands up,” the agent in the T-shirt and shorts said.
 
   “I didn’t kill him,” she said.  She knew this would do no good.  The murder weapon was the same caliber as hers.  She was here at the same time the murder happened.  That was more than enough to keep her for questioning.
 
   She turned around with her hands up just as Assistant Director Tanner came into the room.  “I’m sorry, Sam, but you’ve left me no choice,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry too,” she said.  She ripped the gun away from the agent in the T-shirt, knocked him to the floor with an elbow, and then shot his partner in the knee before he could fire.  This left her to deal with Tanner.  She aimed the gun at his chest.  “I’ve got to leave now,” she said.
 
   “You won’t get out of here,” he said.
 
   “We’ll see.”  She turned back to the body of Mr. Herschowitz for a moment.  Sticking out of his belt she found a brochure for St. John’s Senior Community in St. John’s, New Hampshire.  “This isn’t over yet, sir.”
 
   She brushed past Tanner on her way out.  In the hallway she found another pair of agents.  She disposed of them in short order and then ran to the stairway.  She pounded down the steps to the ground floor and then went out the fire exit as she had when she left Andre at the prom.
 
   As she ran down an alley, her mind turned to the woman in the lobby.  This was the killer.  She would stake her life on it.  In a way, I already have, she thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18:  The Fountain
 
   Molly paused on the hilltop to bend down and pick a flower.  She studied the round yellow blossom.  It smelled sweeter than any flower in England.  She couldn’t remember anything so lovely since leaving Ireland.
 
   She lay down in the grass, thinking back to when she was a very little girl—four or five, she couldn’t remember—and Mama and Papa took her to visit cousin Danny out in the country.  She gawked at the lush green hills that were unlike anything in Dublin.  “What is this place?” she asked Mama.
 
   “These are meadows, dear,” Mama said.
 
   Later on, while the grown-ups were talking about grown-up things, Molly went outside to run through the meadows.  The air, the grass, even the dirt smelled fresh and clean.  She flopped onto the ground, rolling around to soak in the scent until her white dress turned green and brown.
 
   She got up and continued running into a field dotted with flowers similar to the one she held in her hand.  Beautiful yellow flowers, each as bright as a miniature sun.  She breathed in the flower’s perfume, savoring it in her memory for years to come.  When she returned to Dublin with Mama and Papa, she cried at the stale air tinged with rotting garbage and animal waste.  “Mama, when can we go back to the country?” she asked.
 
   “Soon, dear, very soon,” Mama said.  They never did go; Mama and Papa died of fever a few years later and Molly was sent not to Cousin Danny in the country but to hateful Aunt Clara in dreary old England.
 
   Until she came here to the New World, Molly never thought she would smell anything like those flowers in the meadow again.  Reverend Crane said they had found paradise and she had to agree.  This place must be the lost Garden of Eden with its enchanting sights and smells that made her feel so alive.
 
   She decided she must get Mrs. Gooddell out of that dank old tent and up to the top of the hill.  Surely the wonderful flowers would cheer her up; she’d been in such a terrible funk for the last day.  Mrs. Gooddell said even less than usual and almost anything made her cry.  Molly wondered if the missus weren’t receiving a visit from Miss Redbottom as Aunt Clara used to say.  Or more likely Mrs. Gooddell was feeling sad about her husband going off to talk with the savages.
 
   Molly couldn’t understand why Mr. Gooddell wanted to talk with them.  Reverend Crane said the savages were heathens and couldn’t be trusted to keep their word like God-fearing people.  She couldn’t doubt an intelligent—and handsome—man like Reverend Crane, even though Mr. Gooddell had been nice to her for these last five years.
 
   The sooner the mister went out on his trip and came back, the sooner Molly supposed Mrs. Gooddell would come to her senses.  Or at least as close to her senses as she ever came.  There was something never quite right about the missus.  She acted nice and polite enough most of the time, but her eyes were always darting about like she was looking for a way out.  Molly couldn’t imagine what could make a body so jittery.  She thought once again about bringing Mrs. Gooddell out here.  Among the pretty flowers, the missus might feel safe enough to relax.
 
   Molly breathed in another lungful of the air, letting it wash through her.  When she closed her eyes, she imagined taking Reverend Crane here, walking hand-in-hand through the grass.  He stops to pick one of the flowers and gives it to her.  She tucks it into her hair as he leans forward to kiss her.  “I love you,” he says.
 
   “But Reverend, if anyone found out—”
 
   “I don’t care.  I can’t hold back my love for you any longer.  I simply must have you, Molly.  Right here.  Tonight,” he says.  He unbuttons her dress.  Then he takes her into his arms and eases her down among the soft grass.  The perfume of the flowers mixes with that of the reverend—
 
   Someone tramping through the grass nearby broke Molly’s spell.  She opened her eyes to find the night sky looking down on her.  Oh no, the mister and missus are going to be so angry with me, she thought.  Mr. Gooddell is probably looking for me.
 
   She lifted her head to see not Mr. Gooddell searching for her, but the stowaway creeping through the grass away from the camp.  Molly flattened herself on the grass so the boy wouldn’t see her unless he happened to walk right on her.  What’s he doing here? she wondered.
 
   Molly had heard Mrs. Bloom and Miss Baker tell Mrs. Applegate about a red-haired stowaway.  Molly bristled at first, thinking they were referring to her.  When they mentioned he called himself Wendell, she relaxed.  This Wendell had almost killed Mrs. Bloom and then locked both young women up during the meeting.  No one had seen him since, but Mr. Pendleton said Wendell was a no-good thief and liar and they were all better off if he never came back.
 
   She followed Wendell with her eyes as he disappeared into the forest, carrying something in his hands.  He must have sneaked back into the camp to steal something from some poor person.  Maybe he had killed someone.  She ought to go down and check on the mister and missus in case they were hurt.  But then again, if she came back now they would be angry with her for disappearing for hours.  
 
   If she came back with information about where this stowaway was hiding and what he was up to, then they would consider her a hero.  She stood up and followed Wendell into the forest.  The trees blocked out most of the moonlight, but there was enough for her to track him by his red hair.  She hoped he didn’t look back and see her own red hair.
 
   She did her best not to make a sound as they went deeper into the forest, but every now and then she stepped on a twig or ran into a low-hanging branch.  At these moments she froze and ducked behind cover.  The stowaway looked back twice; she felt his unseen eyes on her.  He cocked his head to listen while Molly held her breath.  Then he moved on into the forest.  She waited a moment to follow him.
 
   He emerged from the trees in front of a rocky hill.  She had to wait on the edge of the forest until he disappeared up a trail.  Then she scuttled across the open ground and found the path he’d taken up the slope.
 
   The path ended at a cave.  Inside, she heard metal banging against stone followed by a stream of curse words.  The stowaway was inside.  She peeked inside to see what he was doing.
 
   He had stolen a hammer and chisel from the camp.  With these tools, he worked to carve at the rocks over a big pit.  He stood on a crude ladder, chipping away at the stone to carve a circular indentation not much bigger than Molly’s hand.  She couldn’t imagine what he planned to do with this hole.  As she watched, he carved another and then another at different points above the pit.  Among the curse words he uttered she heard him say, “Damned that reverend.  I won’t let him do it.”
 
   The reverend?  What could the reverend have done to make this Wendell so angry?  A gentle, sweet man like Reverend Crane wouldn’t hurt anyone.  This boy is crazy, she thought.
 
   Wendell carved six of the holes before hiding the ladder and tools out of sight in the cave.  Molly found a rock to hide behind as Wendell hurried out of the cave and disappeared back into the forest.  She waited until she was certain he’d gone before she went into the cave.
 
   In the circular pit she found a pool of glowing white water.  She looked up at the holes overhead and then down into the water.  Instead of seeing her reflection, she saw three reflections:  one of herself as a young girl, another as a toddler, and a final one as a baby.  How can this be? she wondered.  She waved at the reflections; all three waved back.  This is impossible, she thought.  All three reflections mirrored her look of shock.
 
   She reached down towards the little girl’s reflection, the girl’s hand reaching out towards hers.  Molly’s hand touched the pool’s surface and began to glow like the water.  The glow spread from her hand to her entire body.  She screamed and yanked her hand away from the water, falling onto her back.
 
   The glow faded a minute later.  As Molly sat up, something felt different.  She touched the back of her head to find her hair shorter.  She put a hand to her chest to find her breasts reduced to mere bumps.  When she stood up, the hem of her dress overlapped the ground by a good two inches.  She shuffled forward a step in her loose shoes to kneel down at the surface of the pool.
 
   This time she saw only two reflections in the water.  The toddler and the infant looked back at her.  The little girl had disappeared.  She stared at the water a moment before the stark realization came:  she was the little girl now.  “No,” she said, her voice now higher.  “I’m not.  I can’t be.  This can’t be happening.”  She burst from the cave, running towards home to find the only man capable of helping her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19:  Extermination
 
   Veronica swept the shelf clean in frustration.  Hammers, nails, and screws crashed to the floor of the tool shed.  She held out her arm, the pale, chubby limb a reminder of the sacrifices she had made over the last three years.  All for nothing now, she thought.
 
   Three years of manipulating the pieces into place, waiting for the perfect time to strike.  She had earned Samantha’s trust, enduring three years of that bitch ordering her around and tucking her in at night.  At the same time she convinced David to help her overthrow Samantha and assuaged Molly’s fears.  She discovered the formula for the Indian potion to erase the children’s memories in Joseph’s bedroom, smuggling the recipe back to Eternity inside one of Molly’s dolls.  She and Molly then brewed the formula in secret at night and tested it on Annie until they got it right.  After Samantha and her friends left for Seabrooke this final time, Veronica and David filled buckets with water from the Fountain of Youth.
 
   Everything orchestrated with the precision of a military campaign and carried out successfully.  They spiked the children’s juice at breakfast with the water and memory-altering potion.  She had stood at one end of the dining hall, watching those brats Helena and Phyllis shrink into five-year-olds bawling for their mommas.  Grabbing them by the ears and tossing them into the pantry cellar gave her a taste of the joy to come when she traveled to Seabrooke.
 
   At the time she thought God must have been rewarding her for all the years of patience.  There Samantha lay passed out on the docks, dead to the world.  The temptation to grab David’s knife and plunge it into the traitor’s heart paralyzed her for a few moments.  But she didn’t want to kill the wretch like this, not after thirty-five years of waiting.  No, she wanted Samantha to suffer, to be broken and destroyed.
 
   It had happened so much easier than she thought possible.  Not more than three hours after waking up as a toddler, Samantha’s mind snapped.  One glimpse of herself in the mirror in those cutesy-pie clothes and with those ridiculous curls reduced her to a simpering child.
 
   Veronica took on her new role as her enemy’s mother with glee.  Every time the baby called her “Mama Veronica” she resisted the urge to laugh with triumph.  What better and more thorough humiliation for the traitor could she ever hope for?  Best of all, with the fountain water and the memory-altering potion at her disposal, she could keep Samantha in that state for years or even centuries.  The very thought of the bitch still wearing those cutesy-pie clothes three hundred years from now and still calling her “Mama Veronica” gave her an almost orgasmic thrill.
 
   Then with everything going so well, everything all the sudden went wrong.  Samantha and her little friends ran off in the night.  David tracked them to the fountain cave, where the brats fell into the pool and disappeared.  Vanished in a flash of red light, David told her.  Along with them her hopes of completing her revenge.
 
   It’s not fair, Veronica thought.  After thirty-five years for Samantha to die because of some algae pained Veronica like a knife to the gut.  Her ultimate triumph stolen by plants!  Those same plants laid waste to her plans for Grandpa Jonas’s island.  With only a quart of the precious water remaining, she might live for a century or even two if she rationed it well, but she wouldn’t have any to spare.  Her plans to eventually sell the water for millions—billions even!—to vain women seeking to be young forever were dashed by that fucking algae.
 
   There had to be some way to get rid of the shit.  She threw aside rakes, scythes, and hoes in search of something that could dissolve the algae.  Nothing in here could bring back Samantha so that Veronica might yet have her ultimate victory, but at least the rest of her plan might come to fruition.  She pushed aside a bag of seeds and fertilizer.  “Haven’t you people heard of pesticide?” she shouted.
 
   “It’s not in here,” David said from the doorway.
 
   “Then where the hell is it?”
 
   “In the barn, locked up.  Samantha didn’t want any of the little ones getting into it and poisoning themselves.”
 
   “Go get it.  As much as you can carry.”
 
   “You think some bug spray is going to kill that?”
 
   “You have a better idea?”
 
   “I was thinking to burn the shit off,” David said.
 
   Veronica crossed the tool shed, getting up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.  “You always did think big,” she said.  “Let’s grab a drum of cooking oil from the pantry then.  That should be enough to do it.”
 
   As they walked back along the trail into town, he said, “You should be glad.  She’s gone, just like you wanted.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to understand,” Veronica said.
 
   “What did she do to you that was so bad you’d hate her for so long?” he asked.
 
   “She betrayed me,” Veronica said.  “That’s all you need to know.”  She kicked at the dirt with one of her stubby hooves.  All she had to look forward to now was being trapped in this flabby body, going through puberty over again on this stinking rock with this oaf David, mousy little Molly, and the other brats.  I ought to kill them all the first chance I get, she thought.  But first she had to get rid of that fucking algae.
 
   She opened the door to the pantry cellar, a shaft of light falling onto Helena and Phyllis huddled together on the floor.  “Have you come to let us out?” Helena asked.
 
   “No.  You two stay here until I need you,” Veronica said.
 
   “But—”
 
   Veronica slapped Helena across her grubby face.  The little girl’s eyes welled up with tears.  “I hope you learned your lesson.  Don’t question me again.”  She turned to David.  “Grab one of those barrels and let’s go.”
 
   Helena pressed herself against Phyllis to muffle her sobs.  Veronica felt a moment of pity until she remembered the night she spent on this same floor three years ago thanks to Helena and Phyllis.  Maybe she did have something else to look forward to even without Samantha.
 
   She left the two girls curled up on the floor, following David through town.  Some of the children broke off from a game of tag to fall in next to Veronica and David.  “What’s that?” a boy asked.  “Where are you going?” a girl asked.  “Can I go?” another girl asked.
 
   “Out of the way, kids,” Veronica said.  “We have important things to do.  We’ll be back later.”
 
   “Can’t we come?” one of the girls asked.
 
   “No.”  The children continued to follow along, pestering them with questions.  “Don’t you brats have chores to do?  Go get to work before I smack you.”
 
   The children flinched in unison and then scurried away.  “Don’t you think you’re being hard on them?  They’re too little to know any better,” David said.
 
   “I don’t care.  Coddling them is Molly’s job.  Let’s hurry up and get this over with.”  As they continued towards the cave, Veronica thought of what to do with the children now.  Unless they got rid of the algae, she would need them to work the land as they had done under Reverend Crane.  At least until she was old enough to return to civilization.  The hell with them after that, she thought.  She might burn the whole fucking island up at that point.  And if this did work, she might throw the whole lot in after Samantha.
 
   Veronica entered the cave, red light bouncing off the walls, mocking her.  The red algae still topped the pool; if anything it seemed thicker than she remembered it earlier.  “You’re going to get yours,” she said.  “Dump it in.”
 
   “Here goes nothing,” David said.  He opened the barrel of cooking oil and dumped it into the water.  The grease coated the surface of the water, mixing in with the algae.  David took a box of matches from his pocket.  “Stand back,” he said before lighting the match.
 
   Veronica stood against the wall as a wave of flame washed over the fountain.  The fire burned for ten seconds and then fizzled.  “Well?” she said to David.
 
   He crept over to the edge of the fountain, peering down.  “What the hell—” he began, but never finished.  A blob of algae leapt from the water, attaching itself to his face.  He screamed as the algae began to pulse with angry red light.  “Help me!”
 
   “How?” Veronica said.  David wiped furiously at the algae, but it only spread across his body, the glow becoming even brighter.  He let out one last horrible wail and then collapsed to the ground.
 
   The algae oozed off him, returning to the Fountain of Youth.  In its place, David lay unmoving, his body charred from head to toe.  Bile rose up in Veronica’s throat.  “Holy shit,” she said.  The algae continued to pulse with light in the fountain, sounding a warning to her.  
 
   “This isn’t over,” she said.  Then she slid along the cave wall and ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20:  St. John’s
 
   The little plane rattled and bucked, Samantha’s stomach doing the same.  “Sorry,” the pilot shouted from the seat next to her.  “A little turbulence.”  
 
   “Where are we?” she asked.
 
   “Vermont, I think.  Might be Canada.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “The navigation stuff is messed up, but I’ll find it.”
 
   “Right.”  Or we’ll run out of gas and crash, Samantha thought.  She should have found a more experienced pilot instead of this boy half her age who didn’t even need to shave yet, but she didn’t have a lot of choices at the airport.  Her only other choice had been to fly the plane herself, guaranteeing a crash.
 
   After stealing a car to escape from Chicago, Samantha knew her comrades in the Bureau would have all the major airports, bus stations, and train stations for a hundred miles covered.  They hadn’t thought to cover a remote airport in Indiana—no more than a single hangar and a strip of asphalt—where she bribed the young man behind the controls with a combination of money, cleavage, and a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Have you ever been here before?” she asked.
 
   “Oh sure.  My dad used to fly us to Cape Cod for Fourth of July,” the pilot said.  “Sometimes he let me co-pilot.”
 
   “When was the last time you were here?”
 
   “About ten years ago, before the accident.”
 
   “The accident?”
 
   “His plane went down in a field in Ohio.  Not his fault.  The engine went out on him.  Some defective part or something.  We got a big settlement from the manufacturer.  That’s how I’m able to keep this baby.”
 
   “That’s great,” she said.  She watched the engine out the window, waiting for it to spew smoke or sputter and die.  I’m not going to make it, she thought.
 
   If the killer had taken a commercial flight, then she was probably already in New Hampshire.  The victim would already be dead when Samantha arrived, another murder the FBI would accuse her of committing.  The only way to clear her name now was to find the woman from the lobby.
 
   Clear her name.  She didn’t even know her name anymore.  Mr. Herschowitz and Andre had called her Jackie at the prom.  Jackie what?  She couldn’t remember.  Was that her real name or did she have a third name or even more than that?  Maybe she’d been a con artist with a whole slate of identities, the latest being Special Agent Samantha Young of Dallas, Texas.
 
   “Are you all right?  Do you need to puke?” the pilot asked.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she said.  She reached into her jacket for the brochure taken from Herschowitz’s room.  The St. John’s Senior Community had been a former prep school purchased and refurbished five years ago with state of the art facilities for today’s active senior, according to the brochure.  She flipped through pictures of smiling oldsters playing tennis and horseshoes and walking along the vast green lawn.  She superimposed her face and Andre’s over every couple, imagining them one day retiring to such a place after all the children grew up and left home.  
 
   No, that couldn’t happen.  She was a fugitive from the FBI, wanted for three murders and he was gone.  Disappeared somewhere, sometime as though falling through a bottomless pit in her memory.  How could she have forgotten him?  How could her mind misplace someone she had loved so much?  Maybe the old folk’s home in New Hampshire would give her an answer.
 
   On the back of the brochure she found something she hadn’t noticed in her hurry to escape from Hershowitz’s room.  Beneath the phone number, the killer had underlined three digits:  2207.  That must be a room number, Samantha thought.  She wants to make sure I find whoever lives there.
 
   What kind of sick game is this? she wondered.  What kind of twisted mind would do this?  Samantha must have done something terrible to this woman to drive her to commit these murders.
 
   A scenario played out in her mind.  Stacey, Andre’s former girlfriend, wanted to get revenge for stealing her man.  But why wait over twenty years, after Samantha lost Andre?  That couldn’t be the solution.  There must be another reason, one hidden by her faulty memory.
 
   “We’re almost there,” the pilot said.  The plane began to descend closer to the trees below until Samantha braced herself for the inevitable crash.  The little plane skimmed over the trees and a field of black cows roaming a pasture.  
 
   Past a barn lay a strip of asphalt like the one in Indiana.  The plane came down on the asphalt hard enough that Samantha had to brace herself against the instrument panel to keep from smashing into the windshield.  The young pilot whooped as he brought the plane to a stop.  “Well, you know what they say about landings,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind.  We’re here.  St. John’s, New Hampshire.  After you get done visiting your grandma, maybe you and I could have dinner?  I’ve got to fuel up and start back in a few hours, but I’m sure we could—”
 
   “Sounds good.  You find somewhere and I’ll meet you.”
 
   “But how—”
 
   “It’s a small town.  I’ll find you.”  She kissed the pilot on the cheek and left him blushing in the cockpit.  The tiny airport didn’t have a rental car agency, but a farmer promised to give her a ride in his pick-up truck.
 
   “Going up to the home?” he asked as he started the truck.
 
   “Yes.  My grandmother hasn’t been feeling well.  I thought maybe a visit would cheer her up,” Samantha said.
 
   “Couldn’t hurt.  We don’t get so many visitors now that the school closed.  Whereabouts you from?”
 
   “Dallas.”
 
   “That’s a long ways.  You must be tired.  If you’re looking for a place to stay, my wife and I have a room to rent.”
 
   “I’m not planning to stay very long,” she said, though the idea of a bed in a quiet farmhouse appealed to her after over a day without sleep.  After she stopped the killer she would have plenty of time to rest.  He gave her a phone number in case she changed her mind and then dropped her at the front gates of the St. John’s Senior Community.
 
   The rusty gates were open enough for her to walk through, up a pothole-laden path to a brick house coated in ivy.  Over a bronze plaque that had probably once given the name of the prep school, someone had posted a plywood sign with ‘St. Johns Senior Comm’ printed in spray paint.  A laminated paper sign beneath this instructed her to ring the doorbell.
 
   She waited a minute at the door before a thin woman in a nurse’s uniform appeared in the doorway.  The nurse trembled as if a cold wind were blowing.  “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice little more than a breeze.
 
   “I’m here to see a patient,” Samantha said.
 
   “We don’t have any patients.  The hospital is down the road in Meyersville,” the nurse said.
 
   Samantha took out her badge.  “I need to see the occupant of room 2207 immediately.”
 
   “Oh my.  Let me call—”
 
   Samantha pushed the nurse out of the doorway.  She didn’t have time for any more of this nonsense.  “You can’t—” the nurse started to say until a glare from Samantha quieted her.
 
   “Has anyone else been here today?  A woman about my height, brown skin, black hair?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “If she shows up, call the police.”  Samantha left the slow-witted nurse in the foyer and began her search of the building for room 2207.  She passed numerous old people shuffling around, none of them as happy and vibrant as in the brochure.
 
   She checked both floors of the building without finding a room 2207.  This doesn’t make any sense, she thought.  She paused at a window, where a number of residents in wheelchairs were gathered to stare out at the lush green lawn.  Beyond this, Samantha saw the tennis courts—empty—and a pair of buildings similar to this one.
 
   She raced down the stairs and across the lawn.  The first building she came to had a ‘2’ painted over the doorway.  She went inside and found rooms 2100 to 2109.  It must be upstairs, she thought.  An old man shouted for her to slow down as she ran down the corridor to the stairway and climbed up.
 
   Three doors down the corridor she stood before 2207.  Before she reached for the doorknob she pulled out her gun.  She took a deep breath and turned the knob.
 
   The slow-witted nurse was wrong about there not being any patients here.  A pale old woman lay in a dark room, oxygen tubes in her nose and IV lines in her arms.  Monitors and machines still hummed with life.  I’m not too late!
 
   The old woman turned her head to face Samantha.  “Hello, dear, come in,” she said in a quavering voice.
 
   Samantha put the gun away.  “I’m sorry to intrude like this, ma’am, but you’re in terrible danger—”
 
   “Why, is that you, Jackie?  You really should stand up straight, dear.  Look how big you’ve gotten.”  
 
   Samantha knelt down beside the old woman’s bed, taking her hand.  “That’s right.  It’s Jackie.  We’ve got to get you out of here right away.”
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t go outside today, dear.  It’s raining,” the old woman said.  Samantha looked into green eyes that had turned cloudy with age.
 
   “Mommy, I don’t want to go,” Jackie says.  
 
   “I know, honey, but you have to go to school if you want to get smart,” Mommy says.
 
   “Why can’t you come with me?”
 
   “Mommies and daddies aren’t allowed.”  Mommy bends down to straighten Jackie’s blue jumper and matching head band.  “I’m sure you’ll make all sorts of wonderful new friends.”
 
   Mommy takes Jackie’s hand and leads her over to the door.  She kisses Jackie on the forehead.  “Now you be a good girl.  Mommy will be right here at noon to pick you up.”
 
   “Can we get ice cream then?”
 
   “Only if you’re good.”  Mommy gives Jackie a hug and then opens the door.  “I’ll see you later, honey.”
 
   The door closes behind Jackie and Mommy is gone.  Jackie stands by the door for a moment, staring at groups of girls all dressed like her playing on the carpeted floor.  A lady in a pretty white dress with hair the color of Jackie’s piled up in a beehive put an arm around Jackie’s shoulder.  “Ah, there you are.  My name is Mrs. West.  We’re going to have a lot of fun together.”  When Mrs. West smiles, a gold tooth winks at Jackie like a pirate in her picture books.  Jackie shivers at this and looks back to the door, but Mommy is gone.  
 
   “Attention, class.  Attention!”  Everyone stops playing to stare at Jackie.  She blushes and wishes Mommy hadn’t gone.  “We have a new student today.  This is Jacqueline Fuller.  Everyone say hello.”
 
   “Hello Jacqueline Fuller,” the entire class says.  She blushes even more until she feels on the verge of passing out.  No one calls her Jacqueline, except Mommy when Jackie does something bad.
 
   “Jacqueline, tell the class about yourself.”
 
   Jackie stares at the other girls, sweat forming on her forehead.  What should she say?  Her mind goes blank and from her mouth come a series of nonsense syllables.  “Jacqueline, dear, you have to speak up so everyone can hear you.”
 
   Jackie stares down at the floor.  “I don’t know,” she says.
 
   The other girls laugh at this until Mrs. West yells at them to stop.  “That’s all right, Jacqueline.  I’m sure you’ll think of something later.  Go take a seat and we’ll get started with today’s lesson.”
 
   There are four tables, each surrounded with girls.  Jackie sees a chair with no one in it and goes to sit down.  Before she can, a blonde girl snatches the chair away so that Jackie lands on the floor.  As she sits there, rubbing her sore bottom, the other girls laugh at her again.  “Fat stupid baby,” the blonde girl says.  “We don’t want any fat stupid babies here.”
 
   “Children, what is the meaning of this?” Mrs. West asks.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. West.  I fell down,” Jackie says.
 
   “She can’t sit on a chair,” the blonde girl says.
 
   “Look, she made a hole in the floor,” the dark-haired girl next to her adds.  “I can see China.”
 
   This causes all the girls to laugh yet again.  Jackie starts to cry.  “You should all be ashamed of yourselves,” Mrs. West says.  Jackie’s cries turn to violent sobs.  She wants Mommy.  Why did Mommy have to go?  “It’s all right, dear.  Let’s go get you a drink of water.”  Mrs. West glares at the rest of the class.  “When we come back I expect everyone to behave themselves.  Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes Mrs. West,” the other girls chant.
 
   Mrs. West leads Jackie out into the hallway and dabs at Jackie’s eyes with a handkerchief.  She turns on the water fountain and helps Jackie lean forward to take a drink, more of the water splashing onto her cheeks than into her mouth.  When she finishes drinking, Jackie’s sobs have petered out into dry hiccups.  “There now, do you feel better?”  Jackie nods.  “Good.  You mustn’t cry in front of the other children.  When you feel sad, bite down on your lip just a little bit and tell yourself not to cry.  Go ahead and try it now.”
 
   Jackie bites down on her lip and tries to tell herself not to cry, but her words are muffled.  “No, dear, don’t say it aloud.  Say it silently, like a prayer.”
 
   “Oh.”  Jackie tries again with more success.  She stops biting down to ask, “Am I a fat stupid baby?”
 
   “No, dear, of course not.  You’re big-boned, that’s all.”  Mrs. West puts her arm around Jackie again and leads her back to the classroom.  She points to a corner.  “Go sit over there with Veronica.  And remember what I told you.”
 
   Jackie makes a wide arc around the table with the blonde girl and her friends on the way over to the table in the corner.  A lone girl sits at the table; at first Jackie thinks the girl is facing the corner until she sees a bit of nose through the veil of black hair.  “Hi,” Jackie says.
 
   “Hi,” Veronica says, her voice deep like a dog’s growl.
 
   Jackie eases onto the chair next to Veronica, making sure no one pulls it away this time.  Jackie’s bottom spills over the chair to rub against Veronica’s skirt.  Veronica doesn’t seem to notice this and it’s only halfway through Mrs. West’s lecture on squares, triangles, and rectangles that Jackie realizes Veronica’s clothes are about three sizes too big.  She wonders if there’s a girl in the clothes at all or if she’s like the puppets Daddy took her to see on her fourth birthday.
 
   After Mrs. West talks about shapes, she reads them a story about a little blonde girl and three bears.  Jackie, thinking of the blonde girl who pulled Jackie’s chair away, doesn’t listen to the story.  She keeps glancing over at Veronica, trying to catch a glimpse of her face beneath all that hair.
 
   When the story is finished, Mrs. West passes out milk and chocolate chip cookies.  Veronica pushes back her hair enough for Jackie to see she has dark rings around her eyes like a raccoon.  “What’s wrong with your eyes?” Jackie asks.
 
   “I fell down,” Veronica says.  She turns away to face the corner.  Jackie sees the outline of shoulder bones against Veronica’s jumper.  She imagines lifting up the jumper to see nothing but bones.  She looks down at her stomach pushing against the fabric and spilling onto the table and then at the cookies and milk.  I am fat, she thinks.
 
   “Would you like my snack?  I’m not hungry.”
 
   Veronica turns around enough to eye the milk and cookies.  Like an animal sensing a trap she reaches out slowly and then snatches the items away.  Jackie’s stomach growls in protest, but she doesn’t care.
 
   After Veronica finishes, she turns around, veil of hair back in place.  “Thank you,” she mumbles.
 
   Mrs. West proceeds to teach them all about the letter ‘A’ and the many words starting with it:  apple, angel, alligator, and so forth.  Kindergarten is a lot harder than nursery school, Jackie thinks.  She doesn’t know how she’ll survive.  
 
   To reinforce the lecture, Mrs. West passes around paper and crayons, instructing the girls to draw something that begins with an ‘A.’  Jackie takes a burnt sienna crayon and begins to draw Mommy.  She gives Mommy big white wings like the angels she remembers from Sunday school and a yellow halo over her head.  She can’t wait to show her pretty picture to Mommy later.
 
   “That’s very nice, Jacqueline,” Mrs. West says.  “And—oh my!  Veronica, what’s the meaning of this?”
 
   Veronica has taken a black crayon and darkened the entire page.  “I don’t know,” Veronica says.
 
   “This is unacceptable, young lady.  You must learn to pay attention or you’ll never pass.”
 
   “OK,” Veronica says.  She drops the crayon and Jackie can sense her eyes staring down at the black paper, seeing things no one else could.
 
   “Mommy and I are going to get ice cream after school.  Do you want to come?” Jackie asks.  She doesn’t feel much like ice cream anymore, but if anyone needs some, it’s Veronica.
 
   “OK,” Veronica says again.  After Mrs. West dismisses everyone, Veronica plods behind Jackie out the door as if going to her own execution.  
 
   Mommy is waiting in the hallway as promised.  Jackie runs into her arms.  “How was your first day?” Mommy asks after giving Jackie a big hug and kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Some girls were mean to me and then Mrs. West taught me how not to cry and we learned about shapes and Mrs. West told us a story and we had milk and cookies and we learned about the letter ‘A’ and I drew a picture for you, Mommy.”  Jackie holds up the picture.
 
   “That’s very beautiful, honey.  So do you want to go back tomorrow?” Mommy asks.  Jackie nods violently.  “Good.  Now, let’s go get you some ice cream.”
 
   “Oh, Mommy, can Veronica come along?  She’s my new best friend.”  Veronica stands off to the side, head tilted towards the floor and arms hanging limp, prepared for rejection.
 
   “Of course she can.  If it’s all right with her mommy.”
 
   “My mommy is dead,” Veronica says.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.  What about your father?”
 
   She shrugged.  “He won’t be home until late.”
 
   “Then I guess it’s all right.”  Mommy takes Jackie’s hand and she reaches into Veronica’s sleeve to find her bony claw.  At this Veronica raises her head and Jackie can see a smile through the hair.
 
   “Looks like I’m just in time for our 35th class reunion,” a voice growled from the doorway.  Samantha turned around to find a grown-up Veronica standing there with a gun in her hand.
 
   “You’re the one,” Samantha said.  “I saw you in the lobby of the Radisson.  You killed Dr. Herschowitz.”
 
   Veronica brushed a tress of frizzy hair out of her face.  “I’m surprised it took you this long to figure it out,” she said.  “You’ve really been slipping since rehab.”
 
   “This has to end now, Veronica.  You’re coming with me.”  Samantha got to her feet.  A few inches more and she could take the weapon from Veronica’s grasp.
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Samantha.  Stay back or Teach gets a final lesson,” Veronica said.
 
   “You don’t want to do this,” Samantha said.
 
   “Of course I do.”  She fired.  A bloody hole stained Mrs. West’s nightgown, the same location as Herschowitz.
 
   “Oh my,” Mrs. West said and then her beeping heart monitor turned to a final shrill note.  
 
   “There’s only one left and then it’s over,” Veronica said.  She aimed the gun at Samantha, but then ran instead.  Samantha took off after her down the stairs and through the corridor.
 
   Samantha took out her pistol as she ran along the lawn, but a group of seniors in wheelchairs were now parked on the grass.  She couldn’t risk hitting one of them.  She ran faster in pursuit of Veronica, ignoring the pleas for her to slow down from the old people.
 
   Veronica rounded the corner of the first building and reappeared a moment later, clutching the slow-witted nurse.  She pressed the barrel of the pistol into the nurse’s temple.  “You’re not going to stop me,” Veronica said.
 
   Samantha held her weapon up, trying to find a clear shot.  Sweat formed on her forehead and her hand began to shake.  “That’s right, you can’t do it.  You couldn’t shoot me right now even if you wanted to.  So now Nurse Horseface and I are going to leave and if you’re smart you won’t try to stop us.”
 
   Samantha lowered her pistol as Veronica and the nurse backed away.  She watched them shuffle up to the driveway, where Veronica shoved the nurse down and then climbed into a rusty Yugo.  As the Yugo wheezed out of the driveway, Veronica tossed Samantha a salute.
 
   After the car disappeared, Samantha went over to the sobbing nurse.  “Where’s another car?” she asked.  The nurse pointed to an oversized van with the facility’s name stenciled on the side.  “Where are the keys?”  The nurse shrugged.
 
   Samantha had little difficulty hotwiring the van.  Where was Veronica heading? she wondered.  As she drove along the road winding into St. John’s, she considered the list of victims.  Her old partner, her college friend, her high school counselor, and now her kindergarten teacher.  Each one was connected to a period of her life from adulthood to childhood.  Unless Veronica planned to murder the doctor who delivered Samantha there didn’t seem to be anyone left.
 
   “There’s only one left and then it’s over,” Veronica had said.  One left until what’s over? she wondered.  What was Veronica’s plan?
 
   She pondered this question as she arrived in St. John’s, a town not much bigger than Junction.  As she drove, she thought of that black piece of paper and Veronica saying, “My mommy’s dead.”  Samantha considered the roster of victims again.  She’s wiping out the past, Samantha thought.  Not just Samantha’s past, but her own as well.  There was only one place left.
 
   Samantha found her young pilot in St. John’s only motel, lying naked on the bed with a bottle of sparkling apple juice in a bucket.  “I couldn’t get champagne,” he said.
 
   She picked his clothes up off the floor and tossed them at him.  “Come on,” she said.  “We’ve got to get moving.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21:  Divine Intervention
 
   They gathered in the reverend’s tent after the sun went down and all the others had gone to sleep.  “How long will this take?  If my wife wakes up—”
 
   “Do not worry, Mark.  I can deal with your wife,” Reverend Crane said.  “I am sorry about the accommodations, but try to find a place to sit down.”  The four settlers sat on logs dragged into the tent while Pryde remained standing, picking his fingernails with the end of his knife.
 
   “Now, my friends, we have come here because tomorrow Mr. Gooddell and his supporters will set out to make a compact with the savages.  This we cannot allow if we aim to survive.  The moment our backs are turned, the savages will murder all of us and enslave your wives to do their bidding.”
 
   The other men bristled at this.  “No savage is going to lay a hand on my Helena,” John said.
 
   “Nor my Beatrice,” Paul said.
 
   “What do you propose we do, Reverend?  The elders have given their permission.  We can’t go against them,” David said.
 
   “The elders have no authority here in the New World.  The only law here is God’s law,” Reverend Crane said.  “He will damn us all if we associate with these heathens.”
 
   The reverend waited for the murmurs of assent to settle down before he continued, “If we aim to carry out His will then we must intercept Mr. Gooddell and his party before they reach the savage village.  We set upon them, kill them, and blame their deaths on the savages.  Then no one—not even the elders—will disagree with the need to dispose of these vermin.”
 
   “Kill them?” Mark said.  “You want us to kill Mr. Gooddell and the others?  I can’t do that.  I’ve known Mr. Gooddell a good many years now and he’s always been a kind man.”
 
   “I’ve also known Mr. Gooddell for several years now.  He’s a God-fearing man for sure.  And that wife of his is in bad enough shape without making her a widow too,” Paul said.
 
   “Reverend, I fear this has gone too far.  Perhaps there is some other way,” David said.
 
   “My friends, we cannot lose heart now.  Mr. Gooddell may be a good man.  He may be a God-fearing man, but he is doing Satan’s work by negotiating with heathens.  It is our duty as Christian men to do what we must to oppose this evil.  He and any who follow him must be slain so that we do not stray from God’s path.”  The four men shifted uncomfortably on their seats.  “The Lord sacrificed his own son for our sins.  How can we refuse to make this sacrifice for Him?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Reverend, but what you’re proposing is murder,” David said.  “We cannot go along with it.”
 
   The other three nodded in agreement.  “Then your souls will rot in Hell with Mr. Gooddell’s.  Mark my words gentlemen, you will come to regret your cowardice today.  Now go slink back into your beds and seek the comfort of your wives the way a child does its mother.”
 
   The four men crept out of the tent and back into the night, leaving only Mr. Pryde.  “What do we do now?” he asked.
 
   “We continue as planned.  We do not need those fools.  God is on our side,” Reverend Crane said.
 
   “Unless God is showing up with a musket he isn’t going to do us much good,” Pryde said.
 
   “He will provide for us somehow.  Leave me now.  I have much to consider.”
 
   “As you command, Boss, but don’t expect me to stick my neck out too far for you and your god.  I’m not about to get it chopped off.”  Pryde shoved the knife into his belt and then left the tent.  Reverend Crane glared at the flaps.  The cowards! he thought.  They have no more bravery than worms in the ground.  If none would help, then he would find a way to destroy the savages by himself.
 
   Reverend Crane knelt down on the dirt.  “Lord, you have guided me here to do your work, to establish your kingdom here on earth.  I beseech you now in this moment of darkness to light my way.  Show me what I must do to rid your country of these foul heathens.”
 
   The tent flaps burst open and the reverend opened his eyes to find a red-haired girl clinging to him.  “Reverend, please, you must help me.  Something terrible’s happened and I don’t know who else to turn to.  You have to help me.  Please.”
 
   “Peace, my child.  What is troubling you?”
 
   The girl wiped at her eyes with the hem of a dress several sizes too large for her.  “I was in the meadow and I fell asleep and when I woke up this boy—the stowaway—was going by and so I followed him into the woods and he went into this cave and there was this pool of water in there and I looked into it and I saw my reflection, but it wasn’t my reflection.  It was me as a little girl and a toddler and a baby and when I touched the water there was this glow and I became a little girl again.  Mrs. Gooddell is going to be so angry with me if I go back like this.  There has to be something you can do for me to change me back.  Please, Reverend, I know you can do it because you’re the smartest, most wonderful man I know.  God has to listen to you if you ask him to change me back.  I know he will.”
 
   Reverend Crane tilted the girl’s face up.  He recognized her now as Mr. Gooddell’s servant.  Yes, he remembered her now sitting in the back pew, looking away if his gaze ever met hers.  But she had been a girl of twelve or thirteen years.  “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand what happened to you.  Tell me again very slowly, my child.”
 
   She explained again about the pool of water, the reflections of her younger selves, and the glow that overcame her when she touched the water.  She flapped the loose folds of her dress for emphasis.  “You see what it’s done to me?  I don’t know what else to do, Reverend.  I don’t want to be a little girl again.  Can’t God change me back?”
 
   “Of course He can, my child, if that is His will.  However, I believe this has happened to you so that you might serve a greater purpose.  He has sent you to me to show me how we can save our community from the savage influence.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   “Yes, my child.  You are the savior of our people.  Through you I will create His kingdom here on earth.  A kingdom that will serve His will until the end of time.”  He patted the girl’s head.  “And it is all because of you.”
 
   “Oh Reverend, that is so wonderful, but if He wanted me this way to show you, can’t He change me back now?  It’s so strange to be little on the outside and yet inside I still feel like myself.  I don’t like it one bit.  Can’t you ask God to change me back now that He’s done with me?”
 
   “Of course I will.  You and I will pray together later to ask Him.  In the meantime, you must show me to this pool.  There is much we have to do.”
 
   He took the girl’s hand and let her lead him through the dark forest.  Along the way, a rudimentary plan formed in his mind.  This water, if it worked as the girl said, could be used as a powerful weapon to destroy the savages and anyone else who stood in the reverend’s way.
 
   She ushered him into a cave with heathen symbols all along the walls and a great pit sunk in the middle.  She stayed back a few paces of the water while he went to the edge.  “You best be careful, Reverend.  That water is dangerous.”
 
   Reverend Crane looked down into the glowing water and just as the girl had said, he saw reflections of himself from a grown man to an infant.  “Amazing,” he said.  He looked up then at the ceiling to thank God for showing him the way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22:  New Plans
 
   As Molly stacked the last of the pans, she heard Joey erupt into a sneezing fit.  He threw down the broom and doubled over.  Molly rushed over to his side, patting him on the back.  “Joey, what’s wrong dear?”
 
   “Dust,” he said between sneezes.  She led him out of the cabin, sitting him down on a log.  He continued to sneeze, each one punctuated by a wheeze as he struggled to breathe.  When she saw the tips of his ears turning blue, she looked about her for help, but there was no one.  Veronica and David had gone off and the rest were little children with no memories.  God, please help him, she thought.
 
   His sneezing came under control after a few minutes.  His breathing returned to normal and the blue faded from his ears.  He sagged against her, panting with exhaustion.  She stroked his hair and whispered reassurances to him.  He really is a delicate child, she thought.  Veronica shouldn’t have brought him here.
 
   “He doesn’t belong with us,” Molly had told her friend.  “He’s lived in Seabrooke all his life.”
 
   “I’m his aunt,” Veronica said.  “He belongs with me.”
 
   “What about his father?”
 
   “His father hardly sees him as it is.  He’ll be much happier with us in our new world.  You’ll see.”
 
   Molly wiped the snot and tears from Joey’s face with her apron.  No, little Joey was not happier here.  And Samantha, Prudence, and Wendell had been so unhappy they ran away from their new home.  They ran away from her.  It’s my fault, Molly thought.  She had thought her talk with Samantha had smoothed everything over, but clearly she had failed.  
 
   She touched the bruise over her left eye.  Veronica had been right to hit her for her incompetence.  When Veronica had proposed her plan to remake Eternity into a wondrous new paradise, Molly thought she could do as well with the children as Samantha or Rebecca.  I’m a failure, she thought.
 
   Joey looked up at her and said, “Do you remember Mommy?”
 
   “No, dear, I never met her.”
 
   “What about Aunt Veronica?”
 
   “Oh yes, she knew your mother.  They’re sisters of a sort.”
 
   “Really?  Will she tell me about Mommy if I ask?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.  We’ll ask her when she gets back.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll find Samantha and the others?”
 
   “Of course she will, dear.  Why, I’m sure they’re all coming home right now.  That’s why we’ve got to get the house nice and clean for them.”
 
   “Why did Aunt Veronica hit Samantha last night?”
 
   “Sometimes people do things they shouldn’t when they get angry.  Your aunt is very sorry about hitting Samantha.”
 
   “Is she sorry for hitting you too?”
 
   Molly touched the bruise on her face.  “Of course she is, dear.  Your aunt and I love each other very much.  But sometimes even people who care about each other have quarrels.  Your aunt is not a bad person.  She’s trying very hard to make this work for all of us.”
 
   A sudden tidal wave of tears soaked Joey’s face.  “What’s wrong with me?” he asked.  “Why won’t anyone stay with me?  First Mommy and now Samantha.”
 
   “Oh, no, dear, don’t cry.  You’re a wonderful little boy.  The sweetest young man I’ve ever known.  What happened with your mother and Samantha had nothing to do with you.”
 
   “But why did they leave?”
 
   “I don’t know, dear.  I don’t know.”  She rocked him back and forth in her lap until he stopped crying.  As she considered whether it was safe to take him back inside, she heard something crashing through the underbrush nearby.
 
   Veronica emerged from the bushes, her face white as a corpse.  Sweat covered her body and her eyes shone as though with fever.  Before Molly could say anything, Veronica snatched Joey away from her, lifting him into the air.  “Tell me how to get rid of it!” she said.
 
   “Get rid of what?” he asked.
 
   “The algae.  You know how.  I know you do.  You’re the fucking Einstein of the family,” she said.
 
   “What’s algae?” he said.
 
   She threw him to the ground, bashing his head against the log.  “Veronica, what’s going on?  Where’s David?  Did you find the children?”
 
   “David is dead!” Veronica said.  She reached up to snap off a tree limb.  She wielded it in her hand like a club, waving it under Joey’s nose.  “Maybe this will jog your memory.”
 
   “Dead?  How?  Veronica, please, what’s going on?”
 
   “That fucking algae killed him.  I don’t know how.  It leapt right out of the fountain and burned him up.  He’s nothing but ashes now.”
 
   “Oh my God.  That’s terrible.  And the children?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  She poked Joey’s cheek with the stick.  He sniffled, but didn’t move.  “This little shit is going to tell me how to get rid of it even if I have to break open his fucking head and scoop the answer out.”
 
   As she raised her arm to strike, Molly grabbed her wrist.  “Veronica, please, calm down.  Joey doesn’t know.  He’s just a little boy.  He doesn’t know anything.”
 
   Veronica shook Molly’s hand away, pointing the stick at her.  “He knows.  It’s in that little head of his somewhere.  I’m going to beat it out of him.”
 
   “No!” Molly grabbed Veronica’s wrist again.  “There has to be another way.  Let me work with him.  I’ll get him to remember.”  As Molly spoke, Joey pressed himself against her although she wasn’t any taller than him.
 
   Veronica stared at them a moment and then lowered the stick.  “He seems to have taken a liking to you.  Fine, take him out to Grandpa’s hut and see if you can get him to remember.”  She jabbed the stick into Molly’s chest.  “If he can’t, then I’ll throw both of you in there myself.”
 
   After Veronica stomped away, Joey emerged from Molly’s side.  “Why is she mad at me?” he asked.
 
   “She’s not mad at you.  She’s mad about something else.”
 
   “What does she mean about me remembering?”
 
   Molly tousled Joey’s hair.  “There’s a lot I have to tell you, dear.  For now, we have to go inside and pack.  We’re going to stay in the hut Veronica’s grandpa built out in the forest.”
 
   “Is Aunt Veronica coming too?”
 
   “No, dear, she’s not coming.  It’ll be just the two of us.”
 
   “Good,” he said.  “She’s mean.”
 
   “Now Joey, you shouldn’t say such things about your aunt.”
 
   “I don’t care.  She is mean.  I hate her.”
 
   “I know you don’t mean that.  Let’s go inside and get ready.”  As Molly led Joey inside, she couldn’t help shivering at the thought of Veronica’s rage.  She’s upset, Molly thought.  Once she has time to think, then she’ll be fine.  In the meantime, it would be better for her and Joey out at Mr. Pryde’s hut, where they could be alone to work on reviving his memory.  She only hoped they could find a solution before Veronica grew impatient.  Molly had little doubt her friend would carry out her threat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23:  Seabrooke
 
   The plane landed at the Bangor airport.  Samantha convinced her young pilot to declare an emergency—thus explaining the lack of a flight plan—with a French kiss that almost created a real emergency.  “You’ve been very helpful,” she said after they touched down.  “You might have saved some lives.”
 
   “Really?  Since we’re here, maybe we could—”
 
   She shut him up with another French kiss.  As she kissed the downy-faced pilot, she tried not to think of Andre.  Her wonderful, beautiful Andre who had disappeared.  She would give anything to kiss him again and to tell him how much she loved him.  “Holy shit,” the pilot said.  “Are you sure—”
 
   “It’s been fun,” she said.  She left him to deal with the aviation officials who would demand information to log the proper reports.  Even if he mentioned a mysterious woman asking him to fly her to New Hampshire and Maine, he didn’t know her name or her ultimate destination.  If the Bureau’s computers flagged his report, they still wouldn’t be able to find her for some time.  By then it would all be over.
 
   She searched the terminals in the Bangor airport for any friends from the Bureau as well as Veronica.  A man skulking about a bathroom aroused her suspicion until a young boy ran into his arms.  She spotted a woman with dark skin and wild hair near a newsstand only for the woman to turn around with a full beard.  “I’m losing it,” she said aloud.
 
   She stopped at a coffee shop to get the largest cappuccino possible.  The combination of caffeine and sugar would give her a much-needed jolt since she hadn’t slept since waking up in Savannah over two days ago.  As she gulped down the coffee, she plotted her next move.
 
   Veronica could have already gotten ahead of her, depending on her method of travel.  There wasn’t any point waiting around the airport on the chance Veronica might happen by.  Better to head for Veronica’s ultimate destination and hope to beat her there.  From there, she didn’t know.
 
   She couldn’t rent a car, not with her own identification and credit card.  The Bureau would already have frozen her credit cards and their computers would have no problem tracking down a reservation in her own name, even out in Bangor.  As for stealing a car, she didn’t want to risk drawing that kind of attention onto herself.  Hitchhiking would be too slow and a cab too expensive with her limited financial resources.
 
   She had another idea.  She scanned the terminal for a woman of her approximate age and coloring.  After finding a target, she stalked the woman to the baggage claim.  She picked a suitcase off one of the conveyor belts at random, the kind with the telescoping handle and wheels.
 
   With the suitcase dragging along next to her, she approached the woman standing by another conveyor belt.  The suitcase collided with the unsuspecting woman, almost knocking her to the floor.  “Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” Samantha said.  “These darned things are so hard to manage sometimes.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” the woman said.  They exchanged a few more pleasantries before Samantha walked off with the woman’s wallet.  LaShondra Williams from Detroit according to her license.  Samantha looked back over her shoulder, but so far LaShondra hadn’t noticed the missing wallet.  
 
   Samantha left the suitcase by the baggage claim before hurrying to the nearest rental counter.  The clerk hardly scrutinized her stolen driver’s license and credit card.  As the clerk processed the transaction, chattering nonstop about the weather and the Red Sox, Samantha waited for a security guard to approach her.  “You’re all set, Miss Williams,” the clerk said.
 
   “Thank you,” Samantha said.  She took the keys for a Pontiac Grand Prix—a Corvette or Porsche would have been better for her purposes, but she supposed it would do—and headed for the door.  Along the way she stopped a security guard and produced Miss Williams’s wallet, complete with the cash inside so as not to arouse suspicion.  “I found this on the bathroom floor,” she said.  “Can you make sure she gets it back?”
 
   “Of course, ma’am.  You’re one of the good ones,” the guard said.  Samantha smiled at him, hoping her guilt didn’t show.  She hurried off to the car and was soon on her way.
 
   As she drove, Samantha tried to solve the riddle of Veronica Pryde.  A child of abuse and neglect to be sure, but what had driven her to murder?  What could have caused that shy girl in kindergarten to become a brutal killer?  And what had caused her to focus so much hatred on Samantha, her friend?  
 
   There had to be more to the story, a piece of the puzzle still missing.  There was still so much she didn’t remember, so much about herself hidden away somewhere.  Thousands of days lost to her:  birthdays, holidays, and milestones.  Her first crush, first kiss, and first sexual encounter all remained lost.  These pieces of her might remain lost forever.
 
   A car horn warned her she was about to stray into the wrong lane.  She took a deep breath and tried to focus on the road.  She couldn’t afford to get a traffic ticket now.  The road ahead of her blurred for a moment, and then spun ninety degrees.  She slapped herself on the cheek to wake up.  It’s only been two days, she thought.  She must have gone longer than that without sleep before.  Back when she was young, not a broken-down recovering alcoholic fresh out of rehab.
 
   The drinking might explain some of the holes in her memory, but not complete amnesia.  She didn’t know how that could have happened.  A nervous breakdown in the wake of Fitzgerald’s death maybe.  That might explain her crazy dream too.  Once she settled things with Veronica then she could lie on a couch to tell a shrink all about it.
 
   By mid-afternoon she arrived in Seabrooke.  Tourists walked along the idyllic Main Street with shopping bags packed full of trinkets.  Children frolicked in packs, some on bikes and others not.  The entire place was like a brochure come to life, unaware of the storm blowing in from the west.
 
   She cruised along Main Street, looking in the various shop windows in case Veronica was already here.  Not seeing her quarry, she searched for a place to buy the supplies she needed.  She followed the road downhill almost to the docks, stopping at a place called New Beginnings Antiques.
 
   A bell rang when she opened the door.  Inside looked as though someone’s garage had exploded.  Old clothes, appliances, books, and knickknacks were spread about the shelves with no organization.  In a glass case at the back of the store she found rows of broaches, necklaces, rings, and even war medals.  None of these items she needed.
 
   “Can I help you?” a woman called out.  Samantha turned around to find a woman about her age in a ratty brown sweater and a pair of reading glasses standing behind her.
 
   “I’m looking for a pair of binoculars,” she said.
 
   “Binoculars?  I think I have some around here.  Going to do some sightseeing?”
 
   “Yes.  It really is beautiful up here.”
 
   “First timer, huh?”
 
   “You could say that.”  She followed the woman around the store, watching her dig through piles of old clothes and mismatched kitchen utensils.  Among a bin of hubcaps she pulled out an olive green case.
 
   Inside the case was a pair of army field glasses dating from before she was born.  “World War II?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.  From the estate of Mr. Gray.  He was a part of the Normandy invasion.”
 
   “He probably had these on him,” Samantha said.  She looked through the glasses, bringing them into focus so that she could see the distant neon sign of a tavern.  “These should work.  How much do you want for them?”
 
   “I’d say fifty is more than fair.”  Samantha handed the money to her.  “Anything else you need?”
 
   Samantha looked around the shop.  On a table, beneath old table napkins, she found a piece of green camouflage netting.  “Korea,” she said.  “For a sniper, right?”
 
   “You know your military antiques.”
 
   “My father was in the military,” Samantha said.  Something told her this was not true.  Most likely her years in the Bureau had led her to study such things.
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking—”
 
   “I thought I’d do a little bird watching,” Samantha said.  She gave the woman another fifty dollars, leaving her billfold almost empty.  Another gun might be handy, but that seemed to be the only thing New Beginnings didn’t sell and she didn’t want to arouse any more suspicion.  “This should do.”
 
   “I’m glad I could be of help, Miss—”
 
   “Young.  Samantha Young.”  She didn’t see any harm in giving her name to the antiques dealer.
 
   “Margaret Pestona.  It’s rare to get someone in here who knows anything about antiques.  Mostly we get the tourists looking for something pretty.  How long are you staying?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.”  A yawn crept out of her mouth before she could stop it.  “I don’t suppose you know a good place to stay around here?”
 
   “There are a lot of motels and cabins, but most of those are booked this time of year.  For someone of your taste, I think you should check with Mrs. Milton at the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  I can give you directions.”
 
   “That would be very helpful, thank you.”  Samantha followed Pestona over to the cash register, an antique itself.  On a pad of paper, Pestona sketched out directions to the bed and breakfast.  Samantha didn’t know if she would need them, but at least it would help validate her cover story should anyone ask.
 
   She stuffed the piece of paper into her pocket.  “There’s one more thing if you don’t mind.  Do you know anyone around here by the name of Pryde?”
 
   “Oh sure, the Pryde family’s lived here since the town began.  There’s a lot of interesting history surrounding that family.  Some people say they’re cursed.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Well, they’ve had some bad luck and you know how people like to talk.”  Pestona motioned to the items in Samantha’s hands.  “There was Jonas Pryde about sixty years ago not more than two months after getting married.  He never came back.  His wife wasn’t quite the same after that.  Kept to herself a lot.  Some people called her crazy.  When I was little, we all used to go up her house and dare each other to knock on the front door.  I don’t think she was crazy so much as lonely, especially after what happened with her son.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He married a colored woman and got her pregnant.  Made his mother so furious she disowned him.  He disappeared for a while to Arizona or New Mexico, someplace like that.  About twenty years ago he came back with a new wife—this one more to his mother’s liking—and she took him back.”
 
   “So they patched everything up then?”
 
   “It seemed that way.  But then about a year later they both wind up dead, along with the new wife.  Only her baby survived.”
 
   “That’s horrible.  How did they die?”
 
   “Stabbed to death.  Butchered is more like it.  No one is sure exactly what happened, but it must have been some fight.”
 
   “You said the baby survived?”
 
   “Oh yes.  That would be Judah.  He still lives up there.  He’s a bit rough around the edges but underneath he’s the nicest guy you’d ever meet.  But I’m rambling on.  You’re probably bored stiff.”
 
   “No, it is very interesting.  You said Judah’s father had a child before he left.  Whatever happened to it?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I’ve heard people mention a daughter, but no one’s ever seen her.  He didn’t bring her back here.”
 
   “You said they live around here?  I have a friend from around here who mentioned them.  I thought I may as well pay them a visit while I’m here.”
 
   “They live up on the hill.  You just take Main Street back to the highway and you’ll see it.  I could show you if you’d like,” Pestona said.  She patted Samantha’s hand.  “If you want some company.”
 
   Samantha pulled her hand back.  “That’s very kind of you to offer, but—”
 
   “I understand.  I’m sorry.  I thought maybe—”
 
   “It’s all right.  Thanks for all your help.”  She tried not to walk out of the antiques store too quickly to further hurt Miss Pestona’s feelings.  Could that have been the reason Andre left? she wondered.  No, that wasn’t it.  She had other things to worry about at the moment.
 
   Veronica had not only killed the four people in the last two days; she’d also slaughtered her father, stepmother, and grandmother as well.  There couldn’t be any other explanation in Samantha’s mind.  Now she’d come back to finish the job.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24:  Love Lost
 
   Prudence stuck her head out of the tent again, but didn’t see anyone.  “Where is she?” she said.  Molly had been gone for over twelve hours now, ever since Prudence sent her away for some privacy.  “You don’t think she’s left, do you?”
 
   “Of course not.  The girl’s always been a bit addle-brained.  She’s probably lost track of the time,” Rodney said.
 
   “I don’t like it.  She should be back now.”  She put her hands to her lips as a horrible thought crossed her mind.  “What if that stowaway got her?  The one that tried to kill Mrs. Bloom and Miss Baker.”
 
   Rodney put an arm around her shoulder.  “Now dear, you mustn’t worry so.  Molly is old enough to take care of herself.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have sent her away like that.  She can just be so irritating at times, but I shouldn’t have gotten angry with her.  I should have been patient with her.”
 
   “She’s fine, dear.  Tomorrow morning you’ll wake up and she’ll be right here.”
 
   “But you won’t be,” Prudence said.
 
   “Prudence, please, don’t get upset about this again.  I didn’t have any choice.  The reverend would have had us start a war with the savages.  I couldn’t let that happen.”
 
   “We could have left this miserable place.”
 
   “The ship is ruined.  It will never sail again.”
 
   “Then build a new one!  There are plenty of trees around here.  You don’t have to do this.”
 
   He took her hand and sat her down on their bed.  “I know you’re worried about me, but you mustn’t be.  We’ll only be gone for a few days and when we return it will begin a new life for everyone.  We can find a place to build a house and start a family without fear or interference.”
 
   She couldn’t hold back her tears any longer.  “What if you don’t come back?  What if these savages are as vicious as Reverend Crane says?  What if I never see you again?”
 
   “You will.  Of course you will.  If not in this life then in the next.”  At this Prudence buried her face in Rodney’s shoulder, her hands digging into his back.  She wouldn’t let go.  She would keep hold of him for as long as it took to keep him from leaving this tent and going out there into the forest.
 
   He stroked her hair and whispered, “It’s all right, my dear.  Everything will work out.  You’ll see.  You and I will finally have the life we dreamed of here.”
 
   She didn’t believe him.  Everything wouldn’t work out.  She knew it.  If Rodney went on this mission he would die.  Without him, she didn’t know what she would do.  To be alone in this awful wilderness was a fate worse than death.  “I want to go with you,” she said.  “I want to stay with you.”
 
   “You can’t, dear.  It’s far too dangerous.  If any harm should come to you, I couldn’t live with myself.”
 
   “Please, you have to let me go.  I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You won’t, my darling.  I’ll come back to you.  I promise.”  He took her head off his shoulder to look her in the eyes.  “I won’t ever leave you.  No matter what happens, I’ll always be with you in your heart.  I love you.”
 
   “I can’t lose you.  I won’t have anything without you.  Please, stay with me.  Let someone else go.”
 
   “I couldn’t ask someone else to take my place.  This is something I must do for all of us.  Please try to understand.”
 
   “What about your duty to me?  Don’t I matter?  Don’t you care about what I want?”
 
   “It’s because of you I’m doing this.  So you won’t have to go through another war.  So we can raise our family in peace.”
 
   “We won’t have a family if you go.  Stay with me.  We can leave right now, tonight, and find a quiet place all to ourselves where we can be happy.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but I must do this.  I hope someday you’ll be able to understand.”  He let go of her and then pulled on his boots.  “I’m going to check around the camp to see if Molly’s been about.  I shouldn’t be gone too long.”
 
   After he left, she pressed her face into a cushion on the bed.  He was going and she couldn’t say anything to change his mind.  He was going and he wouldn’t ever come back.  I’ve lost him, she thought.  I’ve lost him forever.
 
   She felt the cushions next to her where he would sleep tonight for the last time.  She breathed in his musky aroma, trying to keep some part of him with her.  She closed her eyes and breathed it in again—
 
   She’s walking alongside the road from Wessenshire home with a basket full of cloth from Mr. Applegate’s shop.  She hears hooves beating behind her and steps off to the side of the road to let the horseman pass.  Instead of going by, the hoof beats slow to match her pace.  Panic rises up within her as the horse continues to follow her.  It’s him! she thinks.  He’s come back after thirteen years for her.
 
   “Hello there,” a man’s voice says, but it’s not his.  This voice is deeper, slow and sad like a man used to rejection.
 
   She turns around to see a very tall man riding an old mare.  The man’s cloak is threadbare around the edges and his boots splattered with mud.  He touches the brim of his hat so that she can see his brown eyes that remind her of a puppy she once owned.  “Can I help you, sir?” she asks.
 
   “Forgive me for bothering you on this fine day, but I fear I’ve lost my way,” he says.  “I’m looking for the road to Sussex.  Might you happen to know the way?”
 
   “Oh, well, you need to go back into town and head east.  It’s about twenty miles down the road I suppose.”
 
   “Thank you, Miss—”
 
   “Chapman.  Prudence Chapman.”
 
   “Thank you, Miss Chapman.”  The man swings off his horse and reaches out to take Prudence’s hand.  She flinches until he kisses her fingers as though she is royalty.  “My name is Rodney Gooddell.  I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”  She tries to pull her hand away, but doesn’t have the strength.  “I don’t suppose I could escort you home.  It’s not safe for beautiful young ladies to walk the roads alone.”
 
   She blushes at this.  No one other than her parents has ever called her beautiful since that day.  Since he said it to her all those years ago.  “It’s kind of you to offer, but it’s not very far.  I shouldn’t want to take any more of your time.”
 
   “It’s no bother at all.  I rather like it out here.  I was thinking before I saw you walking along the road how nice it might be to stay out here.  Buy a piece of land to farm and spend the rest of my days minding the fields.  Tell me, does your husband own a farm around here?”
 
   “Husband?  Oh no, I’m not married.”  She rests one hand on her bulging stomach.  “No one would want me.”
 
   “Now don’t be silly.  You’re a perfectly lovely woman.  When I saw you on the road, I felt as though a thunderbolt had stuck me.  ‘This is the kind of woman for me,’ I thought to myself.  The kind of woman who’s chaste and modest with a good heart.  I see now I am right about you.”
 
   “I’m not anything special,” Prudence says.  Her face is so flushed she fears passing out on the road.  “I really should be going home now.  It’s good to meet you, Mr. Gooddell.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’ve made you uncomfortable with my wild rambling.  I am not usually this way, but I can’t help myself today.  Around you I feel so comfortable.  I feel as if I’ve known you my entire life, although I suppose that impossible.”
 
   She knows she should walk away from him and go home, but she can’t tear herself away from his eyes.  Those sad eyes boring into her soul.  “It is getting late.  You won’t be able to make Sussex today.  My father has an extra room if you would like to stay with us for the night and my mother always makes a little extra food for dinner.”
 
   “That sounds lovely.  I would be delighted.”  He takes the reins of the horse and walks beside her, telling her everything about himself.  He grew up in a town along the southern coast until joining the Royal Navy on his sixteenth birthday.  After his tour, he turned to merchant vessels bound for the Indies and once the Jamestown settlement in Virginia.  “The New World is a beautiful place.  I thought someday I might like to live there,” he says.  About ten years ago he moved to London and purchased his own ships, making a fortune in the process.  He is on his way to Sussex to see an old friend about selling the business.  
 
   “Whyever would you do that?” she asks.
 
   “I’m forty years old and tired of the sea.  I want to try my hand at farming.  Perhaps find a wife and have children.”  His eyes meet hers when he says this; she looks away so he can’t see her blush.
 
   Her parents are very kind to Mr. Gooddell when she introduces them.  Rodney and her father discuss politics throughout dinner while Prudence stares down at her plate, though her stomach is far too nervous to eat anything.  “Will you excuse me?  I’m not feeling well all of the sudden,” she says.  She retreats to her bedroom, throwing herself onto the bed to cry.
 
   “Is she all right?” she hears Rodney ask outside her door.
 
   “You mustn’t mind her, Mr. Gooddell.  Prudence has a very sensitive constitution,” Mother says.
 
   “I would hate to think my presence has made her ill.  Perhaps it would be better if I left.”
 
   “Nonsense.  Prudence will be fine in the morning.”  
 
   She can’t sleep at all that night.  Every time she closes her eyes, she thinks first of Rodney and then of him.  Rodney couldn’t want her; no one wanted her after what he had done.  She carries his mark burned into her soul, branding her forever.
 
   In the morning, Mother knocks on the door.  “Prudence, come out and say goodbye to Mr. Gooddell,” she says.  Prudence says nothing.  She refuses to get up from the bed.  “I’m sorry,” Mother says not to her but Mr. Gooddell.  “She is a terribly spoiled child.  Her father has been too lenient with her.  She needs a proper whipping to straighten her out.”
 
   “She’s a lovely young woman, Mrs. Chapman.  Do tell her I said goodbye and I wish her all the best,” Rodney says.
 
   Prudence hears him go and then spends the rest of the day in bed, staring at the ceiling with tear-filled eyes.  Rodney is gone.  She won’t ever see him again.  This is for the best, she tells herself.  He couldn’t ever love someone like her, not after what he did to her.
 
   Mother forces her out of bed the next day to deliver a set of new blankets to Miss Brigham for her niece from Ireland.  On the road, Prudence again hears hoof beats approaching.  A horse pulls up next to her and Rodney’s voice says, “Fancy meeting you here on the same road.  I’m terribly sorry we didn’t get a chance to say goodbye properly the other day.  Are you feeling better now?”
 
   “Yes,” she says.  “I feel much better now.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” he says.  He tells her about his business in Sussex.  He’s sold his business for a decent profit.  “I don’t think I’ll buy a piece of land straight off.  I thought I would rent a place in town at first so I can learn all I can about farming before setting to it.  Mr. Davenport said he has a room to let.  Do you know him?”
 
   “I see he and his wife at church every Sunday.”
 
   “Well, then I imagine we’ll be seeing each other quite a bit then since they invited me to go to church with them.”
 
   “I imagine we will,” Prudence says.
 
   “I’ll see you on Sunday.”  He tips his hat to her and then is gone.  She stands in the center of the road in disbelief.  He came back for her despite everything.  She vows never to lose him again.
 
   The tent flaps opened and Rodney said, “No one’s seen the girl around.  I imagine she’ll turn up.”  He pulled off his boots and then settled onto the cushions next to her.  He put a hand on her back.  “Are you awake?”
 
   She rolled over to face him and asked, “Why did you come back for me after we first met?”
 
   “Because I loved you.  I knew it the moment I saw you.”  He kissed her on the cheek.  “I still love you.  Nothing will ever change that.”
 
   She kissed him on the lips, savoring their taste.  He had come back for her once; maybe he would come back for her again.  If not, she intended to make tonight last as long as possible.
 
   ***
 
   With the gunpowder, flint, and string Wendell now had the final ingredients to make sure Reverend Crane’s twisted designs never came to fruition.  The holes carved last night would allow him to plant the gunpowder to make his rudimentary shaped charges.  If his calculations were correct, the resulting explosion would bring down enough of the cavern to bury the Fountain of Youth forever.
 
   As soon as this happened, Wendell would lose Prudence in the future.  The love they’d shared would never exist.  With no fountain, Prudence would remain the overweight bride of Rodney Gooddell while Wendell remained a stowaway, an outcast grubbing for food in the wilderness.  
 
   He paused on the forest path, glancing back towards the encampment.  He didn’t want to lose his Prudence in the future.  He didn’t want to spend the remainder of his days here while she remained in the arms of another man.  Admittedly a good man, a man who wouldn’t hurt her, but a man who was not him.
 
   No, he couldn’t be so selfish as to put himself ahead of everyone else.  Without the Fountain of Youth, Reverend Crane could never take power.  Everyone on Eternity would have normal life spans, which at this time of the 17th Century were far shorter than in the future.  He and Prudence and the others would all be dead in forty years, if not much sooner.  They would never see automobiles, airplanes, computers, or any of the other wondrous inventions to come.  Yet it was better for them to die never knowing of these things than to suffer three hundred fifty years of slavery.
 
   He didn’t have to destroy the Fountain of Youth.  If he controlled its power instead of Reverend Crane, then he could create a paradise of learning and peace.  He could create the sort of place where knowledge held sway over ignorance and science over blind devotion.  Like the natives, he would use the fountain’s power only when someone became too old or sick to go on.  He would never conduct purges like Reverend Crane.
 
   Even as he thought all this, he knew it couldn’t work.  Someone else—Mr. Pendleton for one—would try to take control of the fountain for his own ends, to serve his own dream.  So much power didn’t belong in the hands of men.  It must be destroyed.
 
   With his mind made up, Wendell proceeded up the path to the cave.  He stopped just inside the cave when he saw the buckets lined up around the fountain.  These were not native items, but items taken from the ship.  Someone else had found the Fountain of Youth and taken its water.  I’m too late, he thought.
 
   Before he could turn around, someone grabbed his shoulder and slammed him into a wall.  The supplies fell from his hands, scattering across the cave floor.  Blood dripped into Wendell’s eyes, clouding his vision as the hand seized him by the shirt collar and lifted him into the air.  He blinked enough blood away to make out Pryde’s face.
 
   “Looks like I caught the stowaway,” Pryde said.
 
   “How did you find this place?” Wendell asked.
 
   “You led us right here.”
 
   “Me?  I didn’t.  I couldn’t have.”
 
   “I’ll let the reverend explain it.  I’m sure he’ll think of something to do with you.”  Pryde took out his knife, holding it up to Wendell’s face.  “Not as much fun as what I’d do with you, I’m sure.”
 
   He tied Wendell up with the string Wendell intended to use as fuses for his explosives and dumped him into a corner.  As Wendell struggled to free himself, Pryde filled the buckets with glowing water.  How could I have led them here? Wendell wondered.  He had made sure to check behind him each time.  He never saw Reverend Crane or Pryde.  How could they have followed him?  I was careful, he thought.
 
   The answer came when Molly ran into the cave, her baggy clothes flapping like flags.  “You shouldn’t be here,” she said to him.  “This isn’t any place at all for a stowaway.  This is Reverend Crane’s and my special place.  We’re going to rid this place of all the savages and heathens and then the reverend and I can be together forever.”
 
   “Molly, he’s going to murder people.  You can’t let this happen.  Untie me and we’ll stop them,” Wendell said.
 
   “Reverend Crane wouldn’t hurt anyone.  Not anyone who didn’t deserve it.  He’s a wonderful man.  You’re just a grubby old stowaway,” Molly said.  She pranced towards the entrance to the cave, throwing herself against Reverend Crane.  He kissed her on the cheek, causing her face to turn red.
 
   “How good of you to join us,” Reverend Crane said.  “You’re just in time to serve as our test subject.”
 
   “What?  No, you can’t.  This isn’t right.  You must realize that,” Wendell said.  He thrashed against his bonds, but Pryde had tied them well enough to hold.
 
   “I am doing the Lord’s work,” Reverend Crane said.  “He has shown me the device by which I can create his holy kingdom on earth.  With this water my kingdom will last until His return, when I will receive my reward for doing His work.”
 
   “Murder is not the Lord’s work,” Wendell said.
 
   “Sacrifices must be made for the greater good.  If Mr. Gooddell and a few savages must perish to achieve His goal, so be it.”
 
   “Mr. Gooddell?”  Wendell thought of Prudence grieving her fallen husband.  “You can’t kill them.  They haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “They are standing in the way of my divine imperative,” Reverend Crane said.  “As are you, but that will soon be remedied.”  He took one of the buckets Pryde had filled, dipping a ladle into the water.  Wendell squirmed against his bonds, but could do nothing as Reverend Crane dumped the ladle over his head.  The string holding him loosened so that he could free his hands.  He tried to get up, but Reverend Crane shoved him back and doused him with another ladleful of water.
 
   “Oh, he looks so adorable,” Molly said.  “Isn’t he the most darling little boy you’ve ever seen?”
 
   Wendell raised his arms to find his arms took up only half the sleeves.  Reverend Crane stood over him like a giant and even Molly now looked down on him.  Wendell toddled towards the cave entrance on his tiny legs, but Reverend Crane yanked him back.  “I’m afraid you can’t leave yet, my child.  Not until Mr. Pryde and I have completed our task.  Molly, watch our little stowaway and make sure he does not escape.”
 
   “Can’t I go with you, Reverend?  I promise I won’t get in the way.  I want to help you cleanse this place of the heathens and savages.  Please,” Molly said.
 
   He knelt down to look Molly in the eyes and brushed hair away from her face.  “I need you to stay here and make sure no one else finds the fountain.  It’s a very important job and that’s why I’m leaving it to you, my love.”
 
   “If it’s that important, I’ll stay here.”
 
   “Very good.  We will return soon and then we will be able to be together forever.”  The reverend kissed Molly on the lips, a brief, dry kiss that nonetheless had her on the verge of fainting.  Then the reverend and Pryde took their buckets of water and left the cave.
 
   “Molly, you can’t let them do this,” Wendell said.  “They’re going to kill Mr. Gooddell and the others.  Do you want that on your conscience?”
 
   “I feel bad for Mr. Gooddell because he is a nice man, but what Reverend Crane is doing is important.  He’s going to make a heaven right here where no one will ever grow old or sick and everyone will worship God and no one will be able to keep us apart ever again.”
 
   “He doesn’t love you,” Wendell said.  “He’s using you for his own purposes.”
 
   “He does so love me.  He told me himself.  He said I’m the prettiest girl on this whole island and the one he wants to spend eternity with.”
 
   “He only said that to get you to help him.  He’s going to use your love to keep you in his power for the next three hundred years and when you finally do rise against him, he erases your memory and makes you a girl again.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that to me.  How could you know?”
 
   “I’ve come here from the future.  I know what he’s going to do.  Please, Molly, we have to stop him now or he’ll keep us all as his slaves for over three hundred years.”
 
   “Let’s do something about those clothes,” Molly said.  She took Wendell by the arm.  He tried to shake her off, but couldn’t in his weakened state.  From a pocket of her dress she produced a pair of scissors.  “I thought I would use these to alter my dress, but I suppose we ought to do yours first so you aren’t tripping all over your pant legs.”
 
   “I don’t care,” Wendell said.  “Molly, you have to stop Reverend Crane.  Go to the camp and warn the elders.  It might not be too late to save Mr. Gooddell.”
 
   “Hold out your arms,” she said.  She used the scissors to cut off the empty halves of his sleeves.  “I’m not sure what we can do about these pants.  It’s too bad the missus isn’t here.  She knows a lot more about sewing than I do.  My Aunt Clara always told me I had the hands of a—”
 
   “Mr. Gooddell is going to die!  Don’t you even care?”
 
   “You really are an ill-tempered little boy.  I do care about Mr. Gooddell.  He’s been like a father to me these last five years, but there’s nothing I can do for him now.  As the reverend says, we have to make sacrifices.  I hate to sacrifice Mr. Gooddell because I know it will upset the missus terribly, but it must be done for the greater good.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Nothing good ever comes out of murder,” Wendell said.
 
   “It’s not murder.  It’s really his own fault.  If he’d listened to the reverend like he ought to, then everything would have been fine.  He has no one to blame but himself now.”  She cut the excess from his pants and then used some of the string to cinch the pants to his narrow waist.  When she finished, she pinched his cheek again.  “You are so cute.  I hope the reverend and I can have a bunch just like you, only with a better attitude.  Although maybe you’ll sweeten up after a few days.  I know this must be a shock to go from a grown-up to a little boy.  It was a terrible shock for me too.  I’m still not used to it.  When I walk around, sometimes I still think I have my grown-up legs.  I tripped a few times on the way here.  But after a while I’ll get used to it and I’m sure you will too.  Why, we look so much alike we could pretend to be brother and sister.  I always wanted a baby brother, but Mama said we couldn’t afford to have any other children and then the fever took them—”
 
   Wendell hit her in the face as hard as he could.  She yelped with pain, but didn’t so much as stumble back a step.  She grabbed him by the ear and dragged him over to a corner.  “I want you to sit right here facing the wall and think about what you did.  You can’t go around hitting people.  It’s not polite.”
 
   “Molly, you have to listen to me—”
 
   She pushed him against the wall.  “You sit right there and don’t make a sound.  Reverend Crane said to watch you and that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   Wendell squatted in the corner, facing the wall.  Tears came to his eyes at the thought of his failure.  Not only had he not denied the fountain to Reverend Crane, his actions had led the reverend here.  It’s my fault, he thought.
 
   “We shouldn’t be up here,” he says.
 
   Fiona kisses him on the lips, her dark hair falling all around him like a veil.  “You worry too much,” she says.  “Daddy is out with the flock.  He won’t be back until supper.  And Mum is visiting Mrs. McCracken.  No one will see us.”
 
   Wendell looks over the edge of the hayloft at the stone floor below.  “That’s not what I meant.  I meant we’re awful high up.  If we fall—”
 
   “I know what I’m doing,” she says.
 
   “How many boys have you brought up here?”
 
   “Just Angus Macleod.  We were only eight at the time and he’s since moved on to Glasgow.  He wasn’t anywhere near as handsome as you, though.”
 
   “You didn’t think that at first,” Wendell says.  “I think your first words were, ‘He smells bloody awful.’”
 
   “You did smell bloody awful.”
 
   “I had been lying in a ditch.”
 
   “There you are.  To be honest, at first I thought Mum was bringing me a little sister with all that hair of yours.  But I must say you cleaned up very nice.”
 
   “Thank you, I suppose.”  He kisses her and runs his hand through her hair.  These last two months with Fiona have given him a renewed passion for life.  The first time he saw her standing in the doorway of the Connolly’s house he fell in love with her.  Her lithe, sprite-like body with the sparkling green eyes enchanted him.  He thought she must be younger than him, but he found out she was fourteen.  She knew all too well the ridicule and patronizing from people mistaking her for a much younger girl.
 
   He didn’t have the courage to approach her.  Then one day when her parents were both out, she ambushed Wendell in the barn and kissed him.  She disappeared a moment later so that as he sat there, he wondered if he had dreamed the whole thing.  Only later did she creep into his bedroom to apologize.  “I’m sorry about kissing you in the barn.  I’ve been wanting to kiss you for so long now, I had to do it.”
 
   Thus began their secret meetings wherever and whenever they could find the opportunity.  Wendell wishes they could tell Fiona’s parents, but she insists they’ll throw him out if they find out.  “They’re very protective,” Fiona said once.  “Mum wanted to put me in a convent until she realized I wasn’t nun material a couple years ago.  Now she wants me to find a proper husband.  Proper meaning someone with money.”
 
   “Not someone like me, in other words.”  He kisses her again to ease the pain of this memory.  He can never possess her except in these brief tumbles in the hay.  In years or perhaps even months her parents will find her a suitable husband and he’ll lose her forever.  “I love you,” he says.
 
   “Wendell, don’t,” she says.  “You know we can’t.”
 
   “Why not?  We can run away from here.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that to Mum and Daddy.”
 
   “You’d rather marry someone you don’t love than hurt their feelings?” he said.  He rolled her off him onto a bed of hay.
 
   She starts to cry.  “That’s not fair.  I don’t want to lose them.  I don’t want to lose you either.  Can’t we just enjoy right now and let the future alone?”
 
   He nods and takes her back in his arms.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said that.  We don’t have to decide anything.”
 
   They kiss again and then her hands reach for the buttons of his shirt.  He fumbles with the ties of her dress to get it off.  “Are you sure?” he asks.
 
   “More sure than anything in my life,” she says.
 
   He finally gets the dress off her and for the first time sees her tiny breasts, not much more than nubs of flesh.  They are still the most beautiful he’s ever seen.  He puts a nipple in his mouth.  She moans with pleasure and then screams with terror.  She rolls off him, burying herself in the hay.
 
   “What in God’s name are you doing up here?” her father shouts.  “You filthy swine.  My wife picks you up out of a ditch, feeds you, clothes you, treats you like her own and you try to defile my daughter?  I’ll split you from end to end.”
 
   He grabs a pitchfork and charges up the hayloft ladder before Wendell can even put on his shirt.  Wendell scurries into a corner, putting up his hands.  “You don’t understand,” Wendell says.  “We love each other.”
 
   “You’ll not lay a hand on my daughter again,” her father says.  “I’ll make certain of that.”
 
   Wendell can do nothing, but curl into a fetal position and wait for the pitchfork to run him through.  “Daddy, don’t!  I love him!” Fiona screams.
 
   “You stay out of this.  Go down and wait for me.”
 
   “No.  I won’t let you hurt him.”  She positions herself between Wendell and her father.
 
   “Get out of the way, Fiona.  This boy has bewitched you.  I’ll not have my daughter marrying one like him.”
 
   “We love each other.  Can’t you understand that?”
 
   “I’m warning you one final time to get out of the way.”  He shoves her aside and then reaches back to jab the pitchfork into Wendell’s chest.  He sees her out of the corner of his eye and wants to shout a warning, but no sound will come from his throat.  She grabs the pitchfork with both ends.  Her father gives the weapon a furious shake that sends her reeling.
 
   She’s suspended in the air for a moment, her eyes meeting Wendell’s and then she plunges to the ground, her scream echoing through the barn.  Wendell climbs down the ladder to kneel at her side.  He takes her hand and says, “You’re going to be all right.  We’ll find a doctor.”
 
   “Let’s just enjoy this moment,” she says, her face breaking into a smile that pains him more than anything in his life.  He kisses her on the lips one final time before her eyes close forever and her limp hand drops to the floor.
 
   “You killed her!” her father screams.  “You killed her, you no good bastard!”
 
   Wendell runs.  Once more on the run he doesn’t stop until he’s reached the safety of a forest.  Only then does he allow himself to grieve for the one he loved and couldn’t save.
 
   “Have you learned your lesson yet?” Molly asked.  Wendell didn’t say anything.  He had failed Prudence just as he had failed Fiona.  Her husband would soon be dead and not much later Reverend Crane would turn the water against all the settlers, including Prudence.
 
   No, he could still save her.  If he hurried, he might get to the encampment in time to warn them.  It was a slim chance, but he had to cling to any chance at all.  First, he needed to get past Molly.
 
   She patted his head.  “If you promise to behave you can come out of the corner.”
 
   He turned around and threw his arms around her legs.  “I promise I’ll be good, Mama Molly,” he said.
 
   “That’s my boy.  Now let’s go outside and get some fresh air,” she said.  She took a step and toppled to the ground, the string holding Wendell’s pants up cinched around her feet.  “What’s this?  What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m getting out of here, Mama,” he said.  He used the pants to bind her hands and then left her on the cave floor.  Then he ran as fast as his legs could carry him through the forest and his one last chance to save the woman he loved.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25:  Memories
 
   Molly stood at the edge of the cliff with Joey digging his fingers into her arm.  At each gust of wind, he flinched in fear of being blown into the sea below.  “Can’t we go back?” he said.
 
   “Not yet,” Molly said.  She pointed to the waves pounding against the shore.  “Doesn’t this remind you of something?”
 
   “No,” he said in a whimper.  “Should it?”
 
   “Of course.  You grew up by the ocean in a town called Seabrooke.  Do you remember?”  He shook his head.  She patted him on the back.  “It’s all right.  It will come to you.”
 
   She led him away from the cliff.  Two days since leaving the cabin and still Joey hadn’t remembered anything from his previous life.  Molly didn’t know what she could do.  A trip to Seabrooke might stir his memories, but she couldn’t risk letting anyone recognize him or else the secrets of Eternity would be revealed.  There has to be something I can do, she thought.
 
   As they walked through the forest, Joey’s nose began to run again.  He hadn’t experienced another sneezing fit like back at the cabin, but he had to blow his nose about every three minutes.  Molly had been forced to cut up an old shirt for him to use as makeshift handkerchiefs.  He took one from his pocket and stopped to blow his nose, the sound like a trumpet.  His knees buckled from the force so that she had to steady him.
 
   “What’s Seabrooke like?” he asked.  “Is it like Eternity?”
 
   “Oh no, it’s much bigger than Eternity and many more people live there,” Molly said.  “They live in great big houses and there are all kinds of different stores where people can buy things.  The children there don’t have to do chores like here.  They go to schools to learn about things like math and science.”
 
   “And I lived there with Mommy?”
 
   “Yes, and your father too.  Do you remember him?”  Joey shook his head.  “Your father is a very nice man named Judah.  He’s a fisherman.  He spends most of the time on the water in his boat.  Do you remember?”
 
   “No,” Joey said.  “Why would anyone want to spend so much time on the sea?  It looks scary.”
 
   “It’s not scary, dear,” Molly said.  “Why you and I used to go out on a boat all the time with your aunt and parents.”
 
   “We did?”
 
   “Oh yes.  I remember you and your mother liked to sit on the bow so you could feel the breeze.”  She had in fact witnessed Joseph and Samantha do this several times.  They would cuddle up on the prow, despite Mr. Pryde’s warnings that they’d fall off.  When Veronica and Molly tried this once, Samantha hauled them back, scolding them for recklessness.
 
   “You and Joseph do it,” Veronica had said.
 
   “That’s because we’re grown-ups,” Samantha said.  “When you two are older you can try it, but for now you have to sit back here.”  She pressed orange lifejackets into their hands.  Molly put hers on right away, but Veronica resisted, throwing the lifejacket to the ground.
 
   “These are for babies,” she said.
 
   “Now, honey, it’s just to make sure you stay safe if anything bad happens,” Samantha said.  She picked up the lifejacket and put it around Veronica’s neck, fastening the straps tightly.  Veronica glared at Samantha with such hatred that Molly took a step back.
 
   As she thought of it now, she remembered Mr. Pryde squinting at Veronica then.  Molly wondered if he had recognized his sister in that glare.  How could he? she thought.  I’m imagining things.
 
   Joey blew his nose again, jolting her from her thoughts.  “Where’s Daddy now?” he asked.
 
   “He’s out fishing,” Molly said.  “That’s why he asked your aunt to take care of you until your mother comes back.”
 
   “Daddy doesn’t like me either,” Joey said, his lip trembling.  “He doesn’t want me around.”
 
   “Of course he wants you around.  He loves you very much, but he has to work to support you and your mother.  That’s what grown-ups do.”
 
   “Does Mommy work?”
 
   “Yes.  That’s why she had to go away.  For her job,” Molly said, hoping he didn’t press her for details on this point.  With a child as fragile as Joey, finding out his mother had died might cause him to have another sneezing fit or perhaps something even worse.
 
   “I wish Mommy didn’t have to work,” he said.
 
   “I know, but it’s because Mommy loves you that she has to work,” Molly said.  “She wants you to have nice things and be able to go to a good college so you can have a bright future.”
 
   “I guess,” Joey said, not sounding convinced.  “Do I go to school in Seabrooke?”
 
   “You’re the smartest boy in the whole school.  When you graduate, they’ll even have you make a speech in front of all the students and their parents.”  Molly had sat with Samantha, Veronica, and her brother during Joseph’s graduation from Seabrooke High School.  While Veronica fidgeted in her seat, Molly listened with rapt attention as Joseph talked about a future abounding with possibilities.
 
   “If we choose to and apply our minds, we can defeat anything—even death,” he said.  Molly shivered at this comment.  Samantha flinched as though someone had struck her.  If he only knew about the fountain on Eternity.
 
   But he couldn’t then and Molly didn’t know how to explain it to him now.  If she told him about his true origin then he would be sure to ask the one question she couldn’t answer:  why?  Why had she and Veronica done this to him and the others?  This question had kept her awake for the last two nights.  Veronica had promised her plan would make Eternity a better place, but so far it had only brought death to the island.  Could anything they did now make up for the loss of Samantha, Prudence, Wendell, and David?  She didn’t know.
 
   “Is school fun?” Joey asked her.
 
   “Yes, dear, it’s very fun,” Molly said.  “You get to read books and learn all sorts of interesting facts.”
 
   “Have you gone to school?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “I haven’t had the chance.”
 
   Last year she and Veronica had passed by the elementary school.  Molly stopped and without thinking climbed over the fence.  She ran across the empty playground, ignoring the swings, slides, and monkey bars.  She knelt down beneath a window, peeking over the windowsill to look inside at the rows of children her own age sitting at their desks as an old woman read to them from a book.  The old woman—the teacher—paused to write a sentence on the chalkboard.
 
   For a moment Molly had a vision of herself standing in front of a roomful of children from Eternity.  They all listened to her as she read from a book, their faces masks of concentration.  When she stopped, they raised their hands to ask questions, which she answered one at a time.  This vision paralyzed her with joy so that she didn’t notice Veronica tugging on her arm until Veronica pinched her.  “Let’s go.  School is for losers,” Veronica said.
 
   “I want to be a teacher when I grow up,” Molly told Samantha that night when Samantha tucked her in.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be a very good teacher,” Samantha said with a faraway look on her face.  “The best.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know so,” Samantha said.  Then she kissed Molly on the cheek and turned out the light.  Molly laid in bed the rest of the night, imagining herself at the head of the classroom.  No matter what Veronica said, school wasn’t for losers.  Molly belonged in school.
 
   “Is something wrong?  You’re crying,” Joey said.
 
   She put a hand to her eyes and found that she was crying.  She wiped the tears away and forced a smile to her lips.  “It’s nothing, dear.  Let’s go home and put you to bed.”
 
   After putting Joey down for a nap, Molly went outside and this time allowed herself to cry.  She had failed Joey so far as a teacher and they were both running out of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26:  The Final Piece
 
   Samantha squinted through the field glasses at the house below.  So far the only movement she’d seen had been someone turning on a light on the second floor.  The silhouette of a chubby woman appeared in the window a moment and then the window went dark.  Samantha checked her watch:  eight o’clock.  Must be an early riser, Samantha thought.
 
   She adjusted the camouflaged netting around herself, resisting the urge to go knock on the front door and scream for the woman to leave at once.  Mrs. Pryde—at least that’s who Samantha assumed the silhouette belonged to—would never believe a crazed sister-in-law was coming to kill her.  She would create a scene, perhaps bring in the local police, and then in the commotion Veronica would disappear and Samantha would have to flee before the Bureau found her.
 
   She squirmed at the thought of using Mrs. Pryde for bait, but with any luck, Samantha would intercept Veronica before she got into the house.  If only she had time to get a sniper rifle with a nightvision sight to do this properly.  Instead she had to rely on a .22 hunting rifle stolen from the back of a pick-up in Seabrooke.  At least the full moon would give her enough light to see by.  She looked through the rifle’s sights, wishing for a few practice shots to acclimate herself to the weapon.  I’m sure I’ve used one of these before, she thought.  She just couldn’t remember where or when.  She would have to trust that her hands would know what to do.
 
   She looked through the glasses again, still seeing no sign of Veronica.  She’ll wait until it’s dark, Samantha thought.  She wouldn’t be stupid enough to risk someone seeing her.  This left Samantha with two or three hours minimum to wait.
 
   She rubbed her face with one hand and yawned.  Her vision blurred for a moment, the house spinning before her eyes.  She tried to think of the last time she’d eaten anything.  Not since waking up in Savannah and who knew how long before that.  With as much running as she’d done since then it was no wonder she didn’t have any energy.  But she couldn’t abandon her post now, not even for a few moments.
 
   She put a hand to her stomach, feeling it bulge out until a roll of skin peeked out the hem of her shirt.  I’m so hungy, she thought.  Where was Mommy to take her out for ice cream?  A hot fudge sundae with whipped cream and nuts and the yucky cherry on top.  The way the fudge and ice cream melted in her mouth, filling it with sweetness—
 
   A bird burst out of a tree behind her, shaking her back to reality.  Her stomach flattened into lean muscle.  “I’m losing it,” she said to herself again.  She needed to keep it together for a few more hours, until she apprehended Veronica.  Then if she wanted to spend the rest of her days in a mental asylum thinking she was a chubby little kid she could.
 
    As she swept the area again, she considered that if she hadn’t met Veronica that first day in kindergarten, she might have stayed that fat, shy girl.  She never would have met Andre, never would have joined the FBI.  With the way things turned out, that would have been a good thing, she thought.  Better to end up a fat spinster in a quiet library than to have her heart broken and being wanted for murder.
 
   Another two hours dragged by with no sign of Veronica.  Samantha’s eyelids drooped despite her best efforts to stay awake.  He’s there with her then, his warm, naked body pressed up against hers.  “I love you,” he whispers.  He kisses her and then runs a hand through her hair, leaving it there in her tangled tresses.
 
   “I love you too,” she says.  She can’t believe after two years she’s here, in his bed.  Lips she once thought she would feel again only in her dreams touch her cheek.
 
   “Why did you leave?” he asks.
 
   “I didn’t want you to get hurt,” she says.  “Everyone I’ve ever loved has died.  I didn’t want the same to happen to you.”  When she says this aloud it sounds silly, like someone talking about seeing Bigfoot or UFOs.  “I missed you.”
 
   This she knows is true.  Everywhere she went after leaving him—Albuquerque, Santa Fe, Denver, St. Louis, ultimately ending up in Evanston, Illinois to attend Northwestern—she felt the void of his presence.  By then it was too late.
 
   “I missed you too.  I kept checking the papers in case your name came up.”  He looks down at their intertwined feet.  “After a while I sort of gave up.”
 
   “Who was that girl at the club?”
 
   “Someone my roommate fixed me up with.  She didn’t mean anything to me.  Not like you,” he says.  He looks into her eyes and she knows he’s not lying.  
 
   “What do we do now?” she asks.
 
   “Stay here, just like this, forever.”  He flashes his famous grin.  “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
 
   “That’s going to be a little awkward in the bathroom, don’t you think?” she says with a laugh.
 
   “I’ll get you a nice long leash then.”  He traces the curve of her neck with one finger.  “But I couldn’t put a collar around this beautiful neck.”  He reaches back to the nightstand with one hand and with the other takes hers.  “I think this would look much better.”
 
   He holds up a diamond ring.  Samantha can’t speak.  Tears come to her eyes, but she makes no attempt to stop them.  “I can get down on my knees if you want,” he says.
 
   “Oh my God,” she says at last.  “Of course.  Yes, yes, yes—” she continues saying this one word in her mind even as they kiss.  She holds up her finger to the moonlight, the diamond sparkling blue—
 
   Samantha’s eyes shot open at the sound of a door creaking.  Samantha looked through the field glasses, seeing a car parked down the road.  She’s here!  She’s already inside the house!
 
   Samantha threw the netting off and left the rifle on the ground.  She raced towards the house with her pistol drawn, praying she wasn’t too late.  She stomped up the front steps, forgetting about subtlety now.  She burst through the door and started down the hallway, to the stairs.
 
   As she passed by a doorway, something heavy slammed into her.  The pistol flew from her hand, skittering back over to the door.  A fist hit her in the side of the head, knocking her sideways.  She rolled over to look up at Veronica.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d make it,” Veronica said.  “I thought maybe you’d killed too many brain cells to figure it out.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you,” Samantha said.  She kicked Veronica between the legs, sending her tumbling back.  Samantha got to her feet and with another kick spun Veronica into the kitchen.  Samantha charged in after her, but Veronica slid a chair in her path.
 
   Samantha crashed to the floor.  Before she could turn over, Veronica leapt on her with a growl and took her by the hair, slamming her head against the linoleum.  Spots of light burst in front of her eyes, but she managed to reach back and elbow Veronica in the ribs.  Veronica slid off her, allowing Samantha to flip over and climb on top.  She pinned Veronica’s arms to the floor with her knees.
 
   “It’s over,” Samantha said.  “You’re coming with me.  We’ll get you some help.  I know things were bad—”
 
   “You don’t know anything!” Veronica shouted.  She head-butted Samantha in the chest.  Samantha banged her head against the edge of the table.  She saw three Veronicas charging at her; she reached out for the middle one with her legs.  She flipped Veronica over her and into the wall.
 
   As Samantha got to her feet, a light came on.  “Who’s down here?  I’ve called the police,” a woman said.  She came to the doorway, a chubby woman with brown hair, wearing a pink bathrobe.  She carried a child’s baseball bat in one hand.
 
   “Get out of here!” Samantha screamed, but too late.
 
   Veronica swatted the bat from Mrs. Pryde’s hand and pressed her close.  A butcher knife appeared in Veronica’s hand, poised over Mrs. Pryde’s throat.  “Now it’s over,” Veronica said.
 
   “Who are you?” Mrs. Pryde asked.
 
   “You don’t know your own sister-in-law?  What a shame.”
 
   “Sister-in-law?”
 
   “I don’t suppose my dear brother would have ever mentioned me.  After all, he was only a year old when I killed that bastard father of ours.”
 
   “Veronica, I know he hurt you, but this won’t solve anything,” Samantha said.  “Put down the knife and let’s talk.”
 
   “Oh yes, let’s talk like a couple of old friends.  You don’t care about me.  You never did.  No one ever did.”
 
   “You were my friend, Veronica.  Whatever happened between us, this isn’t the answer.  Let her go and we can work this out.  Please, let me help you.”
 
   “I don’t need your help!” Veronica threw Mrs. Pryde into Samantha.  They stumbled to the ground, landing in a heap.
 
   “Mom?” called a small voice from the stairs.
 
   “Joey, no!” Mrs. Pryde threw herself towards Veronica, right onto the knife.  She stood in the center of the kitchen for a moment, the blade sticking out of her chest, and then she crumpled to the floor.
 
   Samantha reached into her jacket for the switchblade she kept in the pocket.  She plunged it into Veronica’s thigh and then flipped Veronica back against the stove.  Veronica lay there unmoving, but still alive.
 
   Samantha rolled over to Mrs. Pryde’s side.  She removed the knife from between the woman’s breasts and said, “You’re going to be all right.  Just hang on.”
 
   Before she could stand up to call for an ambulance, Mrs. Pryde took her arm.  Their eyes met and with her final breath, Mrs. Pryde said, “Take care of Joey.”
 
   The woman’s eyes rolled back into her head.  Samantha stared at the wound in Mrs. Pryde’s chest, the blood oozing down to her stomach.
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Fuller.  There was nothing we could do for the baby,” the doctor says.
 
   “The baby?” she asks.
 
   “You didn’t know?” the doctor asks.  She shakes her head.  “I’m sorry you have to find out like this, but you were six weeks along, I’d say.”
 
   “Oh God,” she says.  Of course she should have known:  the late period, the morning sickness—why hadn’t she seen it?  “What about him?  What about Andre?”
 
   The doctor puts a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  We did everything we could for him, but there was too much damage.”
 
   She turns her head away from the doctor so that he can’t watch her cry.  Andre is dead.  Her fiancée, the only man she’d ever loved, gone.  And a child—their son or daughter—dead before drawing a single breath.
 
   She spends the rest of the night facing towards the wall, lacking the energy to stem the tide of sadness washing over her.  A pain radiates from her stomach and she knows it’s not the pain of the knife wound but from the life extinguished in the womb.  Our baby, she thinks.  In her mind the baby grows into a child, a little girl with her red skin and Andre’s turquoise eyes.  Before her eyes the girl becomes a teenager and then a young woman and then she begins to dry up and fade away, at last turning to dust.
 
   In the morning, the nurses admit a woman calling herself Sergeant Reddy of the state police.  Jackie refuses to look at the policewoman.  “Miss Fuller, I know this is difficult, but I need to ask you a few questions,” Sergeant Reddy says.
 
   “I don’t care,” Jackie says.
 
   “Please, ma’am, any information you have may help us catch the person who did this to you.”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   “Don’t you want to bring this person to justice?”
 
   “Justice?  Hah!”  
 
   “I know you’ve been through a lot, but you have to help us find this person before he hurts someone else.”
 
   Jackie turns to face Sergeant Reddy, who takes an involuntary step back.  Tears continue to stream from her swollen eyes as she says, “You want to know what happened?  Fine, I’ll tell you.  It won’t change anything.”
 
   She wakes up to the smell of bacon frying.  Her stomach roils and churns until she has to bolt from the tent and collapses onto her knees behind some bushes.  She empties the contents of her stomach onto the coarse red stones, heaving until there is nothing left.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Andre asks.
 
   “Must have been something I ate,” she says.  She wipes her mouth and then gets to her feet.  Only after rinsing her mouth out with water and brushing her teeth does she let him kiss her.
 
   “We don’t have to do anything today,” he says.  “We can stay here like a couple of newlyweds.”
 
   “But we’re not married yet,” she says.
 
   “A minor technicality,” he says and kisses her again.
 
   “I’ll be fine in a little bit.  I just need a few minutes for my stomach to settle.”
 
   They start up the mountain around noon.  Jackie hasn’t ever climbed a mountain before, but Andre assures her this one isn’t too difficult.  “It’s like a bunny hill,” he says.  She doesn’t bother mentioning she doesn’t ski either.
 
   To her the mountain looks like a solid sheet of red stone.  She can’t imagine getting halfway up, let alone to the top.  She wants to back away and scurry back to the camp; she wants to snuggle with Andre all day beneath the sleeping bags.  She can’t back out now after insisting she could go.
 
   She follows along behind him, using the same handholds and footholds.  One hand and foot at a time she makes her way up the mountain, telling herself not to look down.  “How are you doing?” he asks.
 
   “I’m petrified,” she says and means it.
 
   “You’re a quick learner, though.  You’ve already gotten the hang of it.”
 
   “I have a good teacher,” she says.
 
   Her fingernails dig into the rock as she attempts to push herself up to the next handhold.  Her right hand grabs a chunk of rock that breaks away.  Her left hand manages to catch part of a rock to keep her from falling.  She tries to get traction with her feet to steady herself.  The fingers on her left hand lose their grip on the rock.  She claws at the air, trying to grab onto anything.  Before she plunges to her death, something stops her fall and guides her back onto the rock.
 
   She looks to her left and sees that while Andre is grinning at her, his eyes are filled with terror.  “I got you, kiddo,” he says with phony bravado.  “You have to be careful on these rocks.”
 
   He stays next to her, making sure she doesn’t fall.  The sun is setting by the time she reaches the top, her body an aching mass.  He puts an arm around her shoulders as they stand atop the mountain, facing the sun.  “We did it,” she says.
 
   “We made it.  I’m sorry I forced you—”
 
   “You didn’t.  I wanted to.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”  When he kisses her, she feels the wetness on his cheeks.  She pours every ounce of passion into the kiss, trying to reassure him.  Trying to remind him how much she loves him.
 
   They watch the sun retreat beneath the horizon, leaving behind pink and purple twilight hues.  “How do we get down?” she finally asks.  There’s no way for her tired limbs to climb back down the mountain.
 
   He opens his backpack and takes out a pair of elastic ropes.  “I have a parachute in here too if you want to try that,” he says.  His voice is hollow.
 
   “I think I’ve had enough excitement for today.”
 
   She lets him attach the ropes to the side of the mountain and then tie one around her waist.  He shows her how to repel down the mountain face by pushing away with his legs and then arcing down to do it again.  Her attempts at this leave her with bruised arms and sore legs.  At the bottom he unties her rope and carries her from the mountain, all the way back to camp.
 
   She’s almost asleep by the time they reach the tent.  He sets her down inside and tucks her in like a child, brushing hair from her face to kiss her on the forehead.  “I’ll be back in a minute,” he says.  “Don’t go anywhere.”
 
   “I won’t,” she says, her voice heavy with sleep.
 
   She wakes up to find a heavy weight on top of her.  Andre lays there, his eyes glossy and skin pale.  Blood drips from his slit throat into her eyes.  She screams and rolls him off, his skin ice-cold.  “Andre?  Oh my God,” she says.  Blood stains his shirt as well from a gash over his heart.  “Oh my God.”
 
   She’s yanked out of the tent by the hair and thrown onto the ground next to the cool embers of the fire.  A woman with dark skin and wild hair squats over Jackie.  “You thought you could escape me, didn’t you?” she says and then punches Jackie before she can say anything.  “You thought I’d never find you and your little man.”
 
   “Veronica?”
 
   “I’m surprised you still remember.”  She punches Jackie again, this time in the right eye.  “Did you think you could get away with it?  Did you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jackie says.  “We have to get Andre to a hospital.  Please—”
 
   “He’s not going anywhere.  And neither are you.”  Veronica holds up a bloodstained knife.  As the knife dangles over her, Jackie thrashes beneath Veronica, but she can’t get free.  “We were supposed to be together forever.”  She dangles a half-heart necklace in Jackie’s face.  “Best Friends Forever, remember?  That doesn’t mean anything to someone like you.”
 
   “Veronica, please—”
 
   “I only wanted us to be happy, but you couldn’t settle for just me.  You had to have him.”  Veronica gestures back to the tent.  “So I gave him to you.  I laid him right into your lap.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Why else do you think Stacey broke up with him?  Why else do you think he knew you liked him?  I did it all and how did you repay me?  You and Prince Charming there plot to fly off into the sunset without me.  ‘Thanks for everything, Veronica, but we won’t be needing you anymore.’”  She unleashes a savage round of blows to Jackie’s face.  Blood fills Jackie’s mouth.  Her eyes are swelling shut so that she can see only the knife in Veronica’s hands.
 
   “Please, don’t do this,” Jackie says between sobs.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.  I didn’t.”
 
   “You’re pathetic.  A pathetic, weakling like your precious fiancée and your loony aunt.”
 
   Jackie’s entire body turns cold.  “You started the fire?  You killed Aunt Beth?  Why?”
 
   “To make you feel the same pain as me.  To make you suffer like I did.”  A smile crosses Veronica’s face.  “You only prolonged it by running away.  Now it’s time to end it.”
 
   “No, don’t—” Jackie’s plea is cut off by a scream as Veronica plunges the knife into Jackie’s abdomen.  She lifts the knife, the blade slick with blood and poises it over Jackie’s heart.  Jackie looks back to the tent, where Andre lies.  Soon we’ll be together she thinks.
 
   White light blinds her and for a minute she thinks she must be dead.  Then she sees a man in a cowboy hat kneeling over her.  “Can you hear me?” he says.  She nods.  “We’ll get you out of here.  Everything will be all right.”
 
   She tries to ask about Andre, but she can’t.  Her world dims from white to black.
 
   “That’s what happened,” Jackie says.  
 
   Sergeant Reddy puts a hand on Jackie’s shoulder.  “We’ll find her, Jackie.  I promise we’ll find her.”
 
   For the next two days, Jackie lies in bed without saying a word.  She nods to the doctors telling her how well she’s progressing and how lucky she is the knife didn’t damage any major organs.  She grunts at Sergeant Reddy’s reassurances that any day now they’ll find Veronica Pryde.
 
   Alone, she stares at the wall and thinks of Andre, their baby, and the life they’ll never have.  The curse has struck again, this time in the guise of her former best friend.  Her parents are dead.  Her aunt is dead.  Her fiancée is dead.  Her unborn child is dead.  Everyone she loves, gone.  She has nothing left.  She is nothing.
 
   Her future is as blank as the wall.  Judy had sent a telegram, promising to come down and visit her until Jackie could go home.  Home?  She has no home.  She has nothing.  She is nothing.  A pathetic weakling as Veronica had said.  She had slept while Andre died.  She had lain there, sobbing and begging while Veronica killed the child within her.  Everyone she loved died while she did nothing.
 
   Never again, she tells herself.  She unhooks the tubes from her arms and swings her legs off the bed.  She bites down on her lip to hold back a scream as she stands up.  Pain burns in her stomach as she creeps out of the room and down the hall to the stairs.  No one sees her as she crosses the hospital grounds and disappears into the night.
 
   She raids a church donation box for clothes and keeps walking until she reaches a truck stop in the morning.  She waves at a truck pulling out of the parking lot until it stops.  The climb up into the cab is as tiring as climbing the mountain with Andre.  Sweat runs into her bruised eyes and her head feels as though it were filled with helium.
 
   “Are you all right?” the trucker asks.  She nods.  “Where you heading?”  She shrugs.  The driver pulls onto the highway and keeps glancing over at her as she leans against the seat, one hand on her bandaged abdomen, now a barren wasteland.  “My name’s Bill,” he says.
 
   “Samantha,” she says.  “Samantha Young.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.”  She nods and then passes out.
 
   A little boy stood in the doorway, hair falling into his eyes and snot running down his nostrils.  “Mom?” he said again.
 
   Samantha crept towards him, taking him by the shoulders.  She looked into his eyes and said, “Mom’s gone to Heaven.”  Little Joey collapsed sobbing into Samantha’s arms.  She took him into the living room, setting him down on a chair.  “I want you to be a good boy and stay right here.  Can you do that?”
 
   He nodded.  With weak knees, Samantha staggered back into the kitchen.  She bound Veronica’s hands and feet with duct tape and then knelt over her former best friend, the one who had murdered Andre, Aunt Beth, and Samantha’s unborn child.  She picked up the butcher knife, letting it hover over Veronica’s chest.  I should kill her now, she thought.  Why turn her over to the police?  They’ll put her in jail or a mental asylum.  She deserves to die.
 
   But then I’m a killer, she thought.  I’m no better than her.  I’m worse than her.  She dropped the knife to the floor.
 
   She found Joey still in the living room where she’d left him.  “Come on,” she said.  “We have to go.”  She picked him up and carried him away into the night, away from the horrible scene inside.  
 
   At the bottom of the hill, she knocked on the door of the Pryde’s neighbors.  An old woman came to the door in a flowered nightgown and curlers.  “Do you have any idea what time it is?  Wait, who are you?  What are you doing with Joey?”
 
   “FBI, ma’am.  There’s been an accident.  Can Joey stay with you tonight?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  What’s happened?”  Samantha didn’t answer her.  She left Joey in the old woman’s arms and then took off running to her car.  Police cars passed her on the highway, none bothering to stop her.  She drove faster and faster, but she couldn’t get the sight of Joey’s face out of her mind.  I failed him, she thought.  Just like Andre and her own child.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27:  Last Chance
 
   At first light, Rodney shook Prudence awake.  “It’s time,” he said.  He slipped out of her arms no matter how hard she tried to keep him there on the bed.
 
   “Don’t go,” she pleaded.
 
   “Prudence, we’ve discussed this already.  I have to go.”
 
   “I know,” she said.  “I wish you didn’t.”
 
   He pulled her close into a kiss.  “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said.  “Everything will be fine.”
 
   As he dressed, she filled a rucksack with extra clothes, food, and other supplies for the journey.  She tried to imagine Rodney was going away on a hunting or fishing trip with some of the other men of Wessenshire.  He would return in a few days with a deer or armload of fish for her to clean.  This wasn’t any different at all.  Except instead of harmless deer and fish he would be dealing with savages as brutal as any predator.
 
   She began to cry again at this thought.  Rodney finished lacing up his boots and then took hold of her.  “Prudence, you mustn’t cry now.  This isn’t a sad occasion.  This is a happy time.  It’s the beginning of a new life for everyone.”
 
   He tilted up her chin to wipe away her tears.  “I can’t help it,” she said.  “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave you either, but there’s no other way.  I wish there were.”  His face broke into a smile that made him look even sadder.  “Let’s not part this way.  Let me see that beautiful smile of yours one more time before I leave.”
 
   She forced herself to smile; she didn’t want to disappoint him in their final moments together.  They looked into each other’s eyes a moment before she kissed him.  She tried to fill the kiss with every ounce of passion and love possible so that he knew how much she loved him.  Maybe then he would stay.
 
   He didn’t.  He backed away, his fingertips running through her hair and then caressing her cheek.  Her lips were left kissing the air.  When she opened her eyes, he was gone.
 
   She followed him outside, to the center of the encampment, where the other five men waited.  They each carried a rucksack like Rodney crowded with supplies and whatever treasures the settlers could spare to trade with the savages.  Prudence had donated a broach of her mother’s.  She didn’t know what use a savage woman would have for jewelry, but she would give anything that might appease them to bring Rodney back alive.
 
   “Where’s Reverend Crane?” Mr. Applegate asked.  “He should be here to bless you on your way.”
 
   “He must be pouting in his tent,” Rebecca said.  She took Rodney’s hand.  “Good luck to you, Mr. Gooddell and you other fellows.  Watch yourselves out there.”
 
   Other settlers related similar sentiments to the party, shaking their hands and clapping them on the backs.  “We’ll have a pint of ale cooling for each of you,” Mr. Applegate said.
 
   “We won’t disappoint you,” Rodney said.
 
   Prudence waited until everyone else cleared away to approach Rodney one final time.  He kissed the top of her head, keeping her at arm’s length.  “I love you,” she said.
 
   “And I, you,” he said.  “We’ll be back soon.”
 
   “I know.”  She stepped back to allow him and the others to set off into the forest.  She followed after him a few steps, watching him recede into the trees.  When he paused a moment, she hoped he would run back into her arms, but he only waved and then disappeared.
 
   “Your husband is a brave man,” Rebecca said.  She patted Prudence on the shoulder.  
 
   “Yes he is,” Prudence said.  
 
   “I’m sure everything will work out fine,” Rebecca said.
 
   Prudence spun around, her face turning red with anger.  “How would you know?  He’s walking to his death!”
 
   “Nothing will happen—”
 
   “You don’t know anything.”  When Rebecca tried to put a hand on her again, Prudence shoved her away.  “It should be your husband out there!  If he weren’t too feeble he’d do it himself instead of sending Rodney.”
 
   “That’s quite enough, Mrs. Gooddell,” Rebecca said.  “Let’s get you back to bed and I’ll make you some tea.”
 
   “I don’t want your help!”  Prudence stormed away in the direction Rodney had gone.  If she hurried, she might catch up to him.  There had to be something she could say to make him stay.  Or at least he might let her come along.
 
   She blundered through the forest, branches tearing at her clothes.  Once she thought she spotted a group of men ahead and called out to them, but they didn’t answer and soon disappeared.  She plunged on after them deeper into the forest.
 
   After what must have been an hour, she sank down on a log with exhaustion.  She looked around her, certain she’d seen this piece of forest twice before.  It’s no use, she thought.  I’m going in circles.  She buried her face in her hands, but didn’t have the strength even to cry.
 
   A rustling in the brush startled her and raised her hopes at the same time.  Rodney had come back for her again!  He would take her into his arms and they would run away from this dreadful place forever.
 
   Rodney didn’t appear through the brushes.  She gasped at the sight of a young boy with red hair and a torn shirt hanging to his knees.  “Prudence!  I’m so glad to see you,” he said.
 
   “Who are you?  How do you know my name?” she said.
 
   “It’s me, Wendell.  The stowaway.”
 
   She looked the little boy over, raising an eyebrow in confusion.  “You?  Mrs. Bloom said you almost killed her.  But you couldn’t have.  You’re too small.”
 
   “This may be difficult to accept, but until this morning I was twenty years old,” he said.  “Reverend Crane poured water from the Fountain of Youth on me and this is what happened.”
 
   “Young man, this is no time for such nonsense.  We have to get you back to your parents.”  She stood up and then took Wendell by the arm.  “Did you happen to see anyone else in the forest?  A group of older men perhaps?”
 
   “No, but Prudence there is still a chance to save your husband.  If we hurry and find them—”
 
   “What do you know about my husband?”
 
   “Reverend Crane is going to kill him.  He and Mr. Pryde are going to turn the fountain water against your husband and the others.  If we reach them first, we might warn them.”
 
   “Why would Reverend Crane want to harm Rodney?”
 
   “I don’t know.  What I do know is he’s going to kill your husband and then do to everyone else what he did to me.”
 
   “You’re lying.  I don’t have time to listen to such foolishness.  When we get back, your parents can punish you.”
 
   She dragged him away a few feet until he squirmed free of her grasp.  “I’m telling the truth,” he said.  “I can prove it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Before you woke up in this place you had a dream of the future.  Three hundred fifty years into the future.  There was a town built here called Eternity where you and I lived with a group of other children and Reverend Crane.  There was a girl named Samantha who was your best friend.  And you and I—”
 
   She slapped the boy across the face, sending him tumbling to the ground.  “How do you know about my dream?”
 
   “Because it isn’t a dream.  It happened.  I can’t explain how or why, but somehow we came back in time to this moment.”
 
   “No.  You’re lying.  It’s not true.  It’s not true!”  She sank to her knees, her entire body shivering with fever.  
 
   “It is true, Prudence.”
 
   “No, it can’t be.  It can’t be!”  She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes.  “If it is true then that means he dies.”
 
   “He doesn’t have to,” Wendell said.  “We can stop Reverend Crane.  We can make things right this time.”  He offered his hand to her.  “There’s still a chance.”
 
   She took his hand and followed him deeper into the forest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28:  Guiding Star
 
   The smell of fish and wet canvas overpowers Joey to the point that his head spins.  He breathes through his mouth, holding his nose with one hand in an attempt to keep the odor at bay.  He doesn’t know how much longer he can hold out and the boat hasn’t even left port yet.
 
   He hears footsteps on the deck.  “I don’t want to go,” he hears Molly say.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie, but we have to go back,” Mommy says.  “The others are waiting for us.”
 
   “Can’t we stay a little longer?” Aunt Veronica asks.
 
   “No, honey.  We have to go before it gets too cold.  We don’t want to be stuck here all winter.”
 
   “When are we coming back?” Molly asks.
 
   “We’ll be back in springtime, when all the pretty flowers are in bloom.  Now you two go on and take your seats.  And put your lifejackets on.  Don’t give me that look, young lady.”
 
   From his position beneath the tarp, Joey can see Mommy’s feet as she walks along the deck to untie the boat.  Two smaller pairs of feet—one in pink sneakers and the other in saddle shoes—approach the tarp.  The saddle shoes stop.  “Did you hear that?” Molly asks.
 
   “Hear what?” Aunt Veronica says.
 
   “I think something’s under there.”  The saddle shoes take a step back.  “Do you think it’s a monster?”
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” Aunt Veronica says.  “It’s probably a rat or something.”
 
   “A rat?”  Molly screams and then her shoes disappear.  The pink sneakers come closer.  A chubby face peers beneath the tarp.  Joey puts a finger to his lips, but Aunt Veronica only smiles and pulls the tarp away.
 
   “It’s not a rat or a monster.  It’s only Joe,” she says.
 
   Joey stands up and takes a few deep breaths to clear his head.  Mommy rushes forward to scoop him up.  “Joe, what are you doing here?” she asks.
 
   “I wanted to go with you,” he says.
 
   “We’ve discussed this already.  You can’t come with me.  You have to stay here.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Look at the little baby cry,” Aunt Veronica says.
 
   “That’s enough,” Mommy scolds.  She presses her smooth, tan cheek against Joey’s face.  “Now you know you can’t go with me.”
 
   “But you’re taking them!” he says, pointing to Veronica.
 
   “They have to go.”
 
   “Why?” Molly asks.  She’s cowering in a corner of the boat, as if still afraid a rat might appear.  “Why can’t we stay here and he goes with you?”
 
   “That’s enough, young lady,” Mommy says.  “You know the rules.  You can’t stay here.  This isn’t your home.”
 
   “Why can’t it be?” Molly says.
 
   “Because you don’t belong here.  Now put your lifejacket on and wait for me here.”  Mommy carries Joe off the boat and over to a stack of rope, where she sets him down.  “Joe, we’ve talked about this.  It’s too dangerous for you to come with me.”
 
   “Then why can they go?  They’re littler than me.”
 
   “They’re used to it,” she says.  She sits down next to him and puts an arm around his shoulder.  “If anything happened to you, I couldn’t live with myself.  Don’t you see I only want to protect you?”
 
   “I don’t need protecting.  I can take care of myself,” he says, wiping his nose with his sleeve.
 
   “I know you think so, but there are dangers there you can’t understand.  If you saw—” she breaks off with a shudder.
 
   “I’m not scared,” he says.  “Stop treating me like a baby.”
 
   She smiles and kisses him on the forehead, dark brown hair caressing his face.  He brushes it away to kiss her on the cheek.  “I don’t want you to leave me,” he says.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “Not until spring.  That’s what you told them.”
 
   “It’s not so long.  Three months.  Maybe sooner.”
 
   “I don’t want to wait three months.”
 
   “Please, Joe, I need you to stay here and look after your father.  He needs you.”
 
   “I don’t care about him.  I only care about you.”
 
   “I know you don’t mean that,” she says.  She stands up and for a moment bites down on her lip.  “Your father is a good man.  He loves you very much, even if he doesn’t always show it.”
 
   “I know,” Joey says.  “But I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You aren’t going to lose me,” Mommy says.  “I’ll be back before you know it.”  Tears come to her midnight blue eyes at last, but she smiles through them.  She offers her hand to Joey.  “Come and say goodbye to the girls.”
 
   He follows her back along the dock to the boat, where the girls are running from one end to the other.  Aunt Veronica chases after Molly with something in her hand.  “Girls, what are you doing?” Mommy shouts.
 
   “She started it,” Molly says.  “She tried to put a fish down my dress.”
 
   “Can’t you two behave for even a few minutes?” Mommy says.  The girls look down at the deck and then Aunt Veronica tosses a fish over the side of the boat.  “Now say goodbye to Joseph.”
 
   “Goodbye,” the girls say together.
 
   “Goodbye,” he says.
 
   “You two go sit down now and no more mischief.”  Before going to her seat, Veronica grins at Joey and winks.  Something in her eyes gives him a chill.  He wants to warn Mommy, but she’s already hugging him and saying, “I’ll be back real soon.”
 
   “Don’t go, please,” he says.  His entire body shakes with sobs.  She isn’t coming back, he thinks.  Aunt Veronica is going to hurt her.  He tries to say something, but she doesn’t hear.  She pushes the boat away from the dock.  He can only stand there and watch her grow smaller as she gets farther away.  Aunt Veronica turns to him and waves.  The sound of her laughter brings him to his knees.
 
   A hand tore Joey from the bed.  He opened his eyes to find himself looking into those of Aunt Veronica.  Her eyes have the same menacing look as in his dream.  “Time’s up,” she said.  “Now, what about the algae?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said.
 
   She turned him to face the corner.  Molly huddled there, wearing Samantha’s pink dress from the party.  Aunt Veronica tossed him on the bed to seize Molly by her curly hair.  He saw when she got to her feet that Molly had shrunk into a toddler.  “You see what you’ve done to her?”  She pinched Molly’s tear-stained cheeks.  “She’s a baby now because of you.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Joey said.
 
   “That’s exactly the point.”  Aunt Veronica let little Molly slip to the ground and then hefted Joey again.  “We’ve tried her way, now we’re going to do things my way.  You’re going to tell me what I want to know or I’m going to kill her and you and everyone else on this fucking island.  Do you get it?”
 
   He nodded.  “Good.  Now, no more pussyfooting around.”  Before he could say anything, she banged his head into the wall.  As his world turned dark, he thought of Mommy.  Somewhere, he knew she was in danger.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29:  Lady in Gray
 
   The neon sign beckoned to her like a lighthouse of old.  Samantha trudged along the docks with the neon sign always in sight, drawing her in.  Failed.  The word echoed over and over again in her mind.  Her parents.  Aunt Beth.  Andre.  Her brutally aborted child.  Fitzgerald.  Judy.  Dr. Herschowitz.  Mrs. West.  Mrs. Pryde.  The family on the highway in Tucumcari.  The list of deaths she’d failed to prevent seemed endless.  I am nothing, she thought again.
 
   She opened the door to the Grey Oyster Pub.  Inside, an overweight bartender cleaned a glass and smoked a cigarette.  An old man rested his head on the bar, snoring with a beer in hand.  “What’ll you have?” the bartender said.
 
   “A bottle of whiskey,” she said, slapping a bill onto the counter.  “Good stuff, too.  This is a celebration.”
 
   “Yeah, what are we celebrating?”
 
   Samantha gulped down a glass.  “The end of my sobriety.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   “Just shut up and go back to cleaning your glass.”
 
   “Listen, lady, if you’re going to be a problem then I’ll have to bring the cops over here and things will get ugly.”
 
   She reached into her pocket and tossed her badge onto the counter.  “I am a cop, shithead.  Get lost.”
 
   The bartender grumbled as he retreated into a corner.  Samantha poured herself another glass.  She savored the burn of the alcohol, the lightness it created in her head.  All her cares and concerns floated away like black balloons rising into the night.  She hadn’t enjoyed this pleasure in how long?  She couldn’t remember.
 
   Either because she hadn’t drank anything in so long or because she hadn’t eaten in two days, she felt the dizzy rush of inebriation after only three drinks.  She tilted back on the stool to the point she lost her balance and collapsed to the floor.  She lay there giggling a moment before climbing back onto the stool.
 
   This woke the old drunk up.  “Hey there,” he said.  “Don’t remember seeing you round these parts before.  You new in town?”  He smiled at her with a mouth missing all but six teeth.  This caused her to giggle again.
 
   “You want to show me a good time, sailor?” she asked.
 
   “I can’t like I used to, but I still got some moves.”  
 
   He reached down to his gnarled belt as if to show her right then and there.  The bartender grabbed him by the shirtfront before he could get the belt off.  “Damn it, Floyd, what’d I tell you about that?”
 
   “She asked me,” Floyd said.
 
   “Lousy old drunk.  If you didn’t keep this place afloat I’d kick your sorry ass out.”
 
   “Oh come on, he didn’t hurt anything,” Samantha said.  “Get my man a drink, will you?”  The bartender glared at her and then placed another beer in front of Floyd.
 
   “You’re a real nice lady,” the drunk said.
 
   “I’m a real shit is more like it,” Samantha said.  With a trembling hand she poured herself another glass of whiskey.  “Either of you ever met Mrs. Pryde?  Judah’s wife?”
 
   “What about her?” the bartender asked.
 
   “I killed her tonight.”  She laughed as the bartender’s face paled.  “I mean I didn’t kill her directly, but I may as well.  I may as well gone up and shot her in the head for all the good I did her.”
 
   “What happened?” the bartender asked, daring to lean close.
 
   “I fell asleep, that’s what happened.  I fell asleep in the woods and let her into the house.  Let her walk right in and set up an ambush.  I should have got her out of the house.  I should have got her and the kid out of the house.”  She gestured to the mirror behind the bar, at her wrinkled skin, bloodshot eyes, and gray hairs.  “I’m a fucking wreck.  Hey, what time you got?”
 
   “One fifteen.”
 
   “That means it’s my birthday.”  She raised her glass in a mock toast.  “Forty fucking years old.  Can you believe it?”
 
   “Happy birthday,” Floyd said, raising his beer in salute.
 
   “Forty.”  She looked into the mirror again and shook her head.  “Time was when I never would have fell asleep after two days, even if I didn’t eat or drink anything.  They used to call me Wonder Woman, can you believe that?  This one time I tracked some slimeball all the way from New York to Bangkok.  Five days I went without sleep, hardly any food or water.  Brought that fucker back alive and then the next day I was back at it.  Now I can’t even stay awake for two days.  I’m a disgrace.  It’s no wonder Tanner put me on a desk.  Nowadays I’m more like Blunder Woman, you know?”  She guffawed at her own joke and then lifted the whiskey bottle to her lips.
 
   “Maybe you’re being too hard on yourself,” the bartender said.  “You tried, right?”
 
   “Oh sure, give me an A for effort.  Put a fucking gold star on my forehead because I tried real hard.  Five people are dead now because of me.  That boy has to grow up without a mother now because I fell asleep!  You think I’m being too hard on myself?  How hard do you think it’s going to be for him?”  She reached across the counter to grab the bartender by the shirtfront.  “You think that shit is going to make that little boy feel better when they put his mother in the ground?”
 
   “I was trying to make you feel better is all.”
 
   “There isn’t anything that can make me better,” she said.  She let him go and began to cry.  She rested her head on the counter, seeing in her mind Mrs. Pryde lying on the floor.  She transposed Andre into the kitchen alongside her, their eyes glaring at her, accusing her.  “Why didn’t you save us?” they asked.  “I couldn’t do it,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  I couldn’t save you.”
 
   A hand touched her back.  She batted it away, thinking it was the bartender.  Then she heard a woman’s voice say, “Excuse me, Officer, could you help me?”
 
   Samantha looked up and through her tears saw a pale woman with curly red hair poking out of a white bonnet.  She wore a gray dress with a white apron that made her look like an extra from a Thanksgiving play.  “What the hell do you want?”
 
   The woman’s cheeks turned a violent red and she put a hand to her throat.  “I’m terribly sorry, dear.  It’s just that I’m in trouble and I don’t know who turn to and when I saw your badge on the counter I thought maybe you could help me.  I’m sorry to trouble you.”
 
   With halting steps the woman started back towards the door.  Before she opened it, Samantha said, “Wait.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Well, it’s very complicated.  You see there’s a group of children in grave danger.  I realize now I should have come forward sooner, but—”
 
   The woman’s shrill voice, bordering on hysteria, gave Samantha a headache.  She ran a hand over her face and said, “These children, can they wait until tomorrow?”
 
   “I suppose so, Officer, if we must.”
 
   “Good.  I need to lie down.”  Samantha finished the rest of the whiskey and then vaulted off the stool, doing a drunken shuffle before regaining her feet.  She slapped a twenty on the counter.  “That’s for your trouble.  And this is for you Floyd, you lovable bastard.”  Samantha bent down to kiss Floyd, the sour taste of old beer and decomposing teeth making her gag.
 
   “You’re a real nice lady,” Floyd said again.  He moved to take off his belt again, but she stopped him.
 
   “Not on the first date, big boy,” she said with a wink.  Then she collected her badge from the counter and took the woman in gray’s arm.  “My car’s back that way.  Can you drive?”
 
   “I don’t have much experience—”
 
   “That’s fine.”  She reached into her pocket to give the keys to the woman.  “What’s your deal, anyway?  You one of them Amish or something?”
 
   “Well, no.  It’s hard to explain.  You see—”
 
   “Skip it.  Just get me to the Seafarer Bed and Breakfast.  I hear it’s a nice place.  In the morning you can tell me all about whatever it is you want to tell me about.”
 
   “Very well then.  I don’t mean to pry, but you seem to be upset about something.”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing really.  I’ve only killed five people in the last two days through incompetence.”  She laughed and added, “Are you sure you still want my help?”
 
   “I don’t see where I have much choice,” she said.  They reached the car and Samantha collapsed into the passenger’s seat.  The redheaded woman got in slowly, as if afraid the car might devour her.  She looked at the controls for a minute until figuring out how to put the key into the ignition.  “Can you tell me how to get to this bed and breakfast?”
 
   Samantha pointed to a road winding over the docks.  “It’s up there somewhere.  Keep going til you find it or we run out of gas.”  She leaned her head against the side of the window, her haggard reflection filling the rearview mirror.  “I’m so old.”
 
   “You’re only as old as you feel, dear.”  The woman put the car into drive and tapped the accelerator.  The car lurched forward.  The woman did this again and again until Samantha’s stomach began to churn.  “I’m sorry, dear.  It’s been so long since I had to drive one of these.  The last time was in 1947 I think or it might have been 1967.  It’s so hard to remember.”
 
   Samantha thought she must have heard something wrong.  This woman sitting next to her couldn’t be more than thirty; she wouldn’t have been born in 1947 or ’67.  “Just get us there,” she said.  She closed her eyes, seeing Joey’s face looking up at her, tears in his eyes as he learned his mother was dead.  I’m sorry, she thought.  I wish there was some way to make it up to you.  Saving these children in ‘grave danger’ might be the start of her long penance.
 
   The woman shook her awake some time later.  “We’re here, dear,” the woman said.  She pointed to a sprawling white house.
 
   “Great.  You didn’t hit anyone on the way here, did you?”
 
   “Oh no, I’d never do that.”
 
   “Wonderful.  Listen, Miss—”
 
   “Brigham.  Molly Brigham.”
 
   “Miss Brigham, you wait here and I’ll see about getting us a room for the night.”  She wove her way to the front steps of the house, her body feeling like a rag doll’s.  She stumbled into the front door and then reached out for a brass knocker in the shape of a bear’s head.  She banged it against the door for at least five minutes until the knocker was torn away from her hand.  An old woman in a dark-blue-and-white-striped nightgown that complemented the house’s color scheme stood in the doorway.  “I’m sorry, my dear, but it’s too late to accept boarders,” the old woman said.  “You’ll have to come back in the morning.”  She frowned at Samantha.  “Have you been drinking?”
 
   “A little.  Look, Miss Pestona at the antiques shop told me this was a nice place.  I won’t cause you any trouble, I promise.”  She reached into her wallet to take out what cash remained.  “Here, take this.”
 
   The old woman glowered at the money for a moment and then took it from Samantha’s hand.  “Very well.  Follow me.”
 
   Samantha followed her inside to a spacious parlor with white walls and floors and dark blue furniture to match the old woman’s wardrobe.  She stopped to motion around the room.  “This is the common area, where our guests are welcome to unwind.  You will notice there is no television in this room or anywhere else.  My husband and I believe a vacation should not be spent in front of the idiot box.  If you must have one, there are motels along the interstate where you can find one.”
 
   Samantha tried to interject, but the old woman kept talking as she swept through the parlor and into an empty room with a vast marble floor.  “This is the ballroom.  During the summer we hold dances every weekend.  As you may have guessed, the room is not in operation at the moment.  A great many popular artists have played in this room, including Glenn Miller and his orchestra some sixty years ago, before his tragic death.  I suppose you’re far too young to know who that is, but he was very popular before you were born.  Now this is the dining room.  Breakfast is served at seven o’clock until nine o’clock sharp.  Lunch commences at noon until two o’clock and dinner from five o’clock to seven.  No exceptions.  There is also tea at three o’clock, hosted by myself.  Rosalie, our cook, makes the most wonderful crumpets in all of Maine—she came to us directly from England—”
 
   “This is all very nice, but I just want to check in,” Samantha finally interrupted.
 
   “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?  You really should not play games with a woman of my advanced years.  Come along then.”  Samantha followed her to an office with a stately wooden desk and a glossy wooden board with golden keys hanging from individual hooks.  The old woman studied the board a moment and then took down a key.  From a desk drawer she took out a ledger with gold-trimmed pages.  “Sign your name here, my dear.”
 
   Samantha considered leaving a fake name, but she doubted the Bureau would think to look for her here.  With a shaking hand she signed her name, taking up two lines in the ledger.  The old woman frowned at this, but then pressed the key into Samantha’s hand.  “Your room is down the hall, last door on the left.  If you need anything, just give a ring.”
 
   “Sure thing, but like I said, I won’t be any trouble.”
 
   Before going to her room, she went out to the car.  Miss Brigham wrung her hands in the driver’s seat, her face on the verge of tears.  “I got us a room,” Samantha said.  “Let’s go.”
 
   She led Miss Brigham inside.  Miss Brigham gasped, a hand digging into Samantha’s arm.  “Oh my, this is extraordinary.  It’s like a palace.  I haven’t seen anything so lovely since the reverend and I stayed at this lovely inn back in 1883, I think—”
 
   “I’m sure,” Samantha said.  She opened the door to the room and headed right for the queen-sized bed.  Without bothering to take off her shoes or jacket, she threw herself onto the bed.  Through the pillows, she said, “See you in the morning.”  Then she allowed herself to succumb to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30:  The Killing Field
 
   Wendell collapsed to the ground and didn’t get back up.  “I can’t go any farther,” he said.  “You go on ahead.”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you out here,” Prudence said.  She swung Wendell onto her shoulders, surprised by how little he weighed.  She pressed on with his legs wrapped around her neck.
 
   She chugged on deeper into the forest, calling Rodney’s name once again.  They’d been searching the woods for what seemed like hours now without any sign of Rodney and his party.  We’re not going to find him, she thought.  We’re too late.
 
   As she continued to run, she tried to think of why Reverend Crane wanted to kill her husband.  Even with her knowledge about the future, she didn’t know.  There was a gap in her and Wendell’s memories of over three hundred years.  Somewhere in that gap had to be a memory of what happened to Rodney.  Try as she might, she couldn’t remember anything.  She only knew that in three hundred fifty years when Samantha arrived in Eternity, no one named Rodney existed.
 
   “Why is he doing this?” she asked.
 
   “He wants to keep us under his thumb,” Wendell said.  “What better way than to make us children dependent on him?”
 
   “But he’s a man of God.  How can he do this?”
 
   “No one is incorruptible, not even a reverend.”
 
   Prudence thought back to her conversation with Reverend Crane in the church.  He had persuaded her to come to the New World so that he could use Rodney’s fortune to mount the expedition.  “This is my fault,” she said.
 
   “It’s not,” Wendell said.
 
   “But it is.  I’m the one who told Rodney to come here.  Without his money the Primrose never would have left port.”
 
   Wendell touched her hair, reminding her both of nights spent with him in Seabrooke and with Rodney in Wessenshire.  Should Rodney survive and they stop Reverend Crane, she didn’t know what to do about Wendell.  She couldn’t love him like in the future and the thought of raising him as her own child with Rodney gave her a cold shiver.  “He would have found another way,” Wendell said.  “Nothing would have stopped him.”
 
   “But now we have to,” she said.  She continued on in silence, turning left and right at random in the hopes of finding some sign of Rodney.  How far could they have gotten already?  She considered asking Wendell, but heard his soft breathing in her ear; he had fallen asleep.
 
   She grimaced at the thought of ending up like him, a helpless child, for the next three centuries.  Three centuries without ever knowing a love like she had with Rodney.  Three centuries without ever having children of her own.  A dark, lonely, miserable three centuries loomed ahead of her.
 
   She stopped at a strip of white cloth dangling from a branch at her waist.  This had to be from someone in Rodney’s party; savages didn’t have cloth like this.  Might it have come from an accident or part of a battle?  She quickened her pace and called Rodney’s name again.
 
   Along the path she found an empty shoe and then a pair of pants.  One leg of the pants was sliced open and dotted with blood.  “Oh no,” she said.
 
   “What is it?” Wendell asked, his voice heavy with sleep.
 
   “They’ve been through here,” she said.  She held the pants up for him to see.  “We’re too late.”
 
   “There might still be time.  Come on.”  Wendell slid off Prudence’s shoulders and dashed ahead into a clearing.  Even before he fell to his knees she sensed disaster waiting.
 
    “No,” she said.  “It can’t be.”
 
   The bodies of five young boys dotted the clearing.  None of the boys could be much older than Wendell, their clothes ballooning around them and their heavy rucksacks lying useless nearby.  Someone had butchered them to the extent Prudence couldn’t see their faces without wiping blood away with the hem of her dress.
 
   She cleaned one boy’s face after another without seeing her husband’s in their features.  “He’s not here,” she said.
 
   “Maybe he got away,” Wendell said.
 
   She looked around and then called softly, “Rodney, it’s Prudence.  Don’t be afraid.  Come on out if you can hear me.”
 
   She waited for him to answer back or for a rustling in the brush that might reveal him.  “Rodney, please come out.  Everything will be all right now.”
 
   She paced to the edge of the clearing, still calling for him.  She didn’t care if he emerged as himself or a little boy, so long as he was still alive.  Nothing else mattered to her.
 
   “Maybe the reverend took him,” Wendell said.
 
   A drop fell onto Prudence’s head despite the fact it hadn’t rained since she’d woke up.  She looked up just as a drop of blood splattered onto her face.  Another and then another drop splashed onto her face and clothes.  She reached up to find the source of the blood and touched a tiny foot.
 
   Her scream brought Wendell running to her side.  She collapsed to the ground, unable to look up at the horrible sight of her husband swinging from a branch.  The ground muffled her wails of grief as she sobbed for her fallen husband.
 
   Wendell’s hand touched her back.  “We should get him down from there,” he said.
 
   Prudence raised her head and nodded, wiping away the tears.  “You’re right,” she said.  “We can’t leave him like this.”
 
   Wendell scaled the tree, carrying a knife from one of the rucksacks in his mouth.  Prudence waited below, her eyes focused on the ground.  “Get ready,” Wendell said.
 
   A little boy the same age as the others dropped into her arms.  She brushed aside a wave of brown hair sticky with blood to see the prototype of her husband’s face.  His eyes were still open, eyes that while smaller were the same as she remembered.  This was her husband.
 
   “Oh Rodney,” she said.  “This is my fault.  I did this to you.”  She loosened the belt around his neck and then pressed his small body close.  She rocked him in her arms like the baby they would never have now.
 
   Wendell jumped to the ground and then reached up to touch Rodney’s face.  “He’s still warm,” Wendell said.  “If we get him to the fountain, maybe he can come back.  But we have to hurry.”
 
   Prudence ran into the woods towards the cave housing the Fountain of Youth.  “We’ll bring you back,” she whispered as she ran.  “Then you and I can be together again.”
 
   Something slammed into her from the side.  She managed to hold onto Rodney as she fell, turning to land on her back.  Pryde looked down on her with a smile.  “You’ll be together soon enough,” he said, drawing his bloodstained knife.
 
   Before he could plunge the blade into Prudence, Wendell burst through the brush and jammed his knife into Pryde’s leg.  Pryde howled with rage and swatted at Wendell.  “Run!” Wendell called.  “Get out of here!”
 
   Prudence got to her feet and ran.  She heard Wendell scream and hugged Rodney’s body even closer to her chest.  She had to make it now that Wendell had given his own life to save hers and possibly Rodney’s.  
 
   At the edge of the forest, she heard a growl from her left.  She turned in time to see a pair of yellow eyes and a snout full of sharp teeth aiming for her throat.  She ducked, the animal sailing over her head.  It still managed to rake its claws across her back.  She screamed, but got up and kept going towards the cave.  Almost there, she thought.
 
   The beast remained on her heels, drawn by the scent of blood.  The animal closed the distance between them, its teeth rending the billowing skirt of her dress.  Not now, she thought.  Not when I’m so close.
 
   A shot rang out.  The animal collapsed on the path, its teeth locked onto her dress.  She tore the skirt away and continued to the mouth of the cave.  Reverend Crane waited there with a musket in his hands.  “You’re just in time, my child,” he said.  Then he smashed the butt of the musket into her face.  She tumbled back, her husband’s body falling out of her grip.  She reached out towards him, passing out with his hand in hers.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31:  Partners in Crime
 
   Joey awoke in a cave with Aunt Veronica squatting next to him.  When he tried to get to his feet, she shoved him down to the ground.  “Don’t even think it,” she said.
 
   “What are we doing here?” he asked.
 
   “It’s time you see what’s going on here.”  She dragged him by the front of his shirt towards a circle of glowing red light.  As they neared the light, he saw it was a pool with symbols all around it.  These symbols looked familiar to him, but he couldn’t remember where he’d seen them before.
 
   At the edge of the pool, he looked down into the glowing red light.  Clumps of some kind of plants lay on the surface of blood-red water.  Reflected in this water he saw not himself, but the faces of little Samantha, Prudence, and Wendell.  They were all screaming for help.  Joey reached out towards them, his fingers about to graze the surface when Aunt Veronica jerked him back against the wall.  “Don’t touch it, idiot,” she said.  “Unless you want to die like the others.”
 
   “They aren’t dead,” he said.  “They’re in there.”
 
   “They can’t be alive in the water.  They’d have drowned a long time ago.  You’re seeing things.”
 
   “No I’m not!  They really are down there.”
 
   “Fine, maybe they are down there.  If you want to help them, then you have to figure out how we can get rid of that algae.  I know the answer is somewhere in that little brain of yours.  Come on.”
 
   Aunt Veronica led him out of the cave and back into the forest.  As they tromped through the woods, Joey tried to think of what he could do to help Samantha and the others.  Aunt Veronica said he knew the answer, but how could he?  He was only six years old; he could barely read and write.
 
   He thought again of those symbols, trying to remember where he’d seen them before.  A dark place.  A cave, but not the same as that one.  In the cave he found something.  He couldn’t remember what, but he knew it held the answer to everything.
 
   They emerged from the forest at the cabin where he, Molly, Samantha, and the twins had stayed for that one night.  “Is that where we’re going?” he asked.
 
   “No, it’s time for you to get to work.  We aren’t really set up for a laboratory, but I’ve done what I can.”  Aunt Veronica dragged him along the path into town.  There, in the square where decorations for Samantha’s birthday were still up, they found little Molly.
 
   A trio of boys surrounded her, holding the pink hair ribbon over her head.  Whenever she tried to grab it, they raised it higher.  “Give it back!  It’s mine,” she said.
 
   “Then come and get it, baby,” one of the boys said.  She jumped as high as she could, but again they snatched the ribbon away from her.  She stamped her foot and began to cry.
 
   “Little baby, little baby,” the boys chanted.  They tossed the ribbon to each other while she tried in vain to intercept it.  When they got bored with this, they pushed her down into a puddle of mud.  Molly sat there, crying and calling for help.
 
   “Shouldn’t we help her?” Joey said.
 
   “Why?” Aunt Veronica said.
 
   “She’s crying.  They’re being mean to her.”
 
   “So what?  It’s what she deserves.  I never should have thought she could handle being in charge of anyone.”  Aunt Veronica shook her head at Molly.  “She’ll be happier this way in the end.  She’s a weakling and she always has been.”
 
   She hauled Joey away, his eyes catching Molly’s for an instant.  In them he saw the same gentle soul who’d cared for him ever since he woke up in this terrible place.  It’s my fault this happened to her, he thought.  If only he could remember whatever they wanted him to remember.
 
   Aunt Veronica opened the door to a bakery and then shoved him to the floor.  “This is the best we got.  See what you can do.  I’ll be back to check on you later.”
 
   As Aunt Veronica opened the door, Molly rushed inside, hugging Aunt Veronica’s waist.  “Mama Veronica,” she said.  “Some mean boys stole my ribbon and pushed me in the mud.”
 
   Aunt Veronica shoved Molly away.  “I’m not your mother.  You don’t have a mother.  Neither does anyone else here.  Now get out of here.  You’re getting mud on me.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Get lost.  Go play with your dolls or something.”
 
   Molly ran away in tears.  Aunt Veronica turned to Joey and said, “You’d better have something when I get back unless you want to end up like her.”  Then she slammed the door shut.
 
   Joey sat in the middle of the bakery for a while, too horrified by what Aunt Veronica had done to Molly to work.  He thought back to Aunt Veronica spanking Samantha and later screaming at him.  She’s a monster, he thought.  Only a monster could do such things to her friends and family.
 
   He went over to the counter, where Veronica had left jars of different chemicals.  The names on the labels were so long that he needed five minutes to sound out each one.  What am I supposed to do with these? he wondered.  
 
   He crawled onto a stool to think.  There had to be something he could do to get rid of that algae.  If he didn’t, then he would end up a baby like Molly or even worse.  Why had Mommy sent him to this awful place?
 
   After hours of thinking and mixing different chemicals, he’d done nothing except make a mess.  He hid under the counter at the sound of footsteps approaching the door.  The door opened and then he heard Aunt Veronica say, “Well?  Any progress?”
 
   He sat under the counter, hoping if he kept silent she might go away.  Instead, she came around the corner and then hefted him onto the stool.  “I’ll take that as a no,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   She slapped him across the face hard enough to knock him off the stool.  He lay there crying while she screamed, “You know what to do!  Somewhere in there you know what to do!  How could someone so smart end up so fucking dumb?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said.
 
   Aunt Veronica took a flask from her pocket.  “I told you the consequences of failure.  Now it’s time to take your medicine like a good baby.”
 
   “No!”  He scrambled back until he bumped against a wall.  Aunt Veronica filled a tablespoon with glowing white water.  “That’s how you made Molly little.”
 
   “Yes and it’ll do the same to you.”  She approached him with the tablespoon.  He stuck out a hand to keep her back, but she swatted it away.
 
   “Wait!  I know what to do.”
 
   “Oh really?  What?”
 
   “If that water can make people little, can’t it do the same to plants?” he said.
 
   Aunt Veronica stopped and considered this.  “You might have a point.  Or you could be trying to trick me into using up the last of this.”
 
   “No, I’m not trying to trick you.  Think about it,” he said.  “If it works the same on plants it would shrink the algae into nothing.”
 
   Aunt Veronica thought about it for another moment.  Finally, she nodded.  “All right, we’ll try it.”  Then she flicked the tablespoon towards him.  The water hit him in the face.  For a few seconds his entire body glowed.  When it stopped, his clothes felt looser and the room seemed bigger.  Aunt Veronica grabbed his shirt and lifted him up.  “You’re even wimpier at four than at six,” she said.
 
   “Four?  But I helped you.  This isn’t fair!”
 
   “Life isn’t fair.”  She took him by the ear, dragging him down the road.  Although it was almost dark, the other children continued to play in small groups.  When a wooden ball landed at Aunt Veronica’s feet, a pair of girls ran forward until they realized whom their ball had landed near.  Aunt Veronica kicked the ball to the girls.  “Go on and play,” she told them.  They skipped away to continue their game.
 
   Aunt Veronica took Joey into a room with shelves packed with food.  She unlocked a set of doors leading into the basement, and then carried Joey down.  “You can wait here until I get back.  If this doesn’t work, I’m going to gut you.”
 
   “Can we come out now?” a little girl asked.
 
   “Please,” another said.
 
   “No girls.  Not yet,” Aunt Veronica said.  She shoved Joey forward.  “This is Joey, your new roommate.  Joey, this is Helena and Phyllis.  They’re a couple of naughty little girls.  You kids play nice.”
 
   Aunt Veronica stomped up the stairs, slamming the door behind her.  As soon as the door closed, the little blonde girl introduced as Helena came forward to pinch Joey on the cheek.  “You’re such a darling little baby.  We’ll have lots of fun with you.”  The girls snickered and then grabbed both his arms.  While they tore at his clothes, he prayed what he’d told Aunt Veronica worked.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32:  Eternity
 
   Samantha awoke to a child’s scream.  She sat, her eyes flashing open.  As in the Savannah hotel, she ran a brief inventory to make sure she hadn’t changed into a little girl overnight.  I’m still me, she thought with despair.
 
   She leaned back against the brass headboard, pressing a hand to her throbbing head.  She hadn’t suffered from a hangover in years; she’d forgotten how bad they could get.  Miss Brigham only added to it with her bright, “How are you feeling, dear?”
 
   “Like I got hit by a truck,” Samantha said.  She rolled out of bed to search for the bathroom.  She found it an instant before a sour concoction rose up in her throat.  After she finished vomiting out the entire bottle of whiskey and then some, she collapsed next to the toilet.
 
   “Do you need a doctor?” Miss Brigham asked.
 
   “No.  I’ll be fine in a few minutes,” she said.  The words reminded her of what she’d told Andre that morning in the mountains.  Only then her sickness had been caused by something much better.  She put a hand to her barren, forty-year-old stomach.  My baby, she thought.  I killed her.
 
   She had to bite down hard on her lip to keep from crying in front of Miss Brigham.  The poor woman probably had seen enough already to convince her Samantha was nothing more than a washed-up, useless wreck.  “What time is it?” she asked.
 
   “Half-past noon,” Miss Brigham said.  She still wore the gray dress, but sometime in the morning had taken off the apron and bonnet.  She could almost pass for someone from the 20th Century now, Samantha thought.  “Do you need anything, dear?”
 
   “Some aspirin would be good.”
 
   “Aspirin?”
 
   “Pills.  Don’t they have headaches in Amish country?”
 
   “Well, yes, I suppose, but the reverend always says prayer is more powerful than any drug.”  Miss Brigham’s face reddened after she said this as if on the verge of tears herself.
 
   “I don’t think God looks too favorably on hangovers.”  Samantha got to her feet and checked the old-fashioned medicine cabinet over the sink.  It was empty save for a tube of toothpaste older than her.  She could check at the front desk, but talking with the old lady would give her more of a headache.
 
   She stretched out on the bed again, throwing an arm over her eyes.  She could sense Miss Brigham fidgeting at the edge of the bed, working up the courage to ask something.  “Give me a few more minutes,” Samantha said.
 
   “Yes, of course.  I don’t mean to pressure you, dear.”
 
   “And can you stop calling me ‘dear’ like you’re my grandmother?  I’m older than you in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “I very much doubt that, miss.”
 
   “Call me Samantha.”  She took the arm away from her face to study Miss Brigham’s wrinkle-free face.  “You don’t have aspirin, but you have plastic surgery?  Come on, how old are you really?  Twenty-six, twenty-seven?”
 
   “Three hundred sixty-three as of last week.”
 
   “I guess that explains the outfit.”
 
   “You don’t believe me.”
 
   “Sure I do.  And I’m sure where you came from there was a jolly old fat man and a bunch of elves making toys.”
 
   Miss Brigham couldn’t keep from crying this time.  She sank onto the bed, her shoulders heaving with sobs.  “I didn’t think anyone would believe me.  He told me they wouldn’t.  When I said I’d tell he laughed in my face and told me they would lock me away with the crazy people.  I suppose that’s what you’re going to do now.  It’s what I deserve.”
 
   Samantha rolled across the bed to sit next to Miss Brigham.  “I’m sorry to make fun of you.  I’ve had a rough couple of days.  I didn’t mean to take it out on you,” she said.
 
   Miss Brigham dabbed at her tears with a sleeve.  Her sobs eased into dry hiccups.  “I’m the one who should be sorry to lose control like this.”  She looked over at Samantha with red-rimmed eyes.  “I don’t know what to do anymore.  Not long ago everything seemed so wonderful and now it’s all a terrible mess.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can to help you.  I promise.”  She tousled Miss Brigham’s curly hair.  “Come on, let’s get some lunch.  I’m starved.  Then you can tell me all about it.”
 
   Miss Brigham nodded.  She plodded behind Samantha like a child as they went down the hall to the dining room.  Samantha’s head still beat like a drum and now with the smell of food her stomach threatened revolt again.  The sooner she listened to this crazy woman’s story and sent her packing, the sooner she could go back to sleep.
 
   The old woman met them in the dining room.  “Good afternoon, ladies.  I don’t recall seeing you for breakfast this morning.  I trust you’re feeling well?”
 
   “I have a little headache, but otherwise I’m fine,” Samantha said.  Samantha wondered if the old lady ever slept.
 
   “For lunch today we’re serving baked chicken with a blueberry glaze and a chef’s salad.  We have water, lemonade, coffee, or tea to drink.”
 
   “Coffee.  Black,” Samantha said.
 
   “Lemonade sounds delightful,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   “I’ll have someone bring it posthaste.  Have a seat ladies and enjoy your meal.”
 
   Samantha chose a table in the corner, farthest away from the old woman’s prying eyes.  All around them sat men in business suits and women in summer dresses while she still wore the same grungy denim jacket, jeans, and T-shirt from Savannah that could probably stand on their own by now and Miss Brigham looked as if she’d come from a funeral.  “Miss Pestona sure can pick them,” Samantha said to herself.
 
   “Do you know her too?  She’s a very nice woman.”
 
   “I don’t know her as well as she’d like,” Samantha said.  “I didn’t think you were from around here.”
 
   “No, but the reverend allows me to come with Mr. Pryde every so often to purchase odds and ends we need.  Miss Pestona’s shop has such an amazing variety.  I could spend days looking at it all.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde?  You mean, Judah Pryde?”
 
   “No, Jonas Pryde.  Do you suppose they’re related?”
 
   Samantha considered this.  Miss Pestona had mentioned that Jonas Pryde was Veronica’s grandfather.  He had disappeared during World War II, though.  Between this, Miss Brigham’s clothes, and the dispute over her age, Samantha knew something very strange was going on.  “I think you better start telling me why you’re here,” she said.
 
   Miss Brigham leaned forward and said in a low voice, “I come from an island off the coast called Eternity.  There are fifty of us who live there:  Reverend Crane, Mr. Pryde, myself, and the forty-seven children.  They’re wonderful children.  The most well-behaved children anyone could ever know.  I feel like they’re my very own.  In a way they are.  I’ve been taking care of them for three hundred fifty years now—” Miss Brigham stopped, her eyes squinting at Samantha with concern.  “You don’t look so well, dear.”
 
   A cold sweat had broken out across Samantha’s face.  Her entire body shivered as if with a fever.  “You mean there really is an Eternity?”  She lowered her voice to a whisper.  “There really is a Fountain of Youth?”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   Samantha didn’t answer her.  She bolted from her chair, slamming in the waitress carrying their drinks.  The waitress screamed as hot coffee stained her blouse, but Samantha paid little attention to this.  She staggered back to the room with Miss Brigham in pursuit.  “Samantha, what’s wrong?”
 
   “I need to lie down,” Samantha said.  She dove onto the bed and wrapped herself in blankets, but still felt cold.  It’s real, she thought.  It happened.  It’s going to happen again.  Tonight.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33:  Legacy
 
   Prudence awoke to hot breath on her face.  A dog growled and then jammed its wet snout into her cheek.  She lay there with her eyes closed, praying for the animal to pass her by.
 
   “You there, get away from her,” Molly said, but her voice sounded different, higher and thinner than usual.  
 
   The animal pulled its snout away from Prudence, its low growl turning to a fierce snarl.  She opened her eyes in time to see the black beast that had chased her into the cave sink its teeth into the arm of a red-haired little girl who must be Molly.  The girl’s scream confirmed it was Molly.  “It bit me!  It bit me!  I’m going to die for sure.  I don’t want to die!”
 
   “I knew there was a reason I liked him,” Pryde said.  The animal became tame at the sound of his voice, nuzzling its master’s leg.
 
   Prudence didn’t understand what was happening.  Reverend Crane had shot the horrible creature.  She’d seen it die.  And what of Molly?  How had she gotten so young?  Had Reverend Crane done it to her as he had Wendell?  Where was the reverend?  Where was Rodney’s body?  Was she too late to save him?
 
   Reverend Crane appeared at the entrance of the cave.  Molly ran into his arms, sobbing and cradling her arm.  “That thing bit me,” she said.  “It’s a horrible creature.  I don’t know why Mr. Pryde wanted to bring it back to life.  It’s ugly and mean.  Look what it did to me!  Am I going to die?”
 
   The reverend smiled and tousled Molly’s hair.  “You’re not going to die, my child.  We have all the medicine you need right here,” he said, indicating the Fountain of Youth.
 
   “The fountain?  You can’t put me back in there.  I’ll come out a little baby just like him,” Molly said.  She pointed towards Prudence, who noticed Wendell lying unconscious nearby for the first time.
 
   “Of course not, my child.  We should need only a little to restore you to health.”  Reverend Crane took a ladle and knelt at the edge of the fountain.  Prudence tried to calculate if she could reach him in time to knock him in, but with Pryde and his animal between her and the fountain, she knew she couldn’t make it.  She remained lying on the floor, surveying the cave for any sign of her husband.  She saw only buckets and a pile of rags in the opposite corner.
 
   Reverend Crane dribbled the glowing water in the ladle onto Molly’s arm.  The girl’s body took on the same white glow as the water.  She shrank an inch or two before Prudence’s eyes, the hem of her dress touching the ground.  When the glow subsided, Molly looked at her arm that no longer bore any tooth marks.  “How old am I?” she asked the reverend.  “Am I a baby?”
 
   “No, of course not, my child.  You are a wonderful, healthy little girl of six years,” he said.
 
   “Six?  That’s not fair!  It’s all his fault.  Him and his stupid dog and now I lose two years.  It’s not fair!”
 
   “You’ll lose the rest if you don’t shut your mouth,” Pryde said.  The dog at his side growled in support of its master.
 
   Molly pressed herself against Reverend Crane, burying her face into his abdomen.  “Now, my child, you mustn’t cry.  Two years isn’t so bad.  Not anymore.  We have all the time in the world now, don’t you see?”
 
   “But I don’t want to be a little girl.  I want to be a grown-up.  Like you,” she said.
 
   “You will be, my darling.  But there’s no shame in being a little girl.  Not one as beautiful as you.”
 
   “Really?  You think I’m beautiful?”
 
   “Of course I do.”  The reverend held Molly out at arm’s length to look in her eyes.  “Now, I want you to go outside and keep watch for me.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Why don’t you make him do it?”
 
   “I have something else for Mr. Pryde to do.  Can you do this for me, Molly?”  She nodded and bounded out of the cave, keeping a safe distance from the snarling animal.
 
   Reverend Crane turned to Prudence, his eyes meeting hers.  “I’m glad you’re awake, Mrs. Gooddell.  Now we can talk.”
 
   “Where’s Rodney?” she said.
 
   The reverend pointed to the pile of rags.  “I assure you he’s quite dead now.  Even this miraculous water has its limits.”  He came to stand in front of her and took her hand.  “I am deeply sorry for your loss, Prudence.”
 
   She slapped him across the face.  Pryde and the dog advanced towards her until the reverend held up a hand.  “You killed him!  You poisoned him and then you…you—” she couldn’t bring herself to describe what Reverend Crane had done to Rodney.  “You bastard.”
 
   “I am sorry, Prudence.  I didn’t want it to come to this.  Truly I didn’t.  But sacrifices must be made if we are to establish the Lord’s kingdom here on earth.”
 
   “You mean your kingdom,” she said.  “Where you can treat all of us like slaves.”
 
   “It is not for my own personal glory that I do this, but for His glory,” the reverend said.  “He guided us here with his divine wind and then brought the girl to me with her incredible story when all hope seemed lost.  I am following His plan.”
 
   “Did His plan include murder?”
 
   “My child, you should not be angry.  Your husband and those with him have gone to be judged by the Lord now.  Despite our recent troubles I know your husband is a good man.  God will take pity on him and make a place for him in Heaven, where he will await you.”
 
   “Let me see him now then.  I’d rather die than be your slave,” she said.
 
   “You speak too rashly, my child.  In time you’ll come to accept your situation.  You’ll see it’s for the best for all of us.  We will create a paradise here, where no one grows old or dies, where everyone follows His way.  Here we will purge all the ungodly influences to create a land that is pure.  A beacon of light among the darkness spreading throughout His world.  So that when the time comes for Him to destroy the sinners as described in Revelations, we shall be the ones saved and rewarded in His new kingdom for our devotion.”
 
   “You’re mad!  You kill a good man like Rodney and then claim to be doing the Lord’s work.  What you’re doing isn’t the work of God.  It’s the work of Satan!”
 
   Reverend Crane raised his hand to strike her, but then lowered it.  “It is a terrible pity to see what you’ve become,” he said.  “I blame myself for turning you into this bitter mass of flesh.  But just as He has shown me how to do His work, so too has he provided salvation for both of us.”  The reverend put a hand on Prudence’s cheek.  “Now I have the opportunity to atone for my sin and to make amends to you.”
 
   “Nothing you can do will bring Rodney back to me,” she said.  “You killed him and I will never forgive you.”
 
   “I am not speaking of your husband.  Perhaps you have forced yourself to forget, but I cannot.  It was the moment that drove me into God’s arms and ultimately led me here.  For that I thank you.”
 
   Prudence’s stomach churned and her body shivered.  Her chest tightened to the point she thought her heart might burst.  Her breathing came out in wheezes.  “What’s wrong with the pig?” Pryde asked.  “You want me to get rid of her?”
 
   “No, I will deal with her.  You can dispose of the little one,” the reverend said.  “He has served his purpose.”
 
   “No!” Prudence shouted as Pryde reached for his knife.  “You can’t kill him.  Not Wendell too.”
 
   “What do you care for this stowaway?  He is rubbish.  He was no stronger as a man than he is now as a boy.”
 
   Prudence crawled over to Wendell’s side, laying Wendell’s head against her chest.  “You don’t understand.  I love him.  You can’t take him away from me too.  If you do, then you might as well kill me too.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Pryde said.
 
   “Hold,” Reverend Crane said.  “We will spare the little one.  Take him below and keep him there for now.”
 
   “What about Fatty?”
 
   “I will bring her down in due time.”  Pryde tore Wendell from Prudence’s grasp, slinging the boy over his shoulder.  Then he and his animal disappeared through an opening into the rock down to the caverns below.  The reverend took Prudence’s arm, hauling her up to her feet.  “Now, my child, it is time.”
 
   “No, you can’t put me in there!”  She struggled against Reverend Crane’s grasp, but couldn’t break free.  He seized her by the hair to bend her down towards the Fountain of Youth.  In the water she saw herself at every stage, growing fatter with each passing year.  Tears ran down the many cheeks reflected in the water.  “Please don’t do this,” she said.  “Don’t do this to me.  I don’t want to be a child again.”
 
   “I will offer you a choice,” the reverend said.  “In this new kingdom I will need one such as yourself to look after the others, to handle the mundane details of childrearing.  You, unable to bear children of your own, can have fifty of them to care for.  Or you can become one of them.”
 
   She studied the faces of herself as a little girl.  If she turned down the reverend’s offer, these were the faces she would see in the mirror for the next three hundred fifty years.  And yet to accept his offer meant aiding the man who had murdered Rodney.  No, better to be an unwitting slave than a witting accomplice in the reverend’s evil.  “I will never join you.”
 
   “So be it,” Reverend Crane said.  He grabbed the back of Prudence’s dress and dunked her head into the pool.  The glow of the water blinded her and her lungs filled with liquid to muffle her scream.  I’m going to die, she thought and was glad.
 
   After a few moments she was thrown backwards, landing on her back.  Air returned to her lungs and her vision began to clear.  She held up an arm, but saw only the sleeve of her dress.  Looking down, the rest of her body was almost invisible among the folds of the dress.  
 
   Reverend Crane smiled at her and then reached down to pick her up.  He peeled the dress away from her so that she could see how tiny and thin her limbs had become.  He pushed a wave of copper hair away from her face.  “You’re as pretty as I remember you from that day,” he said.
 
   He reached into a pocket for a mirror and held it up to her face.  In the glass she saw reflected the face of a frightened toddler.  The eyes she remembered from that day twenty years earlier.
 
   “Prudence, what’s wrong?” Mother asks as Prudence stares into the mirror, trying to see if anything has changed.
 
   She remembers what he told her.  “Nothing,” she says.  “I’m going to bed now.”  She hurries back to her bedroom before Mother can ask anything else and throws herself onto the bed.  With her face buried in the pillow to muffle any sound, she cries.  The scene replays itself before eyes.
 
   She runs towards the field in pursuit of a rabbit, hoping to catch it and ask Mother if she can keep it for a pet.  Mother wouldn’t let her have one of Mrs. Applegate’s kittens last summer, saying Prudence was too little to care for an animal.  “I have enough to look after around here without a cat,” Mother said.  But now that Prudence is four and a half she’s old enough to have a pet.  Annabelle next door got a puppy for Christmas and she’s only three.
 
   The rabbit darts to the left, into the rows of grain.  She stops at the edge of the field, remembering what Daddy says about not trampling the grain.  “That’s how Daddy puts food on the table for you and Mommy,” he tells her.
 
   She plops down onto the ground, waiting in case the rabbit comes back.  She plucks a few strands of grass, weaving them into a mesh.  Mother wants her to learn how to sew, but she doesn’t want to spend all her time indoors with a needle and thread.  She wants to go on grand adventures like the knights Daddy tells her about at bedtime.
 
   The rabbit doesn’t come back after a while, so she gets up and walks along the edge of the field.  She finds a broken stick on the ground and takes it up as a sword.  She slays invisible enemies with the blade to rescue the fair prince from the evil enchanter.  Before she can complete her quest, there’s a stirring in the field and Bradley appears.
 
   She jabs the stick at his bare chest.  “I got you!” she says.  “You’re dead.”
 
   Bradley falls down, sprawling out on the ground.  “Oh, I am slain.  You have vanquished me, brave knight,” he says.
 
   “You can’t talk if you’re dead,” she says.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  He opens his mouth and sticks out his tongue.  “How’s that?”
 
   “Much better.”  As she stands victorious over his fallen body, he reaches up to grab her arm and pulls her down on top of him.  “Hey, no fair!  You’re dead.”
 
   He tickles her belly until she giggles.  “Now I’ve got you.  Do you yield, brave knight?”
 
   “I yield.  I yield!”  He stops tickling her and instead musses her hair.  “You cheated.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Princess Prudence.  I beg your forgiveness.  I shall die.  Do you forgive me?”
 
   “You’re so silly,” she says.
 
   “Silly?  Why, I do believe I feel a terrible fever coming on.  I can’t go on.  You best fetch your father and a shovel.”
 
   “I forgive you.  I forgive you!” Prudence says.
 
   At once Bradley springs to life again.  “I love you,” he says.  “Do you love me too?”
 
   “Yes,” she says.  She hesitates a moment before asking, “Is it true what Daddy says?  That you’re going to the city to learn a trade after the harvest?”
 
   “I’m afraid so,” he says.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I can’t stay here forever with you and your parents.  I have to go make some money of my own to start my own family.”
 
   “Why?  Why can’t you stay here with us?”
 
   Bradley puts an arm around her shoulder.  She’s known him for as long as she can remember.  He’s like a brother to her.  She can’t imagine life on the farm without him.  “I would like to, believe me, I would, but I can’t.  Your father and I have had a long talk and we think it’s best for me now that I’m old enough to go out on my own to try different things and see different things.  When you get older, you’ll understand.”
 
   “No I won’t,” she says, tears coming to her eyes.  “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “I know, Princess.  I don’t want to go either, but I must.”  He wipes the tears from her eyes and smiles.  “There’s something I want to show you before I go.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.  You have to see it.  Come on.”  Prudence climbs onto his broad shoulders, clasping handfuls of his sandy hair.  When she was a baby, she remembered Bradley as skinny and pale, so weak he trembled when he picked her up.  He’d grown much bigger and stronger over the last couple years.
 
   He carries her away from the field into the forest.  “I can’t go in here,” she says.  “Daddy says I’m not to go into the forest.”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about.  I’m here.  You trust me, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  What is it you want to show me?”
 
   “We’re almost there.”
 
   He takes her deep enough into the forest that she can no longer see the field or house.  The trees are so thick that the forest is dark as night.  “I don’t like this place,” she says.  “I want to go home.”
 
   “It’s not much farther,” he says.  “You don’t want to miss this.”  She has to lean down now to keep branches from tangling in her hair.  Mother keeps getting after Prudence about having her hair cut, but Prudence has refused, not wanting to lose her pretty hair.  Now she wishes she’d let Mother cut it.
 
   An animal crashes through the brush nearby.  Prudence cries out and yanks back on Bradley’s hair.  “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he says.  “I’m here.”
 
   He pushes aside a branch to reveal a creek.  A fawn and its mother drink from the water, raising their heads to stare at Prudence and Bradley.  Then the deer gallop off into the forest.  “Oh, this is a beautiful place,” she says.
 
   Bradley swings her down to the ground and then sits next to her.  “I thought you’d like it,” he says.  He puts his arm around his shoulder.  “This is our special place.  Only you and I will ever know about it.”
 
   “It’s like a magic forest in Daddy’s stories.”
 
   “That’s right.  Our own magic forest.”  His hand slips inside her dress to massage her back.  “I am going to miss you terribly.  You’re the most beautiful child in all Wessenshire.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Yes.  Why I’d wager you’re prettier than all the girls in the whole world.”
 
   “Even prettier than Annabelle?”
 
   “She’s a hag compared to you.”  Bradley leans down to kiss her on the lips.  His hand on her back digs into her skin.  She whimpers with pain.
 
   “What are you doing?” she says.
 
   “Prudence, I love you.  I can’t stop thinking about you.  Every moment without you is pure torture.”
 
   “You’re being silly again.”
 
   “I’m deadly serious.  I want us to be together forever.  Come with me to London.  I can provide for both of us.”
 
   “London?  But I can’t leave Daddy and Mother.”
 
   “Don’t you love me?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “It’ll be a grand adventure.  We’ll see real princesses and princes and even the king.  Isn’t that what you want?”
 
   She starts to cry again.  “I want to go home,” she says.
 
   Anger flashes in his eyes a moment before he slaps her.  “I thought you loved me!” he says.  “You don’t care.  You’re just like everyone else.  Like my parents and your father.  Fine, you can stay here and rot for all I care.”
 
   Prudence’s tears become sobs.  She tries to run away, but Bradley still has a hold of her back.  He pushes her down to the ground, clamping a hand over her mouth.  The hand muffles her screams as he lifts the hem of her dress.  
 
   The next minutes last eternities.  She feels a pain so intense she fears she’ll split in two.  Throughout it all, Bradley says, “You’re a naughty girl, toying with me like this. Now you get what you deserve.”
 
   By the time he finishes, Prudence can’t move.  He stands over her, looking down on her with disgust.  “If you tell anyone about this, they’ll banish you and you’ll spend the rest of your days begging for scraps.  That’s what happens to little whores.”
 
   She lies there for a long time after he disappears into the brush.  A whore, she thinks.  She’s heard Mother use the word before when she thought Prudence wasn’t listening to describe Mr. Baker’s niece.  “To think that whore is only twelve and already giving birth to her first child,” Mother had said.  That’s what I am now, Prudence thinks.
 
   No one can ever know.  She crawls over to the edge of the creek, looking into the water.  Her hair is mussed and dirty and there’s a red mark where he slapped her.  She does what she can to tidy herself up and then gets to her feet.  The pain between her legs is so intense that she whimpers with each step.  No one must know what I am, she thinks, forcing herself to go on.
 
   Mother knocks on her door later.  “Prudence, it’s time for supper.  Are you feeling better?”
 
   Prudence raises her head from the pillow and emerges from the bedroom.  Mother touches her forehead.  “You don’t have a fever.  Come on and eat something.  You’ll feel better.”
 
   At the table, Prudence eats and eats without ever getting full while Daddy and Mother discuss what became of Bradley.  “Have you seen him at all today, honey?” Daddy asks.  Prudence shakes her head and then shovels a spoonful of potatoes into her mouth.  “The boy must have decided to go out on his own.  I wish he’d stayed around long enough so that I could pay him.  I don’t know what he’s going to do without any money.”
 
   “He might come back,” Mother says.  Prudence crams more potatoes into her mouth.  He wouldn’t be back, not after what had happened.  He didn’t want to be near her now that she had become a whore.
 
   The reverend pressed his cheek against Prudence’s.  “After all these years, I never thought I would have you back.  My beautiful princess,” he said.  “Just as I remembered.”
 
   Prudence began to cry.  “You did that to me.  It was you!”
 
   “Yes, my child.  A terrible thing I did, but now we have all eternity to make amends.”  He picked the dress off the ground to swaddle her in it like a baby.  “First I must purify this land.  Then you and I will be able to regain what we lost.”
 
   She buried her head in the folds of the dress so that he could not hear her cry, knowing that three centuries of torment awaited her.
 
   ***
 
   Something cold and wet touched Wendell’s face.  He reached out a hand to feel coarse fur.  His eyes snapped open to see a black beast standing over him.  He slid back until he pressed up against a wall.  The dog approached, baring its rows of yellow teeth.  Wendell threw his hands over his face, waiting for those teeth to sink into his flesh.
 
   A whistle stopped the dog’s advance.  It backed away a few steps, resting on its haunches at the entrance to a circular chamber.  Pryde appeared next to the animal, scratching it behind the ears.  “He’s a quick learner,” Pryde said.
 
   “Where am I?  Where’s Prudence?”
 
   “The reverend is dealing with Fatty.”
 
   “What does he want with us?”
 
   “You?  He doesn’t want anything with you.”  Pryde drew the knife from his belt and started towards Wendell.  Again Wendell covered his face and waited for the end.  The tip of the knife ran along his left arm, leaving a ragged trail of blood.  Then Pryde drew the knife away and said, “He has a soft spot for Fatty.  That’s the only reason I’m not going to finish you.”
 
   Pryde seized Wendell by the hair, lifting him into the air.  Wendell clawed at him, trying to break his grasp, but couldn’t get free.  Pryde held the knife at Wendell’s eyes, slowly lowering it along Wendell’s squirming body.  With a flourish he plunged the knife into Wendell’s right thigh.  Wendell screamed as the blade tore through him, coming out the other side.  He screamed again as Pryde ripped the knife free and then threw him across the chamber to land in a heap on the floor.
 
   Wendell couldn’t stand up.  He crawled away from Pryde, a streak of blood left in his wake.  He curled up into a corner, his world growing dim.  His body shook and his breathing became shallow.  I’ve failed, he thought.  He’d been given a second chance to undo Reverend Crane’s evil and to save the woman he loved, but he’d squandered it.  Now he could only wait for his end to come.
 
   Three drops of liquid touched his injured leg.  A few moments later, Wendell’s pain evaporated, as did any sign of his wound.  Pryde stuffed a flask back into his belt.  “No, you’re not going to die.  Not yet.  After the rev has his fun with Fatty, then you and I can settle up.”
 
   Wendell saw an opportunity in Pryde’s words.  “Why are you taking orders from Reverend Crane?  He needs your strength more than you need anything from him.  Why not kill him and take all this for yourself?”
 
   “The reverend saved me from prison.  I owe him my life.  I wouldn’t expect a rat like you to understand.” 
 
   “But you can’t believe all that stuff he says about The Way and creating God’s kingdom on earth.  It’s nonsense.”
 
   “The rev can preach whatever he likes.  It don’t mean anything to me.”  Pryde held up his knife, stroking the twenty hash marks etched on the blade.  “Soon enough I’m going to add a whole mess of savages to these.  And then a few snooty elders.  And then you and Fatty.  I ought to get double for her.”
 
   Wendell threw himself at Pryde, clawing at the man’s eyes.  Pryde tossed him back against the wall like a rag doll.  “If you touch her, I’ll—”
 
   “You’ll do nothing.  A puny thing like you shouldn’t go around making threats.”  Pryde squeezed Wendell’s cheek until he winced.  With the knife, Pryde sliced open Wendell’s shirt and peeled it away.  “I brought you something I think you’ll be more comfortable in.”
 
   He reached into his coat and produced a frilly pink dress.  Wendell stared at the dress a moment, recognizing it as the same one Rebecca, then Molly, and then Samantha had worn in the future.  “I’m not putting this on,” he said.
 
   Pryde hit Wendell in the face, breaking his nose.  “It’s not as if you have a choice,” Pryde said.  He tore a piece from Wendell’s shirt to dab at the blood on Wendell’s face.  “You can do it the easy way or the fun way.  Makes no difference to me.”
 
   With tears in his eyes and blood still flowing from his nose, Wendell slipped into the dress.  The dress fit him comfortably, as if made with him in mind.  The feel of the skirt around his legs is so familiar.
 
   “Wendelle, it’s time for bed,” Mother calls.
 
   Wendelle puts down her brush and then leans close to the mirror.  A fresh batch of thin orange hairs has sprung up along her jaw.  They had begun to appear two months ago, a week after her twelfth birthday.  Mother screamed when she leaned down to kiss Wendelle’s cheek before breakfast one morning and saw them.  She locked Wendelle in her bedroom and then sent Isabelle into town for the barber, an old man with no hair except in his ears.
 
   “This is most peculiar,” he said when he examined her.
 
   “Why?” Wendelle asked.
 
   “Because—”
 
   “Just do your job and be on your way,” Mother said.  The barber shaved Wendelle’s face without another word.  Mother gave him a pound note, which Wendelle thought a little much.  The hairs came back, growing even thicker over the next three weeks.
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like this on a woman,” the barber said the next time.  
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” Wendelle asked in a panic.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with you, dearie,” Mother said.  She paid the barber and hurried him out the door.  Wendelle supposes Mother will have to call for the barber again.
 
   On her forehead and cheeks, new pimples have blossomed and the skin there taken on a greasy sheen.  The sores on her forehead she can cover with her bangs, but the others are more troublesome.  Mother promised she could go to the St. Valentine’s ball with all the other boys and girls of Glensford, but she can’t go looking like this.
 
   “Did you hear me, dearie?” Mother calls.
 
   “I heard you,” Wendelle says, her voice cracking.  She clears her throat and presses a hand to the bump that has appeared on her neck.  Her voice has deepened over the last few weeks; she wonders if she should ask Mother to have a doctor examine her throat.  It’s only a cold, she thinks.  It will go away in time.  “I’ll be only a minute longer.”
 
   She goes to the window to close the curtains.  Outside, a fog has rolled in to cover the grounds of the manor.  Isabelle hurries along the driveway to return home to her parents.  The moonlight gives her black hair and tan skin a blue glow, like a spirit.  The way she glides on her thin legs it’s almost as if some divine wind is blowing her along.  Wendelle leans against the window, imagining what it would be like to dance with the beautiful Spanish maid.
 
   “Are you going to the St. Valentine’s Ball?” Wendelle had asked her this morning while Isabelle made up her bed.
 
   “I’m afraid not, Senorita Palmer,” Isabelle said.  “It is not allowed for servants.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.  You can come with me.  No one would dare throw you out then.”
 
   “You are very kind, Senorita Palmer, but I cannot.  I do not wish to cause you such trouble.”  Isabelle finished with the bed and then hurried downstairs.
 
   She pauses now to look up towards Wendelle’s window.  Despite the distance, Wendelle can feel Isabelle’s eyes on her.  She imagines rushing downstairs, meeting Isabelle at the gate.  She reaches out to pull Isabelle close and kiss her raspberry-colored lips.  
 
   Instead, Isabelle turns away and disappears into the fog.  Wendelle closes the curtains.  She puts a hand to her head, feeling faint.  The organ between her legs—the “peehole” as Mother calls it—has turned hard and begins to pulsate with a life of its own.
 
   Wendelle stumbles over to her bed, lifting up the hem of her dress to study the purple organ standing rigid between her legs.  She strokes it with one hand, a ripple of pleasure running through her body.  She repeats this until a white fluid explodes from the peehole, accompanied by a rush of electricity that brings a contented sigh from her throat.
 
   Mother’s scream shatters her elation.  “You vile creature!” Mother shouts.  “How could you?”
 
   Wendelle hurries to cover the deflating peehole with her nightgown.  “I’m sorry, Mother.  I don’t know what happened to me.  I was standing by the window—” Mother slaps her before she can finish her explanation.  Wendelle cries out as Mother hits her a second and then a third time.  “I’m sorry!”
 
   Mother seizes her by the wrist and drags her from the bed.  “I’ll not have you performing such disgusting acts under my roof.  I raised you as a proper girl not as some harlot.”  She hurries Wendelle downstairs and then into the cellar.  They continue along a dank passageway, the smell of decay becoming unbearable to Wendelle’s nose.  She presses a sleeve to her face to keep out the odor.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asks.
 
   Mother doesn’t answer her.  Wendelle brushes against something and reaches out to run her hand along bones.  They’ve descended into the family crypt.  “I’m sorry, Mother.  It will never happen again.  I swear.  Please, can we go back upstairs?”
 
   “You’re becoming one of them.  Just like your father.  I should have known.  The whiskers, your voice, and now this.  I’ll not have it, you hear?  I’ll not have my daughter becoming one of them!”
 
   “Who?  One of what?  Mother, please, I don’t understand.”
 
   Mother unlocks a heavy stone door and then thrusts Wendelle into a chamber with corpses scattered about.  Mother grabs Wendelle’s hair to force her on to her knees.  “Stay here and pray for God to have mercy on your filthy soul,” Mother says.  “I’ve done all I can for you.  It’s up to Him now.”
 
   With that, Mother leaves Wendelle alone in the chamber, sealing the door behind her.  Wendelle pounds against the door until her fists are bloody and screams until her throat is raw.  Then she sags to the ground, curling up into a fetal position.
 
   What’s wrong with me? she wonders.  Why does Mother hate me?  She touches the hairs on her face and then the organ between her legs, recalling the barber’s words.  I must be some kind of monster, she thinks.
 
   She remains in this position for hours, hoping that Mother will come back or this will all turn out to be a dream.  At one point a rat comes up to her, sniffing at her face.  She screams and then flings herself against the wall.  The creature skitters away.  She collapses into a sobbing heap, crying so loud she doesn’t hear the door open.
 
   A hand touches her shoulder.  “Senorita Palmer, you must go from this place,” Isabelle says.  “You must hurry.”
 
   “But Mother—”
 
   “Your mother is asleep.  We do not have much time.”  Isabelle thrusts a white dress into Wendelle’s hands.  “You must dress quickly and go from here.”
 
   Wendelle puts the dress on over her nightgown and then slips on a pair of shoes Isabelle hands to her.  “Come, we must go,” Isabelle says.  Wendelle follows her through the passageway, into the cellar.  They creep up the stairs, listening at the doorway for Mother.  “She is still asleep.  We must go.”
 
   Isabelle leads her out the front doors and along the driveway as Wendelle had seen her last night.  At the gate, Isabelle stops her and gives her a purse of money.  “This is all I can spare.  It should be enough to get you away from here.”
 
   “I can’t take your money—”
 
   “Please, you must take it.  You have been a friend to me these past two years.”  She leans forward to kiss Wendelle on the lips.  The organ between Wendelle’s legs hardens against her skirt.  Her face flushes with shame as she remembers Mother’s words.  She pulls away from Isabelle.  “I am sorry.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault,” Wendelle says.  She looks into Isabelle’s watering brown eyes.  She wants to kiss her again, but can’t bring herself to do it.  “I have to go.”
 
   She opens the gate and then rushes away into night.
 
   “Goodnight, sweetheart,” Pryde said.  He patted Wendell on the cheek.  “I’ll be back for you later.”
 
   Once Pryde and his animal left, Wendell dropped to the ground, covering his face with the hem of his skirt.  He wished now Pryde would come back to kill him so that Prudence couldn’t see him this way and be as ashamed of him as his mother.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34:  Escape
 
   Joey lies on the bow of the boat, letting the sun wash over him.  The air still has a chill of winter, but after months of gloom and cold, he doesn’t care.  Mommy lies next to him, her brown skin turning even darker in the sun.  Her black hair spreads out like a fan, the wind blowing strands into his face to tickle his nose.
 
   She reaches across the space between them to take his hand.  “This was a really good idea,” she says.  “It’s so nice.  I can’t usually do this, not with all the kids around.”
 
   He doesn’t say anything, savoring her touch after so long of an absence.  Three months with almost no word.  A phone call on Valentine’s Day and another a few weeks later to announce her return were all Joey had to go on.  At times he thought she would never come home.  He wants to hold onto her hand forever so that she can never leave without him again.
 
   She pulls her hand from his grasp to roll over.  “Can you untie my strings?” she asks.  “I don’t want a tan line.”
 
   He unties the strings of her pink bikini and then brushes hair away to expose her entire back.  He runs a hand along her soft flesh as if to verify she’s really here and not an illusion.  “I love you,” he blurts out.
 
   She turns to him, taking off her sunglasses so he can look into her brown eyes.  Her mouth opens, but no words come out.  “I—” The roar of a speedboat drowns out her next words.  The yellow speedboat zooms past the fishing boat, kicking up waves in its wake.
 
   The deck of the fishing boat heaves Joey from his feet.  He falls backwards, scrambling to grab on to something, but catches nothing.  Mommy’s eyes fill with horror as he plunges over the side of the boat, his head striking a railing on the way down.
 
   Joey sinks in the water like a stone.  Swim, he thinks. I should swim.  But he can’t move and continues to sink.  I’m going to die, he thinks.
 
   An instant later, he hears a splash overhead.  His brain is still in a daze when he sees Mommy above him.  She flails about in the water, coming towards him in fits and spurts.  At this sight he comes back to full awareness.  He thrashes his legs and reaches out towards her with his arms.  Her hand touches his and then slides down to his wrist.  Her grip is like a handcuff as she pulls him up.
 
   They pop out of the water at the same time.  She throws an arm around his neck, almost cutting off his air as she drags him to the boat.  She tosses him onto the deck as if he weighs nothing at all and then climbs up after him.  
 
   He lies on the deck a moment, staring up at the sun.  Then her face fills his vision.  “Are you all right?” she asks.  He nods before turning to spit out a gallon of water.  “I thought…I thought you were—” Instead of finishing the sentence, she kisses him on the lips.  “I love you,” she says.
 
   The passion in her kiss is not the kiss of a mother to a son, but something else.  He looks upon her with new eyes, seeing not a mother, but a beautiful young woman.  He knows her, but from where?  All at once she shrinks into a toddler, her taut muscles turning to flab and her bikini blossoming into a frilly dress.  “Samantha,” he whispers.  She opens her mouth to speak, but all that comes out is a scream—
 
   Joey awoke to hear someone banging on the cellar door.  He wobbled to his feet, his body sore from head to toe from the “games” Helena and Phyllis played with him.  He gathered up his ragged clothes and approached the door.
 
   “Who’s there?” Helena called out.
 
   “It’s Molly.  I have to get Joey out of there.  She’s coming and she’s awful mad at him.  She says she’s going to cut him up into little pieces.”
 
   “What?  Why?” Joey asked.
 
   “She said it didn’t work.  I’m not sure what.  Oh, I can’t get this door to open.  I’m too little.”  Through the door, Joey heard her crying.
 
   “You can do it,” Joey said.  “I know you can.”
 
   She grunted loud enough for him to hear through the door.  An instant later, the cellar door opened.  Molly, her face red from the effort and crying, fell into Joey’s arms.  “We have to go,” she said.  “We have to get off the island.”
 
   “We want to come too,” Helena said.
 
   “We don’t want to stay here anymore,” Phyllis added.
 
   “Fine.  Help me carry Molly.”  Phyllis took one of Molly’s arms and Joey the other.  Helena trailed behind as they hurried out of the pantry.
 
   Children were scattered all over town.  Some lay sleeping in the street while others shouted and played.  The trio of boys that had stolen Molly’s hair ribbon earlier approached her and the others.  “What’s wrong with the baby?  Does she need a nap?” one of the boys asked.
 
   “Maybe she needs her diaper changed,” another said.  All three laughed at this.
 
   “She’s sick,” Joey said.  “We’re taking her home to rest.”
 
   One of the boys reached out to pinch Molly’s cheek.  “Aw, baby needs a nappy-pooh.  She’s all tuckered out.”
 
   “Leave her alone,” Joey said.  “She’s a lot braver than you’ll ever be.”
 
   “What’s this?  The baby’s boyfriend?”  The boy shoved Joey backwards.  He lost his grip on Molly and they both fell to the ground along with Phyllis.  The boys laughed at this.  “Look, they haven’t even learned to walk yet.”
 
   “Please, just let us go,” Joey said.  “We don’t want any trouble.  We only want to get Molly home.”
 
   “Oh, maybe we should let them get the baby to her crib before she wets herself.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll let you go, but only if you crawl out of here like the babies you are.”
 
   “I’m not going to crawl on the dirty ground,” Helena said.
 
   “Do you want to stay in the cellar?” Joey said.
 
   Helena thought about this a moment and then got down on her knees.  By now Molly had recovered enough to crawl on her own.  Joey followed behind her, his face turning red as the boys howled with laughter.  “Look at the babies crawl,” they said.
 
   To add to the insult, one of the boys kicked Joey in the rear.  His eyes watered up from the pain, but he refused to cry in front of them.  Molly looked back at him with concern and then kept going.
 
   They continued to crawl all the way to the bakery on the edge of town.  By then the boys grew weary of tormenting them.  “I hate them,” Helena said as she got to her feet.
 
   “Let’s just get out of here,” Phyllis said.  She and Joey ran alongside Molly towards the trees.  As Joey neared the edge of the forest, he heard a scream.  He looked back to see Aunt Veronica holding a struggling Helena with a knife at her throat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35:  Decisions
 
   Fog has descended over the docks.  In the fog Samantha can only see Miss Brigham’s hair, guiding her along like Rudolph’s nose in the old Christmas song.  “We’re almost there,” Miss Brigham whispers.  
 
   Samantha isn’t sure about this plan.  She should call for backup.  Let the local authorities handle this.  They’ll never believe this, she thinks.  I don’t believe it.  She could make up a story to get them over there.  Tell them drug smugglers or terrorists are using the island as a base.  Flash her FBI badge around, assert her authority.  
 
   “It’s over here,” Miss Brigham says.  Samantha can’t see where she’s pointing, but she follows the splotch of red ahead of her to a slip.  A wooden boat, not much bigger than a rowboat, is tied to the dock.  “This is it.”
 
   “This?  Did you row over here?” Samantha says.
 
   “There’s a sail,” Miss Brigham says.
 
   “Oh goody.”  Samantha puts a hand to her stomach.  Having spent most of her life in New Mexico and Texas she’s never had much exposure to boats.  Especially not one so small.  Beyond the fog she imagines a vast ocean with waves capable of swallowing their dinghy.  “I should let you know I’m not much of a swimmer.”
 
   “We should be fine,” Miss Brigham says.
 
   Samantha hears a rustling from behind a stack of crates.  She turns around in time to see a man in a black overcoat coming at her with a knife.  She sidesteps her attacker’s lunge, grabbing hold of his wrist as he goes by.  She twists the knife out of his hand.  He snarls and tries to hit her with his other arm, but she grabs this arm too and kicks him in the side.
 
   “Look out!” Miss Brigham screams.  It’s too late.  A vial of glowing liquid shatters in her face.  She drops to her knees on the dock, trying to wipe the liquid from her eyes.
 
   When her vision clears, she looks down at the sleeves of her jacket that have now outgrown her arms.  Her T-shirt is now as loose as a nightshirt over her flat chest.  Her boots feel like clown shoes as she gets up.
 
   The man in the black overcoat is standing over her; she now must look up several inches to meet his eyes.  “What did you do to me?” she says, her voice high and thin.  The man in the overcoat smiles a hideous yellow grin and seizes her by the hair now streaming to the middle of her back.
 
   “You’ll make a nice addition to my collection,” he growls.
 
   “No, you can’t!” Miss Brigham says.  “She hasn’t done anything.  She doesn’t know anything.  Let her go, please.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” another man’s voice says.  A sandy-haired man in a black suit appears out of the fog.  He smiles down at Samantha, lifting her chin with one finger.  “It is time for you to meet your creator, my child,” he says.
 
   With a flourish the man in the overcoat hits Samantha over the head with a board.  As her world spins, they shovel her into a sack.  Everything goes dark.
 
   “Samantha, are you all right?” Miss Brigham asked.
 
   Samantha leapt from the bed, shoving Miss Brigham away.  “You stay away from me.  You backstabbing bitch!”  She pulled the gun from her jacket and aimed it at Miss Brigham’s terrified face.  “You knew they were there.  You wanted them to take me.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.  I think you should lie down.  You’re not at all well, Samantha.”
 
   “I see what’s going on now.  You don’t fool me.”
 
   Miss Brigham took a step towards her.  “Please, Samantha, let me help you.  I’ll call a doctor and—”
 
   Samantha cocked the pistol.  “I told you to stay away from me!  I want you out of here, right now!  Now!”
 
   Miss Brigham raised her hands and drifted towards the door.  “If that’s what you want, dear.”  Samantha waited until the door clicked shut before she put the safety back on and tossed the pistol onto the bed.  Then she dropped to her knees, pressing her head into the carpet.
 
   Before her eyes ran a series of images like a movie playing in fast forward.  Samantha waking up in a dark bedroom with Miss Brigham at her side.  She sees herself in the stream, now ten years old.  Chubby Prudence dives into the water to save her from drowning.  The images start to move faster.  Reverend Crane punishing her.  Pryde’s dogs chasing her.  The Fountain of Youth.  Pryde disintegrates in the water.  She tumbles in after the reverend.  Prudence saves her.  Now she’s six years old.
 
   The images move even faster so that in an instant she springs up from a little girl to a young woman experiencing her first period in the cave along the beach.  There’s a terrible storm.  Pryde’s hut.  All those bodies.  Her parents are dead.  She finds her Uncle Hector.  Molly becomes a baby.  Rebecca becomes a toddler while Prudence is a little girl again.  Uncle Hector isn’t her uncle at all.  He throws fountain water into her face, making her nine again.  Then he tries to escape, but his boat isn’t ready.  It sinks.
 
   There’s a terrible blizzard.  The island is a wasteland.  She’s a pimple-faced teenager now.  She, Prudence, and Wendell take a boat to Seabrooke.  Mr. Pryde gives them a ride.  The images slow down to a crawl.  A light comes on.  Joseph stands in the doorway of his bedroom.  Little Joey grown into a handsome young man.  Behind the glasses he has such sad eyes.  The eyes of someone who’s witnessed a great tragedy.  Later, he kisses her.  He takes her into his arms and says, “I love you.”
 
   And then she’s in a crib.  She’s a toddler now.  Becky looms over her, only it’s not Becky.  Veronica!  She’s here!  There’s a party for Samantha.  Prudence and Wendell are here, now four years old.  And a little boy with messy brown hair and a runny nose.  Joseph!  Veronica has him.  She’s going to kill him.  He’s going to die.  It’s my fault.  “Please take care of Joey.”  She didn’t.  She failed him again.
 
   Samantha opened her eyes.  The curse had struck again, claiming yet another person she loved, this time one she had sworn to protect.  She had failed Joseph twice.  Not yet, she thought.  She raised her head and stared up at the ceiling.
 
   She had another chance to save him and everyone else.  Those twelve years on Eternity hadn’t happened yet.  She could keep them from happening.  Tonight.
 
   She reached for her pistol on the bed.  Kill Reverend Crane and Pryde and none of it would happen.  She wouldn’t end up on Eternity.  Joseph would never see her again.  He would never fall in love with her.  She could find a way to make sure Veronica never found Eternity.  Kill Reverend Crane, then Pryde, and then his granddaughter.
 
   She slipped the pistol into her jacket and then stomped out of the room.  She found Miss Brigham sitting on the front step of the Seafarer, sobbing as she had last night.  “I’m sorry about that,” Samantha said.  “I’m going to need your help now to make sure Reverend Crane doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
 
   “Oh, what difference is it going to make?”  She looked up at Samantha, her face red not with sadness but anger.  “I’m such a fool.  Were I to free those children from him it can’t bring back the one most important to me.”  She put a hand to her stomach.  “It can’t return my baby to me.”
 
   “Your baby?”  She nodded.  “And the reverend is the father?”  She nodded again.  “My God.  You had an abortion?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking.  When he found out he was so furious.  He said such terrible things to me.  He called me a whore and a vile temptress.  He said he’d kill me before he let me have our baby.  He offered me a choice:  my life for my child’s.  What else could I do?  I swallowed a teaspoon of the water and my baby disappeared.  I’m such a coward.”  She sniffled and shook her head again.  “I realized then what a monster he is.  And I thought if I stopped him then it would make things right, but it won’t.  My baby will still be dead because of me.”
 
   Samantha put a hand on her own stomach, the home to her and Andre’s child.  Nothing she did could ever bring that child back.  Nothing could ever heal that pain.  “There are still people who need us, Molly.  Those children need our help,” she said.  Joseph needs my help, she added to herself.  “Reverend Crane will be waiting for us on the docks tonight.  We have to stop him and then we can bring your children back here and find good homes for all of them.  We can make things right for them tonight, but I need you to help me.”
 
   Miss Brigham nodded.  “I’ll help you,” she said.  She stood up and embraced Samantha.  “Thank God for you, Samantha Young.”  Then they got in the car and headed for the docks as fog began to roll in from the sea.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36:  Ghost Towns
 
   Reverend Crane set Prudence on the ground to push aside a boulder guarding the entrance to her prison.  She made sure he wasn’t watching before she unwrapped herself from the dress and ran towards the river.  “Come back here!” he shouted.
 
   Prudence dove into the dark water.  The reverend’s hand grabbed the ends of her hair for a moment before the current swept her away.  Water filled her mouth and lungs as it carried her from the caverns.  The current forced her beneath the water, pinning her down no matter how hard she struggled against it.  Her efforts slowed until coming to a halt as she blacked out.
 
   She awoke on the familiar bank of the stream near the future site of Eternity.  She spit out what seemed like gallons of water onto the beach and wrung another gallon from her hair.  Then she dragged herself up the bank and onto a boulder.
 
   She didn’t know what to do now.  The remaining settlers were on the other side of the island.  Four years old, alone, and naked, she didn’t think she could get there on her own.  This left her with no other choice than to appeal to the savages for help.  From Rodney had said their village was near the future site of Eternity.  If they killed her, she wouldn’t be any worse off than now.
 
   She climbed off the boulder and trudged along the forest path towards where Reverend Crane would build his perfect kingdom if she failed.  As she walked, she watched the brush and listened for any more of the black beasts.  In this state, she knew one of them could snap her in half with little effort.
 
   The farther she went, the more she longed for Rodney by her side.  The comforting warmth of his body, his steady nerves, and boundless optimism could put her at ease in almost any situation.  Why did I let him go? she asked herself.  If she had only found a way to keep him from going on that doomed mission, then he would still be alive.  If she hadn’t listened to Reverend Crane and come here, then Rodney would still be alive.  If she hadn’t married Rodney, then he would still be alive.
 
   She wished she’d been given the chance to go back to that day they met on the roadway.  Then she would turn him away so he could go on with his life without her.  He would have been much happier then.  As for herself, it didn’t matter.  Since the day Reverend Crane violated her in the forest she’d carried around the weight of that knowledge that in time took the form of weight around her midsection.  The reverend’s sin had blossomed inside her stomach like the child she could never bear.
 
   The smell of smoke shook her from her dark thoughts.  Must be cooking fires, she thought.  From the smell, they were roasting meat of some kind.  Her stomach rumbled at the thought.
 
   She emerged from the trees to a sight of unspeakable horror.  The savage village had already been wiped out.  Tiny bodies lay in a pile at the center, too burned to be identified.  The wooden houses where the savages had lived remained untouched for future use along with all their possessions.  
 
   Prudence dropped to her knees on the site of her future workshop, pressing her head to the ground.  They were dead.  Every last one of them slaughtered.  She looked back up at the pile of bodies.  These were not the savages, she thought.  The ones who did this were the real savages.
 
   From the small size of the bodies, she assumed the natives had been forced to ingest water from the Fountain of Youth.  This could only mean Pryde was responsible for the destruction.  His next target would be the settlers on the other side of the island.  If she hurried, she might be able to get there first and warn them.
 
   Prudence took a moment to find a dress made of deer hide and a pair of shoes from one of the native girls.  She also located a knife probably used for cooking to defend herself with.  Holding out one of her scrawny arms, she doubted she could do much good against Pryde or his animals with the knife, but it was better than nothing.  Finally, remembering how badly she’d gotten tangled in the brush while escaping from Veronica, she tied back her hair and tucked it into her dress.
 
   Then she took off running from the native village that would become her home for the next three hundred years.  As she ran, she doubted she could make it in time to do any good.  Pryde already had a substantial head start on her.  Her only hope lay with her tiny body being able to move more quickly than his adult frame.  This was not much hope, but she supposed she had to try.  That’s what Rodney would expect her to do.
 
   She raced through the forest as fast as her legs could take her.  Branches clawed at her, but the tough deer hide dress kept any from scratching her and her bound-up hair didn’t catch on anything.  In what seemed like only moments she reached the meadow near the encampment.  As she ran across the grass, she slammed into someone.
 
   She sat up at the same time as a chubby brunette girl about her age clad in an oversized dress.  “Rebecca?” she said.
 
   “Prudence?” Rebecca said.  “What’s happening?  I was sleeping and then I woke up this way.  This is a dream, isn’t it?  It can’t really be happening.”
 
   Prudence took the crying Rebecca into her arms and stroked her hair.  “I’m afraid it’s very real.  Reverend Crane has found the Fountain of Youth.  He’s already killed Rodney and his party as well as the natives.”
 
   “He’s going to kill us too?” Rebecca squealed.
 
   “No, he’s not.  He’s going to keep us like this for a very long time,” Prudence said.  “Where are the others?  We have to get out of here.”
 
   “He’s rounding them up, that Mr. Pryde and his creature.”  Rebecca looked about her in a panic.  “We have to find my husband.  I didn’t see him when I woke up.”
 
   “He might still be there.  Come on.”  Prudence took Rebecca’s hand and together they crept back to the encampment.  From behind one of the lean-tos, they watched as Pryde snatched the confused children one-by-one.  His animal cornered any who tried to run until his master collected them.
 
   “Go away!” cried a toddler version of Helena as the dog bore down on her.  She curled up into a ball against the side of tent, shaking and crying.  Rebecca started to run towards her, but Prudence held her back.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do for her,” Prudence said.
 
   Pryde dragged Helena kicking and screaming by the hair into one of the lean-tos and locked the door.  “We have to go,” Prudence said.  “They’ll find us soon.”
 
   “Where can we go?” Rebecca asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  Into the forest.  Then we can think of something else,” Prudence said.  Before they could set off, someone grabbed them each by the ear.
 
   “I thought I would find you here, my child,” Reverend Crane said.  “I take it you have already witnessed God’s judgment upon the savages.”
 
   “You’re the savage,” Prudence said.  “You murdered them.”
 
   “They received their reward for their heathen ways.”  Reverend Crane turned to Rebecca.  “Mrs. Applegate, it’s time for you to join the others.”
 
   He dragged the two girls towards Pryde.  As he did, Prudence reached for the knife she’d taken.  She waited until the reverend turned to Pryde and then stabbed him in the arm.  He screamed, his grip loosening enough for Prudence to break free.  She ran across the meadow and into the forest with Pryde’s beast on her trail.
 
   She had failed to stop Reverend Crane from using the water against the settlers, but there had to be something she could do.  She needed only to find someplace to hide until she could think of a strategy.  There had to be somewhere safe on the island for her.
 
   The beast was gaining on her.  She drove into the brush, turning left and right at random intervals in the hope of throwing it off her trail.  No matter how fast she ran, she always heard the animal not far behind.
 
   Then her foot caught on a root and she tumbled forward.  She tried to stand, but pain shot through her leg.  She crawled along the brush a few feet until she heard the growl behind her.  She rolled over to find the black beast coming towards her.  “Go ahead!” she screamed.  “Go on and finish it!”
 
   A whistle sounded before the animal could sink its teeth into her throat.  Pryde and Reverend Crane appeared.  “Fatty’s still alive,” Pryde said.
 
   “My child, you act foolishly,” Reverend Crane said.  “You cannot escape me.  It is God’s will for us to be together.”
 
   “No, please, if you really love me then let me die.  Let me go to Rodney.  I beg you, have mercy on me,” she said.
 
   The reverend scooped her up into his arms and touched her cheek to his.  “I know you don’t mean this.  Come, it’s time to take you home,” he said.  As he carried her through the forest towards the cave, she cried for having failed not just Rodney but all those natives and the settlers.  She had failed everyone, including herself for not plunging the dagger into her own heart instead of the reverend’s arm.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37:  Revival
 
   “Going somewhere?” Veronica said.  “That little tip you gave me didn’t work out so well.  The water is like Miracle-Gro to that shit.  The fucking algae is thicker than ever.  But I suppose that’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”
 
   “No,” Joey said.  “I wanted to help Samantha and the others.  They’re trapped in there.”
 
   “Well now they’re never going to get out, unless you come back with me and work on finding a cure.”
 
   “Don’t do it,” Molly said.  “It’s a trick.  If we go back with her, she’ll kill us all.”
 
   “Now Molly, whatever would make you think that?”
 
   Molly touched her hair and dress, reminders of what Veronica had done to her as well as everyone else on the island.  “You’re a bad person,” she said.  “You didn’t want to help anyone at all.  You wanted the fountain all to yourself.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I?  None of you know how to use its power.  To you it’s something to cure your boo-boos.  Why shouldn’t I take it for myself and use it the way it should be used?”
 
   “It’s not a weapon,” Molly said.  “You’re not supposed to use it to hurt people.”
 
   “I’ve hurt people?  For thirty-five years I’ve suffered because of that brat Samantha.  Thirty-five fucking years of my life because of her betrayal!  All I’ve done is even the score.”
 
   “We didn’t do anything wrong.  They made us,” Helena said.  “They said if we didn’t help them escape they were going to hurt us.  We didn’t want to leave the cellar.  Honest.”
 
   “Oh, that’s all right, sweetie.  I know you didn’t do anything wrong on purpose,” Veronica said.  She relaxed her grip on Helena, who breathed a sigh of relief.  Before Joey could shout a warning, Veronica plunged the knife into Helena’s chest.
 
   Helena, Phyllis, and Molly all screamed as one.  Joey stood there in silence, staring at the bloody wound forming on Helena’s grubby dress.  Veronica yanked the knife out of Helena and then shoved her limp body to the ground.  Joey looked down at the ground, but he didn’t see Helena.  He saw Mommy.
 
   Joey wakes in the middle of the night to the sound of a crash.  At first he wonders if it’s thunder, but then he hears voices from stairs.  He doesn’t recognize the voices.  Strangers! he thinks.
 
   He crawls out of bed and tiptoes to Mommy’s bedroom.  “Mommy?  There are bad people downstairs,” he whispers.  No one answers him.  He pats the blankets to find Mommy isn’t there.  Where did she go? he wonders.
 
   The arguing continues downstairs.  He hears another crash as he creeps down the stairs.  Mommy must have gone down there to stop the bad people.  He wishes Daddy were here; he would be able to stop them.  
 
   Joey hears another crash, this time he’s able to tell it’s coming from the kitchen.  He hurries towards the kitchen to help Mommy.  Voices are talking more calmly now.  He hears Mommy’s among them.  Everything’s all right now, he thinks.
 
   “I don’t need your help!” A woman’s voice screams.  Mommy’s in trouble!  He rushes to the doorway to find Mommy tangled up with another woman.  A third woman stands over them with something in her hand.
 
   “Mommy?” he says.
 
   “Joey, no!” Mommy throws herself towards the standing woman.  He’s paralyzed for one sickening moment as moonlight falls on the blade of a knife in the standing woman’s hand.  In the next instant, the knife plunges into Mommy’s chest.  She stands in the center of the kitchen for a moment, the blade sticking out of her chest, and then she crumples to the floor.
 
   “Now I’ve hurt someone,” Veronica said.
 
   “You did it,” Joey said.  “You killed her.”
 
   “Of course I did.  I’ve been waiting to do that for three years now.  That snotty little bitch got what she deserved.”
 
   At this, Phyllis rushed forward with a scream.  Veronica laughed, easily turning aside the charge and sunk the knife into Phyllis’s throat with the precision of a matador.  Phyllis collapsed to the ground next to Helena, their hands touching in death.  Veronica bent down to remove the bloody weapon.
 
   “You killed Mommy,” Joey said.  “It was you.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Joseph,” Veronica said.  “She was an unfortunate victim of circumstance.  She was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  She took a step towards him.  “I really came there to kill your father, but he was on one of his little fishing trips.  It took twelve years to catch up with him.”
 
   Joey put his hands to his face.  He saw the body of his father lying in the kitchen with the knife wound in the same location as his mother.  Veronica and David were there and then—
 
   He held out his tiny hands.  “You did this to me.  And Samantha and Prudence and Wendell and everyone else here.  You poisoned us with that water and somehow wiped our memories.”
 
   “You get a gold star,” Veronica said.  “And I couldn’t have done it without your help.  If you hadn’t found those Indian potions I never could have erased all your memories.”  She took another step towards him.  “Now that you remember, it’s time we get to work on getting rid of that algae.”
 
   “I’ll never help you!” Joey said.
 
   “Very well,” Veronica said.  She took another step towards him, but reached without looking to yank Molly to her by the hair.  She put the knife to Molly’s throat.  “If you won’t do it then cute little Molly is going to die.”
 
   “Don’t help her,” Molly said.  “She’ll kill us anyway.”
 
   “That may be, but at least you’ll live longer.”
 
   “All right, but I can’t work here.  We have to go back to Seabrooke.  You and I can go.  Leave everyone else alone.”
 
   “There’s very noble of you,” Veronica said.  “I see why Samantha liked you.  But I can’t leave them here to row over and tell the police as soon as we’re gone.”
 
   “What can they do?  They’re little kids.  We’ll burn any other boats.  There’s no way they can build a new one.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Veronica lowered the knife and then shoved Molly on top of Helena and Phyllis.  “Let the little brats stay here and starve to death for all I care.”
 
   Molly got to her feet with tears in her eyes.  “Joseph, you can’t do this.  We can’t let her have the Fountain of Youth.  She’ll use it to hurt more people.”
 
   “This is the only way,” Joseph said.  He went over to hug Molly.  “You did everything you could.  Now I have to do what I can.”  He wiped the tears from her eyes.  “Try to find somewhere safe to hide when we get back.  That’s our only hope.”
 
   She nodded.  They hugged again, but this time Veronica yanked Joseph away by the arm.  She kept the knife at his back as they headed for the beach.  Joseph managed to take a look back at Molly, who remained standing there with tears in her eyes.  He waved to her, knowing it was the last time they would see each other again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38:  Innocents Lost
 
   The door guarding the entrance to the chamber opened.  Footsteps echoed down the corridor, growing closer.  Wendell strained his ears, but only heard the heavy footfalls of a man, not the clacking of an animal’s claws along the stone.  It wasn’t Pryde come to finish him off yet.
 
   The sound of Reverend Crane’s voice confirmed this.  “There’s nothing to fear now, my child,” the reverend whispered.  “Very soon I will complete my purification of this land and we can be together forever.”
 
   “I don’t want to be with you,” Prudence said.  “You killed Rodney and the others.  You killed the natives.  You’re a monster!  You’ve always been one.”
 
   “I am sorry about your husband, but he gave me no choice.  I could not allow him and the savages to stand in the way of performing God’s work.”
 
   “It’s your work!  You’re a terrible, evil man.  You always have been and you always will be.”
 
   A flicker of torchlight approached and then Wendell caught a glimpse of the reverend at the entrance to the chamber, a little girl in his arms.  Prudence.  He’d done to Prudence the same as to him.  And from their conversation, the reverend had already destroyed the native people.  Then it’s all over, he thought.  He wins again.
 
   “Prudence, you know how much I love you.  How much I’ve always loved you.  Don’t you see the possibilities before us?  We have a chance to reshape this land, to remake it in His image.  You and all the others will help me do His will as I was meant to do.”
 
   “You’re sick.  You’re sick and crazy to think there’s anything noble or wonderful about what you’ve done.  You’ve murdered dozens of innocent people for this perverted scheme of yours.  Don’t you see how wrong it is?”
 
   “My dear, everything that’s happened has been through His will.  He brought you to me.  He brought us here.  He brought little Molly to me.  Finally, He brought you to me.  We have a second chance for the happiness we lost in the forest.”
 
   Reverend Crane set the torch on the ground; Wendell pressed himself farther into a corner to remain unseen.  The reverend eased Prudence down near the torch.  He kept her pinned to the ground with one hand, using the other to draw a plait of hair from the back of her dress.  He unbound the plait, spreading her hair across the ground and then burying his nose in her tresses.  “For twenty years this scent has followed me, tormented me.  God has given me a wondrous gift this day.”
 
   “Get away from me!” Prudence shouted.  She thrashed beneath Reverend Crane until he slapped her across the face.
 
   “Be still, my child.  I do not want to hurt you.”  He unbuttoned his pants with one hand and raised the hem of her dress with the other.  “All those years apart I thought of you.  You remained in my mind just as you are now.  When I saw what you’d become in my absence, I wept.  No longer.  You’ve been restored to me, just as beautiful as I remembered.”
 
   “No, don’t do this.  Please,” Prudence said.  Across the chamber, Wendell saw her tears sparkling in the torchlight.  “Someone help me!  Help me!”
 
   “Excuse me, sir, can you help me?” Wendelle asks the stranger in the black coat.  “I’m terribly hungry and I’ve no place to stay.  Can you spare any change?”
 
   In the two weeks since leaving Mother’s house, she’s used up all of Isabelle’s money since reaching Glasgow.  No one will hire her, saying she’s too small, weak, and ignorant for work.  The last three days she’s eaten only rancid scraps from the garbage.  Her stomach pains her every waking moment and in her dreams, she’s tormented by imaginary feasts that disappear before she can taste anything.  
 
   Her hand trembles as she holds it out to the gentleman in the black coat.  She’s asked dozens of people passing by along the docks and received nothing.  He turns to her with a leer on his face and a schilling in his hand.  He dangles it over her head as he says, “What’ll you do to earn it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she says.
 
   He grabs her by the hair, pulling her head back so their eyes meet.  “I’m sure you can think of something,” he says.
 
   “Oh, please, sir, no.  I’m sorry I bothered you.  I better be going now,” she says.  She tries to escape his grip, but he maintains his hold.
 
   He waves the schilling before her eyes.  “Don’t you want this?  I’d say for someone as ugly as you it’s a fair price.”
 
   “Please sir, let me go.  I’ve made a mistake.”
 
   “In that case, maybe I’ll take what I want for free.”  He drops the schilling into his pocket and then clamps the hand over Wendelle’s mouth.  He drags her into an alley, throwing her down into a puddle of water.  
 
   From his belt he produces a knife with a dozen marks notched on the blade.  “Let’s get these rags off you,” he says.  Under the spell of the knife, Wendelle is unable to move as he slices the front of her dress down the center.  He peels the halves away and laughs.
 
   “What’s this?” he says.  “What kind of trick are you playing on me, boy?”
 
   “Boy?  I’m not—” He silences her by punching her in the face.  His cheeks turn red with rage and his fingers tighten around the knife.
 
   “You think I’m a fool?  You think I don’t know the difference between a boy and a girl?”
 
   “No, of course not—” He punches her again.
 
   “You must be mad.  Fortunately, I have the cure for that.”  Wendelle braces for him to plunge the knife into her heart, but instead he jams it back into his belt.  He seizes her arms, flipping her onto her stomach.  He presses her head down into the puddle with one hand while the other unbuttons his pants.
 
   The next few minutes Wendelle experiences a pain unlike anything she’s ever felt before.  The agony drags on as he plunges himself into her again and again until she feels something warm and sticky inside her.  He pulls away from her, buttoning up his pants again.  “That’s what we do to your kind,” he whispers into your ear.  He drops the schilling next to her on the ground.
 
   Wendelle lies in the puddle, listening to the man’s footsteps fade away.  When she gets to her feet, she’s born again, this time as a boy.  Wendell, he thinks.  My name is Wendell and I’m a boy.  He pulls the tattered halves of the dress around him as best he can and staggers out of the alley.  Only later, once he’s made his way out of Glasgow, does he allow himself to cry for the girl who died there.
 
   Prudence screamed again as the reverend thrust himself between her legs.  Wendell got to his feet and charged forward out of the darkness.  He leapt at Reverend Crane, aiming for his head.  The reverend saw him in time to swat him down with one arm as easily as swatting a fly.  Wendell collapsed to the ground, stunned.
 
   “Wendell!” Prudence said.  Reverend Crane took him by the throat and threw him against the wall with a violent snap.  Wendell’s limbs went numb so that he could only watch the reverend violate little Prudence.
 
   Her eyes pleaded with Wendell throughout, begging him to do something.  But again, just as in the alley, he was powerless.  He finally closed his eyes, but still heard her terrified whimpers and moans.  
 
   Only when Reverend Crane let out a contented sigh did Wendell open his eyes.  The reverend laid his head on Prudence’s wet cheek.  “What have I done?” he said.  Tears came to the reverend’s eyes.  He sprang back, his face suddenly turning red with anger.  “You’ve done this to me again!  You vile temptress!  You spawn of Satan!  I ought to kill you now to wipe your evil from the earth forever.”
 
   The reverend dropped to his knees.  “Forgive me, Lord, for I am but a weak man.  A man of mere flesh.  You presented me with this test as you tested Abraham and Moses and your own holy son by bringing this girl, this source of my greatest shame back to me.  I have failed you.”
 
   Prudence lay sobbing on the ground, curling herself up to face away from Wendell and Reverend Crane.  The reverend got to his feet, mumbling to himself, “There’s only one thing to do.  There’s only one way to make amends.”
 
   Wendell tried to call out a warning, but no words would come out of his mouth.  He watched helplessly as the reverend grabbed Prudence, pinning her against the wall to look into her eyes.  “Yes, there is only one thing to do.  I must bring you to Him as Christ brought the whore Mary Magdeline to Him.  You will devote your life to Him and by redeeming you I will redeem myself.  That is the only way to save both our souls.”
 
   He set Prudence on the ground and laid a hand on her cheek.  “Fear not, my child.  Our salvation begins this moment.  For now you must remain here.  I will return for you in time.”
 
   Reverend Crane picked up the torch and then bolted from the chamber.  After the door closed, Prudence crawled over to Wendell.  “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “I can’t…move,” he said, the words forming as if he were learning to speak for the first time.
 
   She stretched him out on the floor, running a hand along his dress.  “Why are you wearing this?” she asked.
 
   “This is…how I was,” he said.  In halting words he went on to explain about his mother raising him as a girl named Wendelle until the night she found him masturbating to Isabelle’s image.  Fresh tears came to her eyes as he went on to describe Pryde raping him in Glasgow, Fiona’s death in the hayloft, and his years on the streets until he stowed away on the Primrose.
 
   When he finished, she kissed him.  Her lips breathed life into his crippled limbs; he folded his arms around her and pressed her close.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I failed you.”
 
   “We still have each other.  That’s all that matters right now,” she said.  “No matter what happens over the next three hundred years, I’ll still love you.  Even if I can’t remember in my mind, I’ll remember in my heart.”
 
   They kissed again and then fell asleep in each other’s arms.  They awoke some time later to the sound of the door opening.  This time Wendell heard human footsteps followed by the clicking of animal claws.  Pryde appeared in the chamber a few moments later with the beast at his side.
 
   “Aren’t you the cute couple,” he sneered.  “It’s a pity I have to break this up.”
 
   From his belt, Pryde took out a flask and a clay bowl Wendell recognized from the native ceremony in the cave.  Pryde filled the bowl with a red liquid that glowed like the fountain water.  “Courtesy of our dearly departed friends,” he said.
 
   “What is that?” Prudence asked, tightening her grip on Wendell.  “Some kind of poison?”
 
   “Sadly, no.  The reverend says this will ‘purify your minds.’  Whatever that means.”
 
   “He’s going to erase our memories,” Wendell said.  “That’s how he’s done it all these years.  The natives used this to wipe the memories of people after they put them into the fountain.  They must have gotten the formula from that cave Joe found.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about that.  I was only told to give you kids your medicine and that’s what I aim to do.  Now you two can do this the easy way or the fun way.”  The beast took a step forward and growled to emphasize his master’s point.
 
   “I love you,” Wendell whispered into Prudence’s ear.  As soon as he drank from the bowl, his head began to spin.  The thoughts in his mind swirled around as if in a hurricane so that he had to scream his final words:  “I love Prudence!”
 
   With his last strength he kissed her a final time.  A red glow erupted between them, blinding them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39:  Alternate History
 
   In the car, Samantha outlined her plan.  “When we get to the docks, you go to the boat.”
 
   “Alone?  Aren’t you coming?”
 
   “Pryde will be waiting for you behind some crates.  When you get there, he’ll pop out to grab you.  Now, here’s the hard part.  He might hit you.  He might even stab you with his knife.  But he’s not going to let you die, not unless you tell him about me.  If you do that, he’ll kill you for sure.”
 
   “Kill me?  Why would he do that?”
 
   “Because he’s an evil psychopath.  Don’t you see that?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe—”
 
   “Have you ever been out to that place of his in the woods?”  She shook her head.  “In the cellar he keeps his victims.  Hundreds of them going back to when the town started.  He keeps their bones, clothes, family pictures, everything.  That’s his hobby.  When we get there you can go there and find out.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “I know it might be hard to understand—I don’t understand it myself—but I’ve seen what happens over the next twelve years.  They’re going to ambush us at the dock tonight and the reverend is going to hit me with some of that magic water so that I become a little girl.  Then he’s going to somehow erase my memory and take me back.  When I wake up, you’re going to have Prudence take me down to the stream and give me a bath.”
 
   “Oh my,” Miss Brigham said.  Her face paled with shock.  “Mr. Pryde, I can’t believe he could do anything so monstrous.”
 
   “Look, Molly, it’s going to be all right.  We’re going to put a stop to him and the reverend tonight.”
 
   “We aren’t going to hurt them, are we?”
 
   “No, of course not.  As long as we stick to the plan.”
 
   “After Mr. Pryde grabs me, then what?”
 
   “The reverend is going to come around then to find out who you’ve talked to.  It’s very, very important you do exactly as I say here, all right?”  She nodded.  “Good.  You have to tell him there’s a car waiting for you and that you’ll lead them to it.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because as you’re leading them to the car, I’m going to ambush them.  I’ll knock them out, tie them up, and then we’ll drop them off at the police station and fetch the children.”
 
   “This sounds dangerous,” she said.
 
   “It’s very dangerous and there’s a good chance it won’t work.  In that case, I have a way to make sure we get help.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   Samantha held up a hastily-scribbled note.  “My friends in the FBI are looking for me.  In case I don’t make it back, this note should get to my boss and tell him where I am.  They’ll come to get me and find everyone else.”  Samantha placed the note into an envelope addressed for Assistant Director Tanner and left it on the dashboard.  “Not a foolproof plan, but it’s the best we can do on short notice.”
 
   She stopped the car at the edge of the docks.  “Thank you for all your help, Samantha.  If anything should happen to me, I want you to know how much I respect and admire your courage.  You are an angel, I know it in my heart.  He guided me to you.”
 
   More like the devil, Samantha thought.  The devil working through Veronica Pryde had led Samantha here.  She knew Miss Brigham would never accept this, so she said, “Thank you.  You’re a much braver person than you think too.  Remember that.”
 
   After a farewell embrace, Miss Brigham opened her door and soon disappeared into the fog.  Samantha waited a full minute before she ventured out of the car.  She pulled the pistol out of her jacket and crept towards the slip where Molly would spring Pryde’s ambush.
 
   She looked for a good spot for her own ambush.  At the start of the pier she found a pair of rope coils stacked up.  She dropped into the center of the coils, squatting down so that no one could see her.  Through a gap in the coils she could see anyone approaching from the pier.  When the reverend and Pryde came by with Miss Brigham, she would leap out and take them.
 
   A scream echoed across the docks.  She didn’t want to imagine what Pryde and Reverend Crane might do to Miss Brigham.  I shouldn’t use her like this, Samantha thought.  It’s too risky.  Her last attempt to set a trap had ended with Joseph losing his mother.  I won’t fail again.
 
   “She’s in the car.  Over there!  Over there!” Miss Brigham screamed.  Samantha braced herself as she heard footsteps approaching.  To her dismay she saw only Pryde from between the rope coils.  The reverend hadn’t taken the bait.  Then I’ll take them one at a time, she thought.
 
   She waited for Pryde to stomp past and then rose to her feet.  She hopped over the coils of rope, landing on top of Pryde.  He tried to get his knife free, but she pinned his arm down.  She smashed the butt of her pistol over his head.  He groaned and then went unconscious.
 
   For a moment she held the pistol’s barrel over his forehead, but she couldn’t risk a shot alerting the reverend.  She dragged Pryde’s body behind the rope coils to deal with later, after she took out Reverend Crane.  Then she resumed her hiding place to wait for him.
 
   “Where is that fool?” she heard the reverend say after a few minutes, the sound of footsteps approaching her position.  Reverend Crane held Miss Brigham by the arm, a dagger in his other hand at her back.  No matter, Samantha thought.
 
   She waited for them to pass as she had with Pryde, and then leapt from the top of the coils.  She knocked Reverend Crane to the ground, his dagger skittering away into the water.  Before he could react, she punched him in the face.  Then she pulled out her pistol and cocked it.  “It’s time for you to go back to Hell,” she said.
 
   “What are you doing?” Miss Brigham asked.
 
   “What has to be done.”
 
   “This savage is going to kill me,” Reverend Crane said.  “Molly, you can’t let this happen.  My blood will be on your hands.  You will never wash away such sin.”
 
   “Don’t listen to him, Molly.  He killed your child, remember?  He’s enslaved you and the other children for hundreds of years.  He deserves this.”
 
   “Molly, I love you.  I’ve always loved you.  What happened to our baby is terrible.  It’s a stain on my soul I will have to beg His forgiveness for forever.  I panicked and I did something terrible.”  Reverend Crane started to cry.  He held out his arms towards Molly.  “You must forgive me.  I love you.  We’ll have another baby.  As many as you want.”
 
   “You’re not going to worm out of this,” Samantha said.
 
   “No!” Miss Brigham screamed.  Before Samantha could pull the trigger, Miss Brigham crashed into her.  The shot went high, disappearing into the fog.  
 
   Samantha threw Molly off and lined up another shot just as the vial of glowing liquid shattered across her face.  The pistol dropped from her grasp as she threw both hands to her face, wiping away the glass shards and liquid.  No, not again!
 
   When her vision cleared, Reverend Crane stood over her.  She knelt there on the dock in her loose-fitting clothes, once more a ten-year-old girl.  “Molly, give me the gun,” Reverend Crane said.
 
   “Molly, no!” Samantha squealed.
 
   “Are you going to kill her?” Miss Brigham asked.
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “Don’t listen to him.  He’ll kill both of us.”
 
   Miss Brigham pressed the gun into Reverend Crane’s hands.  “You see, my child, she still loves me.  Did you really think you could turn her against me after all these years?”  He kissed a sobbing Miss Brigham on the forehead.  “Go attend to Mr. Pryde my dear while I deal with her.”
 
   “Please, don’t hurt her,” Miss Brigham said.
 
   “I’m sorry, my dear, but she knows too much,” Reverend Crane said, turning on her.  This gave Samantha the opportunity she needed to leap up and kick the gun away with one of her oversized shoes.  The pistol dropped into the water.
 
   Before Samantha could spin around to kick the reverend in the midsection, he grabbed her by the hair and threw her to the ground.  She tried to scramble to her feet, but her body wouldn’t respond.  “Spare the rod, spoil the child,” he growled, hitting her over the head with a board.
 
   As her world dimmed, she heard Reverend Crane say, “Did she tell anyone about us?”
 
   “No, no one knows.  But there’s a message in the car.”
 
   “Go retrieve it.  We can’t leave any sign.”
 
   After Molly shuffled away, Reverend Crane bent down next to Samantha.  “It’s time for you to meet your creator, my child,” he whispered into her ear.  I failed again, she thought.  Joseph, I’m sorry.  Then her world went dark.
 
   ***
 
   Darkness presses all around her.  She can’t see anything.  The smell of something wet and decaying fills her head, a wave of nausea rising from within her.  She tries to escape, but her arms and legs won’t move.  She’s trapped in this dark place with no way out. She tries to scream, but nothing comes out.  Someone help me, she thinks.  Get me out of here!
 
   Then she hears a voice that sounds distant, as though she’s hearing it from the bottom of a well.  “What do we do with her?” the voice asks.
 
   “Toss her into the sea.  By the time she washes up in Canada we will have long since departed.”
 
   She struggles against the bonds holding her, whipping her body around like a caged animal as she tries to escape.  “She’s awake,” the first voice says.
 
   “No matter.  She can’t escape from there.  Put her on board and let us be gone from here.”
 
   “We can’t do this,” a third voice says.  “We can’t kill her.  It’s not right.”
 
   “It is necessary.  Sacrifices must be made.  I thought I had made that abundantly clear to you already.”
 
   “Take her with us.  Make her one of us.”
 
   “I will not have one of her kind living with us.  She’s far too dangerous.  She could destroy us.”
 
   “But think of how useful one such as her can be.”
 
   She stops struggling then, awaiting the judgment against her.  “Yes, she could be an asset, if controlled.  Very well, she will come with us.”  There’s a pause and then she finds herself suspended in midair.  A moment later she’s flying, only to slam into something solid.  Colored stars pulse and explode before her eyes as her dark world spins out of control.  “You had better be right about her,” the second voice says.  Then a flash of red light erupts from within the bag, blinding her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40:  Molly Strikes Back
 
   Molly watched Joseph retreat from view and then looked down at the bodies of Helena and Phyllis.  Veronica had killed them.  She had killed them with so little thought, as if she were swatting mosquitoes.  How could Molly have been so wrong about Veronica all these years?
 
   For three years she had known Veronica.  Samantha had raised them as sisters during that time.  Although they were the same age, Veronica had always insisted she was the older of them, bossing Molly around like a little sister.  I let her, Molly thought.  Every time Veronica wanted to do something, no matter how it might get them in trouble, Molly went along.
 
   After Rebecca fell into the Fountain of Youth, Molly latched onto Veronica as her only friend in the world.  Veronica, being the same age as her, was the only one who could understand how it felt to be the baby in the community.  And because of that, Molly went along with everything Veronica did, too afraid to lose her only friend.  
 
   She was never my friend, Molly thought, touching the mud-stained hem of her dress.  Veronica had used her, just as she had used David and even Samantha to get what she wanted.  Now she would use Joseph to clear away the algae so she could have access to the Fountain of Youth again.
 
   All of this was her fault.  She thought back to that moment in the cave when Rebecca tottered on the brink of the fountain.  If Molly had only reached out her hand to pull Rebecca—the girl who had raised her from an infant—back from the edge everything would have been different.  How could I have let her die? Molly wondered.  I was angry with her.  I was an angry little girl and I didn’t know any better.
 
   This thought did little to comfort her when she again looked down at Helena and Phyllis.  They had died because of Molly’s grudge against the best mother she could remember.  Samantha, Prudence, Wendell, and David were gone too thanks to her.  How many more would have to pay for her mistake?
 
   She couldn’t let Veronica take Joseph to Seabrooke.  She had to stop them somehow, but she was too little to fight Veronica.  She needed help.
 
   Molly ran into town, waving her arms and shouting for help.  “Oh, look who’s back,” one of the boys who’d tormented her earlier said.  “What’s wrong, do you need your diaper changed?”
 
   “Helena and Phyllis are dead and she’s going to kill Joseph.  You have to help me stop her.  Please,” Molly said.
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “Veronica!  She killed them.”
 
   “Who are Helena and Phyllis?” one of the other boys asked.
 
   “She probably made them up.”
 
   “I did not.  You saw them earlier.  They were with Joseph and I.  She killed them and now she’s going to kill him.”
 
   One of the boys tousled her hair roughly.  “Sure.  We believe you.  We’ll go stop that evil witch right now.  Where’s my magic sword and armor?”
 
   The boys laughed at this.  Molly’s face turned red as she tried not to cry in front of them.  “Please, you have to believe me.  Joseph is in danger and so are all the rest of us.”
 
   “Right, we’re all in terrible danger.”  The boys snickered.
 
   “Why won’t you believe me?” Molly said.  She could no longer hold the tears back.  “I’m not lying.”
 
   “Uh oh, looks like the baby is getting cranky.”
 
   “I think she needs a nap.”  The boys dragged her into the nearest building—Prudence’s shop—and threw her onto a pile of rags.  She tried to get to her feet, but they shoved her down.  “Baby is getting fussy.  Maybe we should get her a bottle.”
 
   “I’m not a baby and I’m not making this up!  Go see the bodies for yourself!  They’re—” The rest of her words were cut off when one of the boys stuffed a rag into her mouth.  They bound her hands and feet then so she couldn’t move.
 
   In a mocking voice they sang her a lullaby until she closed her eye and pretended to sleep.  “Oh look, Baby is finally all pooped out.”
 
   “I bet by tomorrow she’ll really be pooped.”  The boys all laughed at this on their way out of the shop.  Molly waited until the door closed before she opened her eyes.  She tried to stand up, but they’d tied the rags too tightly for her to move.  This can’t be happening, she thought.  Joseph is going to die because of me.
 
   The door opened then, a slim girl in a powder blue dress slipping into the shop.  She glided over to Molly’s side and knelt down before her.  The girl pulled the gag from Molly’s mouth.  “Annie?  You’ve got to help me.  Veronica’s gone mad.  She killed Helena and Phyllis and now she’ll kill Joseph.”
 
   “I know,” Annie said.
 
   “You saw?”  Annie nodded.  “But then why didn’t you help us?  We might have been able to stop her.”
 
   “What happened is what was meant to happen.”
 
   “Then why are you saving me?”  
 
   “Because it’s what I must do.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Annie closed her eyes, the rest of her face tightening as though straining to hear a distant voice.  “I hear it speaking to me.  The fountain.  Ever since Veronica started to use it.  Do you think everything that’s happened here has occurred by chance?  It’s guiding us to our final destiny and you, Molly, have played the greatest role in shaping that fate.”  Annie opened her eyes and patted Molly on the cheek.  “On the outside you are a small child, but inside your soul is much older, almost ancient.  Even in this body you can still act as grown-up as you want.  Remember that.”
 
   “But what about Veronica?  How can I stop her?”
 
   “When the time comes, you’ll know what to do.”  She untied Molly and then helped her up.  From the pockets of her dress, Annie produced a handful of stones.  “These will allow you to free Joseph.  If you run, you should be able to overtake them before they reach the shore.”
 
   “Thank you,” Molly said.  She took the stones and then raced out of the shop.  The trio of boys cried out when she ran past before laughing and going back to their game.  She passed the fallen bodies of Helena and Phyllis and then bolted into the forest to try and catch Veronica before it was too late.
 
   As she ran, Molly thought of what Annie had said.  Even though she was a child in body, she could still act grown-up in spirit.  All along she’d acted like a little girl in deferring to Veronica.  Not anymore.  It was time for her to act like an adult and stand up to Veronica.
 
   As Annie had predicted, Molly overtook Veronica and Joseph, catching sight of them in the forest about halfway to the shore.  They picked their way carefully through the forest, Joseph leading the way while Veronica hung back a step with her knife at the ready in case he tried anything.  They didn’t give any sign of seeing her, so she crawled forward through the brush to find a better position for an ambush.  
 
   She located a small clearing about fifty feet away and found a spot among the brush to wait.  The stones had turned warm in her sweaty palms.  She didn’t know what good a handful of rocks could do against Veronica, but then she thought of David and Goliath.  Please God, guide my rocks like you did David’s, she prayed.  If this didn’t work, then both she and Joseph would meet the same fate as Helena and Phyllis.
 
   Joseph appeared at the edge of the clearing, followed by Veronica.  Molly waited in silence until they reached the center before she threw the first rock at Veronica’s head.  The marble-sized rock struck Veronica in the shoulder.  “What the hell was that?” she said.
 
   “What?” Joseph said.
 
   “Something hit me.  You better not be up to anything.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything.”  Molly threw the next rock, a bigger one that hit Veronica on the arm.  She only had three stones left.  I can’t miss, she thought.
 
   “Let’s get moving,” Veronica said.  She pushed Joseph forward.  Molly reared back to throw the next stone.  She picked the largest one, the size of a golf ball, and hurled it as hard as she could, saying another prayer as she threw.
 
   The rock struck Veronica in the back of the head.  She stumbled forward, collapsing to the ground.  Molly burst out of the brush towards Joseph.  “Joey, run!” she said.  She took his hand and together they ran into the forest, Veronica roaring curses after them.  
 
   “Where are we going?” Joseph asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Molly said.  Nowhere was safe from Veronica.  There was only one way to stop her once and for all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41:  Reunion
 
   Molly skidded to a halt in front of the cave.  She checked behind her for any sign of Veronica, but didn’t hear or see anything.  Beside her, Joseph fidgeted nervously.  “Why are we here?” he asked.  “This will be one of the first places she’ll look for us.”
 
   “We have to destroy it,” Molly said.  “So no one can ever use it to hurt anyone again.”
 
   “We can’t!” Joseph said.  “Samantha is still in there.  We have to find a way to get her out of there.”
 
   “They can’t be alive in there.  It’s impossible.”
 
   “I saw them,” he said.  “I did.”
 
   “I know you love Samantha, but she couldn’t have survived a fall into the fountain.  At her age she couldn’t have lasted more than a few seconds in there.”
 
   “She’s not dead!  She’s in there.”  Joseph pushed Molly aside and then ran into the cave.  He bent down at the edge of the fountain.  As Veronica had said, the algae had grown thicker so that a solid coat covered the water.  He couldn’t see anything reflected on the fountain’s surface.  “No.  She can’t be gone.  She can’t be.”
 
   Molly put a hand on his shoulder.  “We have to find a way to destroy this place before Veronica finds us,” she said.  She looked around for the defenses Wendell had installed years ago.  She found one of the trip wires, holding up the severed pieces.  “Oh no.  They’ve disarmed everything.”
 
   “Isn’t there some way to fix it?” Joseph asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t know how,” she said.  Joseph knelt down beside her to examine the broken trip wire.  “Can you repair it?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but there has to be another way.”  He looked around the cave for anything that could be of use.  He saw only the empty stone floor and walls.  “What did these wires go to?” he asked Molly.
 
   “They triggered some rocks over the fountain,” she said.
 
   “Then we have to find a way to get up there.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Build a ladder somehow.”
 
   “We don’t have any tools and we’re too little to move any big rocks or logs around.”
 
   “You have ladders in town, right?”
 
   “Yes, but if we try to go into town Veronica will find us.”
 
   “Not if we’re careful.”  He grabbed Molly by the shoulders to calm her down.  “It’s our only hope now.  We can split up and that way maybe she’ll only catch one of us.”
 
   Molly thought of Annie’s words again.  She had to act like a grown-up in this situation.  She was small and weak and not as smart as Joseph.  Any hope to destroy the fountain lay with him.  “You go into town and find the ladder.  I’ll find Veronica and draw her off,” Molly said.
 
   “Molly, no.  I’m the one she wants.  I’ll distract her and you get the ladder to destroy this place.”
 
   “Joseph, please, you have to let me do this.  It’s the only way that makes sense.”
 
   “No it’s not!”  Tears came to his eyes.  “I can’t let you do this.  I can’t let you end up like the others.”  He couldn’t let Molly die like his parents and Samantha.  Not after all she’d done for him in the last three days.
 
   “I can’t destroy this place, not on my own.  I’m not like you.  I’m just a weak little girl.  I always have been.”
 
   “That’s not true.  You saved me from Veronica twice already.  You’re bigger than you seem.”
 
   “We don’t have time to argue,” Molly said.  “If you think about this logically, you know this is the best way.  I don’t know how to trigger those rocks, but I can keep Veronica occupied for a few minutes.”  She again thought back to what Annie had said.  “We each have to do what we were meant to do.”
 
   “You weren’t meant to die.  I won’t accept that!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Joseph.  This is the way it has to be.”  With that, she ran from the cave.  Joseph called after her to stop, but she’d already disappeared into the trees.  She was gone.  Another person he cared about was gone.
 
   He started towards the cave entrance to head into town for a ladder.  Before he reached the opening, the cave exploded in red light, blinding him.  Joseph pressed both hands to his eyes and dropped to his knees.  As he knelt there he heard a familiar voice say, “No, I’m stiw widow.”
 
   “Samantha?” he called out.
 
   “Joseph?”  He felt a hand on his shoulder.  “What you doing here?  When ow we?”
 
   He patted the folds of her tattered dress to hug her.  “Oh thank God,” he said.  “I knew you were still alive.  I saw you in the water and I knew.”
 
   “How wong I been gone?” she asked.
 
   “You’ve been in there for three days,” he said.
 
   “But I not in there,” she said.  “I was in Seabwooke, but it was years ago when I was a gwown up.”  She told him about waking up in a Savannah motel room to discover she was a 40-year-old FBI agent.  She went on to describe the string of murders that led her to Seabrooke, not mentioning the murder of Joseph’s mother.  She finished by relating her meeting with Miss Brigham and capture by the reverend.  “Then I woke up here.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Joseph said.  His vision began to clear so that he could make out Samantha’s chubby face.  What did it matter where she had been or what she had thought she saw?  All that mattered was that he had her back.  He kissed her on the forehead, cheeks, and then lips.  Even in her current state, her flesh felt the same as he remembered.
 
   She pushed him back and said, “Joe, we have to stop Vewonica.  She kiwwed aw those people.”
 
   “I know.  Molly and I were going to destroy this place, but we can’t get up to the ceiling to trigger a cave-in.  We need to find a ladder of some kind.”
 
   “I hewp you,” Samantha said.  She took his hand, but before they could start out, the Fountain of Youth erupted in red light again.  Joseph clapped a hand over Samantha’s eyes and then closed his own to keep from being blinded.  When he opened his eyes, he saw little Prudence and Wendell lying at the edge of the fountain, entangled in each other’s arms.
 
   “Pwoodance!  Wendell!  You’re awive!” Samantha said.  She rushed forward to hug her friends.  “I taught you dead.”
 
   “What’s going on?  Where are we?” Prudence asked.
 
   “You been gone for twee days,” Samantha said.  She hugged Prudence again.  “But now you back.”
 
   Prudence started to cry.  “Oh, Smanfa, it was terrible.  The reverend…he raped me.  And he killed Rodney and the whole village of natives.”  She broke down into uncontrolled sobs.
 
   “Pwoodance, I don’t understand.  The weverend?  Wodney?”
 
   “We were back in time, about three hundred fifty years ago,” Wendell said.  He explained about the shipwreck, the schism between Prudence’s husband and Reverend Crane, and the reverend’s discovery of the Fountain of Youth.
 
   “How can this be?” Samantha said.
 
   Joseph clapped his hands, the three other children looking to him.  “Of course, it’s so obvious now!” he said.
 
   “What?” Wendell asked.
 
   “This algae.  It’s not just some stupid plants.  It has temporal properties that allow it to serve as some kind of gateway through time.  When you fell in, it transported you back in time.  Do you see what this means?”  The others shook their heads.  “This whole thing here is like a time machine.  We don’t need a ladder or anything else.  We can use this to go back in time and stop Veronica.”
 
   “But we twied before and faiwed,” Samantha said.
 
   “Yes, but you didn’t know because your memories were wiped.  If you go through now, you’ll remember everything.”
 
   “Who should go back?” Prudence asked.
 
   “Wet me go,” Samantha said.  “Vewonica is my wesponsibiwitty.  I can stop her.”
 
   “Samantha, no, it’s too risky,” Joseph said.  “Let me go.”
 
   “I’m the one who should go,” Wendell said.  “I’m the one who let the reverend find the fountain in the first place.”
 
   “Wendell, you can’t.  I don’t want to lose you too,” Prudence said and began to cry again.  Samantha, Joseph, and Wendell argued among themselves until they heard a drum beat outside the cave.  “What’s that?”
 
   The children went to the entrance of the cave to see a line of torches approaching.  The sound of drums grew louder as the torches came closer.  They stopped at the foot of the hill so that the children in the cave could see them.
 
   Every child in Eternity had gathered at the base of the hill.  The boys carried pitchforks, knives, and boards for weapons along with their torches.  The drumbeat came from a line of girls banging on pots and pans.  They continued drumming as a group made its way through the crowd.  Veronica stood at the head of the group, along with a trio of boys dragging a squirming Molly.
 
   “Joseph, we know you’re in there.  Come down and I promise Molly won’t be hurt.  More so, I mean.  I’ll give you thirty seconds to answer and then I’ll cut her throat.”
 
   “I’ll come down when you let her go,” Joseph shouted back.
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t let her go.  She has to answer for the murders of poor Helena and Phyllis.  But I promise if you come down, she’ll only be locked up in the cellar for a while.  Think it over.  You have twenty seconds.”
 
   “What do we do?” Prudence asked.
 
   “I’ll go down there,” Joseph said.
 
   “Joe, you can’t!” Samantha said.  “She kiww you!”
 
   “It won’t matter if you use the fountain to go back in time and stop her.  It’ll be like none of this ever happened.”
 
   “Aw wight,” Samantha said.  She kissed Joseph for what might be the last time.  “I won’t faiw you this time,” she said as she let him go.
 
   “I know you won’t.”  As Joseph started down the path, someone emerged from behind a rock to grab him.  Samantha cried out a moment before a net descended upon her, Prudence, and Wendell.  Two boys came out of hiding, shouting with triumph.
 
   Samantha kicked and clawed at the netting, but it was too strong for her tiny limbs.  The boys dragged the net down the path, leaving them at Veronica’s feet.  She knelt down and reached through the netting to grab Samantha by the hair.  “This must be my lucky day,” Veronica said.  “As soon as I get the fountain back, you and I are going to have ever so much fun.”
 
   “No!” Joseph shouted.  He tried to break free from his captors until one of the boys elbowed him in the stomach.  Samantha screamed at this and again tried to get out of the net, but couldn’t.
 
   “Take them back to town,” Veronica said.  Before letting go of Samantha, she whispered, “This time you and your little friends aren’t going to escape me.”  As the boys dragged the net towards town, Samantha began to cry for having failed yet again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 42:  The Plea
 
   The ground and netting shredded the back of Prudence’s dress until she felt a burning pain from her raw flesh scraping against the dirt.  Samantha continued to struggle next to her, tearing at the net in a frenzy that did nothing.  Wendell had his eyes closed as if already accepting their failure.
 
   This is what it comes down to after three hundred fifty years, she thought.  They would be dragged into town by their fellow children to be tortured for years, until death finally came for them.  These children who at one time had been her neighbors and friends would now be her executioners.  She and Rodney had come here with the others to find a new land of peace and tolerance, where they could live without fear.  But ever since Reverend Crane had taken control of the Fountain of Youth, fear had ruled the land.  It’s just as well Rodney isn’t here to see what’s become of them, she thought.
 
   Samantha finally ran out of energy to struggle, her body going limp.  She turned to Prudence and said, “This not over yet.  We find a way, Pwoodance.”
 
   At another time Prudence might have put some faith into her friend’s defiant words.  At ten or fourteen or seventeen Samantha could probably find a way out of the net and to take down anyone who got in their way.  But the fat toddler next to her in the net, who couldn’t even pronounce Prudence’s name correctly, was as helpless as Prudence in the forest with Reverend Crane.  
 
   They couldn’t fight their way out of this.  Trapped in the net and surrounded by enemies, they couldn’t run either.  They were doomed to suffer through whatever torments Veronica had in store for them, if the other children didn’t kill them first.
 
   She closed her eyes to pray for a quick death.  Better that than another three centuries spent as a child.  At least dead she might get to see Rodney again.  There she might finally become the adult woman he had loved so long ago.  They could finally live the life they’d come here to find.
 
   Wendell touched her hand.  What would become of him?  They had been through so much together the last three years, ever since their first trip to Seabrooke.  From that time, Wendell had loved her as much and made her as happy as she ever was with Rodney.  With Wendell she had discovered strength and beauty she never thought possible.  For the first time she had become the person she might have been if Reverend Crane hadn’t taken her into the forest.  Wendell meant as much to Prudence as Rodney; what would happen to their love if they died?
 
   She turned to Wendell and said, “Promise me that no matter what happens you’ll never leave me.”
 
   “I promise,” he said.  He opened his eyes and with great difficulty managed to kiss her on the cheek.  “I love you.  No matter where or when or how old we are, there’s nothing that can ever change that.”
 
   The town appeared in her vision.  The boys dragging the net slowed as they reached the town square.  “What do we do with them?” one of them asked.
 
   “The redheads are traitors.  Dispose of them however you like.  The fat one is mine,” Veronica said.  As soon as the boys pulled the netting away, Veronica snatched Samantha by the arm, dragging her away.  
 
   “Samantha!” Joseph shouted.  He tried to run after her, but was again elbowed in the ribs.  For her part, Samantha kicked and even tried to bite Veronica to no avail.
 
   A group of boys hauled Prudence and Wendell to their feet and then carried them to the center of the square, where they were reunited with Molly.  “What do we do with them?” some of the boys asked.
 
   “Stab them!”
 
   “Hang them!”
 
   A boy Prudence recognized as John, Helena’s former husband, pressed his way through the crowd.  “I say we burn them!” he said.  The other boys roared their approval of this.
 
   “How do we do that?” someone asked.
 
   “Tie them to a post and light a fire beneath them,” John said.  He shoved Prudence’s head forward and then with his knife sawed off her long hair.  She screamed from the pain until someone muffled her with a dirty rag.  John held up the shorn tresses for everyone to see.  “This will make good kindling.”
 
   “You can’t do this,” Wendell pleaded.  “We haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “She killed Helena and Phyllis,” John said, pointing to Molly.  “And you two helped her.”
 
   “She couldn’t have killed them,” Wendell said.  “Look how small she is.  How could she murder anyone?”
 
   “Veronica is lying to you,” Molly said.  “She’s using you like she used me.  As soon as she’s done with you, she’ll kill you.  She doesn’t care about anyone but herself.”
 
   John hit Molly in the stomach with the handle of his knife.  “You killed them!  Why should we believe anything you say?”
 
   Molly looked about her frantically.  “Annie, tell them!  You were there.  You saw them.  Annie?”
 
   Prudence scanned the crowd, but didn’t see Annie anywhere.  As the others spoke, Prudence had been working the rag free from her mouth.  She finally managed to spit it out as some of the boys returned from the fields with three fence posts.  They pounded the posts into the ground and then tied the redheaded children to them with ropes.  Others brought firewood from the nearby shops to pile at the base of each post.  As a finishing touch, John laid Prudence’s hair at her feet.  “Now you three will get what you deserve,” he said.
 
   “John, you can’t do this,” Prudence said.  “I know you loved Helena.  She was your wife.  Do you remember?”
 
   “I didn’t love her.  She was just a stupid girl,” he said.
 
   “You two were married by Reverend Crane on a June afternoon.  It rained so much that we had to move the wedding into your father’s barn.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.  “You’re trying to stall for time.  It won’t work.”
 
   “You two rented a room from Mr. Mathers in town.  You stayed there for a year until you left for this place because you wanted to start a new life.  That’s why we all came here,” Prudence said.  “We all wanted to find a land where we could live in peace to raise our families.  A dream brought us here.  A dream that we could find a new country not ruled by the fear and corruption of our homeland.”
 
   The match wavered in John’s hand.  Behind him, the other children were similarly confused.  “It’s working,” Wendell said.
 
   “Don’t you see,” Prudence said.  “We didn’t come here as children.  One man’s evil vision made us this way.  He enslaved us for over three hundred years through his lies.  He took away our memories.  He took away ourselves.  But if we look within our hearts, we can find ourselves again.  We can once again be those adults who came here in pursuit of a dream and we can make that dream a reality.”
 
   One at a time, the children dropped to the ground, clutching their heads.  The match fell from John’s trembling finger to ignite the hair and wood beneath Prudence’s feet.  As the children moaned and rolled around on the ground, the fire grew more intense.  “Someone help me!” Prudence called, flames singeing the soles of her shoes and hem of her dress.  She thrashed against her bonds, but they held fast.
 
   Prudence screamed with pain while Wendell and Molly joined her cries for help.  No one responded.  Then, as Prudence’s feet began to blister, someone dumped a bucket of water over the fire.  Joseph cut her down from the pole and set her on the ground.  He did the same for Wendell, who rushed to Prudence’s side.  She whimpered as he yanked the shoes off her feet.  “Oh my God,” he said.
 
   “Is it bad?” she asked.
 
   “No, of course not,” he said, but his grim look told her this was a lie.  “You’ll be fine.”  He kissed her and then picked her up in his arms, carrying her into the girl’s dormitory as if she weighed nothing at all.
 
   He set her down on her bed and then kissed her on the forehead.  “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said.  “I just have to get some water.”
 
   “Promise you’ll come back,” she said.
 
   “Of course I will.  I love you.”  He left her there on the bed, where her feet continued to burn with pain.  She looked up at the ceiling, wondering if soon she would be reunited with Rodney.  At least now the others might remember and finally achieve Rodney’s dream.  That’s the best I can do, she thought as she passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43:  Friendly Ties
 
   Veronica dumped Samantha into the crib.  Samantha tried to scramble out, but as before couldn’t climb out.  Veronica leaned over the side with a victorious smile.  She reached out to pinch Samantha’s cheek.  “Anything you need in there?  A dowwy?  A bwankie?  A dipey?”
 
   “What you gonna do with me?” Samantha asked.
 
   “For now I’ll keep you in there.  Once your boyfriend figures out how to get rid of that fucking algae, then I’m going to bring him back here and stab him through the heart so you can watch him die just like his bitch of a mother.”  At this, Samantha again tried to claw her way out of the crib, but Veronica pushed her down.  “When I finish with him, I’m going to make you into an iddy-biddy widow baby.  I think I’ll keep you like that for a couple centuries and then maybe—if you’re a good little girl—I might let you become a toddler again.”
 
   Veronica pinched Samantha’s nose before disappearing from the side of the crib.  Samantha heard her banging around pots and pans in the kitchen.  She looked around the crib for something that might help her escape, but once again saw nothing that could give her the needed boost.
 
   By now the other kids might have already killed Prudence, Wendell, and Molly.  If only I can get out of here, she thought.  If she could get to the fountain cave and dive in then as Joseph suggested she might be able to go back in time to stop Veronica.  Then none of this would have happened.  Her friends would all be alive and more grown-up, depending how far back she went.
 
   What if the fountain brought her back to the docks twelve years ago?  If she stopped the reverend then, she would stay an adult and while she would be able to keep Veronica from harming anyone, she and Joseph could never be together.  With all that had happened to them, she supposed this was for the best.  Better if he never knew her, just as it would have been better for Andre to have never known her.
 
   She brought death to everyone who ever loved her.  First her parents, then her aunt, then Andre, and soon Joseph would die, his only crime loving her.  If she wanted to change history for the better, then she ought to stop herself from being born.  Then her parents, aunt, and Andre would all still be alive.  And Veronica—
 
   Samantha thought back to that first day of kindergarten.  If she had never befriended Veronica, would Veronica have still killed all those people?  Perhaps Veronica could have become a normal, well-adjusted woman if she’d never known Samantha.  Like a plague, Samantha infected and then destroyed everyone she touched.  In the crib she began to cry like a little child with loud wails that turned her face a livid red.
 
   Veronica peered over the edge of the crib, her face troubled.  “What’s the matter with you?  Your brain hasn’t snapped again so soon, has it?” she asked.  Samantha was too choked by crying to answer her.  Veronica reached into the crib to pick Samantha up and pat her on the back.  “There, there.  Mommy is going to take good care of you.”
 
   “I sowwy,” Samantha managed to get out.  “I did this to you.  It my fauwt.”
 
   “What do you mean?”  Veronica held Samantha out at arm’s length as if she’d wet herself.  “What did you do to me?”
 
   “I made you this way,” Samantha said.  “I made you so angwy and hateful.  If I hadn’t known you, then you would have been aw wight.  You wouldn’t have kiwwed anyone.”
 
   Veronica’s face twitched, but she didn’t say anything.  Finally, she dropped Samantha back into the crib and then leaned against the side.  “Maybe you’re right,” she said at last.  “I probably would have been better off not knowing you.  I would have been better off on my own.”
 
   Veronica’s lip trembled and then tears came to her eyes.  “It wasn’t fair,” she said.  “You had everything.  You never had to go home to a trailer with no electricity and no food because your mother was too busy whoring around to pay the electric bill or buy groceries.  You never got woke up in the middle of the night by the smell of alcohol on your father’s breath.  You never had to comb your hair in the morning to cover up a black eye.  You never had to stay home from school because you couldn’t walk after one of your father’s rampages.”
 
   Her voice grew louder with each sentence while tears coursed down her cheeks.  She wiped at them with a furious hand.  Then she reached into the crib to grab hold of Samantha’s curls.  “You were a spoiled brat who got everything you wanted, but it was never enough.  You always wanted more.  I wasn’t enough of a friend for you.  No, you had to have him!”
 
   “Just because I wuved Andwe didn’t mean I stopped wuving you,” Samantha said.  “You were awways my fwiend.”
 
   “You were everything to me.  Everything!” Veronica said.  “I didn’t have anything else.  But to you I was someone you hung out with when you didn’t have a date.  That’s all I ever meant to you.  Once you had him, I didn’t matter anymore.”
 
   “That not twue,” Samantha said.  “I wuved Andwe in diffwent way than you, but I didn’t wuv you any wess.”
 
   Veronica slammed Samantha’s head against the side of the crib.  “Liar!  You didn’t ever love me.  You only needed me when you didn’t have anyone else.  You used me.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.  You my best fwiend.  If not for you, then I would have been wike this forever,” Samantha said, grabbing a handful of her belly for emphasis.
 
   “Good.  That’s what you deserve,” Veronica said.  “As soon as I can use the fountain again I’ll make sure that’s exactly how you grow up.  A fat, timid thing just like your fwiend Pwoodance.  Too scared of your own shadow to do anything.”
 
   “Pwoodance is better than you ever be,” Samantha said.  “She not hurt anyone.”
 
   “She definitely won’t now that she’s dead,” Veronica said.  She wiped away the last traces of tears from her cheeks.  The haughty smile returned to her lips.
 
   “Vewonica, pwease, you have to stop this.  Hurt me if you want, but weave my fwiends awone.  Pwoodance and Wendell didn’t do anyfing to you.  And Mowwy, she wuved you wike you wuved me.  How can you wet her die?”
 
   “I never gave a shit about Mowwy,” Veronica said.  “I needed her help to find the fountain.  That’s all.”
 
   “But you wike sisters for twee years.  Didn’t that mean anyfing to you?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “I saw you two togever.  You wuved each other and now you going to wet her die.”
 
   “So what?  She doesn’t mean anything to me.  Just like I never meant anything to you.”
 
   “Vewonica, pwease—”  Veronica silenced her by slapping her across the face.  Samantha’s face turned red again, this time with anger.  “You won’t get away with this.  No matter what you do to me, I find a way to stop you.”
 
   Veronica shoved Samantha onto her back.  “You’re getting fussy.  I think it’s time for you to take a nap.  I better go check on your boyfriend and get him to work.”
 
   “If you hurt Joseph—”
 
   “Then you’ll do what?  Cry?  Throw a tantrum?  You’re as helpless now as when I killed your other boyfriend.”
 
   “You monster!  I gonna stop you.  You wait and see.”
 
   Before Veronica could say anything, a window shattered.  The stone landed in Samantha’s crib, coming within an inch of hitting her.  She stood on her tiptoes to peer over the edge of the crib.  Outside the children of Eternity stood in a line, Joseph at their head.
 
   Veronica grabbed Samantha by the front of her dress.  “Looks like I’ll have to kill him sooner than I hoped,” she said.  Then Veronica tucked Samantha under one arm and opened the door to face the mob.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 44:  Endgame
 
   After Wendell carried Prudence away, Joseph looked around him.  “Molly?” he called out.  He didn’t see her anywhere.  She must have gone to find Samantha and Veronica.  That’s where he needed to go to save Samantha before Veronica killed her.
 
   A hand reached out to grab his ankle.  The boy who’d nearly burned Prudence alive looked up at Joseph, his face covered in sweat.  “What happened to me?” the boy asked.
 
   “I don’t really know,” Joseph said.  He helped the boy into a sitting position.  “What do you remember?”
 
   “Everything.”  The boy started to cry.  “My God.  Three hundred years like this.  How could we let this happen?”
 
   “It’s all right.  Everything will be fine now.”  Around him, Joseph saw the other children similarly reviving, looking at each other as if for the first time.  Many of them, like the boy, cried from the shock.  The only one who didn’t seem fazed at all was a girl with honey-colored hair in a light blue dress.  She stared at Joseph, a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.  He went over to her and asked, “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Everything is as it should be,” she said.  “Veronica has Samantha in the cabin.  She’s in the crib right now.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “It’s not important.  You know what you must do now.”
 
   Joseph took a step forward and then stopped.  “I can’t do this by myself.  Not against Veronica.  I need help.”
 
   “We’ll help you,” the boy Joseph had comforted said.  Around him, the other children nodded.  They picked up their makeshift weapons.  “This ends now.”
 
   “We have to be careful, though,” Joseph said.  “She has Samantha.  We can’t let Veronica hurt her.”
 
   “We won’t,” one of the girls said.  “She’s the closest we’ve had to a mother.”  The other children agreed with this assessment.  It occurred to Joseph as they marched towards the cabin that this was why Samantha kept leaving him to come back here.  These children loved her like a parent and she like her own sons and daughters.  All this time he’d thought she did it out of misplaced loyalty or as an excuse to keep from seeing him.  Only now did he see how wrong he was about everything.
 
   He supposed his plan to move to California had been born out of something other than wanting a quality education.  Perhaps he’d done it as a way for Samantha to prove her love to him.  He’d wanted her to decide between him and these kids.  No wonder she had gotten so angry with him.  If they got out of this, he would find a way to make things right.  Although at this point he didn’t have to worry about college for another fourteen years.
 
   This thought gnawed at him as he marched towards the cabin.  What would happen to he and Samantha after all this?  They would be a pair of orphaned toddlers stuck here for the next fifteen years.  What if during that time, as they grew up again, she decided she didn’t love him anymore?  That would be a fate even worse than death.  He might as well let Veronica kill him now.
 
   As they neared the cabin, Joseph picked up a rock from alongside the path.  He didn’t see any other safe way to get Samantha than to hope this show of force caused Veronica to surrender.  If not, then maybe they could negotiate a solution.  He would volunteer to trade himself for Samantha.  Veronica would agree to that so she could get rid of the algae and use the Fountain of Youth again.  Unless she had become too unstable to care about the fountain anymore.  Someone who would have her best friend burned at the stake couldn’t be too stable.  Still, it was the best chance they had to save Samantha.
 
   He reared back to hurl the rock through a window of the cabin.  A moment later, he saw a head of curly black hair and a pair of brown eyes peer over the top of a crib.  Samantha!  Joseph’s heart leapt at the sight of her.  Before could wave or call out to her, a pair of hands ripped her from the crib.
 
   Veronica opened the door, Samantha tucked under her arm like a bundle of laundry.  She surveyed the line of children with their makeshift weapons.  “Look at that, the Lollipop Guild is armed for battle,” she said.
 
   “Let Samantha go,” Joseph said.
 
   “You’d like that, wouldn’t you Prince Charming?  Did you really think you’d walk up with your little friends and I’d just hand her over to you?”  Veronica took a knife out of her belt to hold at Samantha’s head.  “We’re going to walk out of here and there’s nothing you can do about it unless you want your girlfriend here to get a lobotomy.”
 
   “She’s not the one you want,” Joseph said.  “Take me instead.  I’ll help you get rid of that algae so you can use the fountain again.”
 
   “Joseph, no!” Samantha said.
 
   “Oh, how cute,” Veronica said.  “See how much she loves you?  Maybe I’ll let her go so you two can go make mud pies.”
 
   “I can’t let you take her,” Joseph said.
 
   “You can’t stop me,” she said, taking a step forward.  The children behind Joseph whispered to each other, the grip on their weapons loosening.  “You see, Prince Charming?  I win.  Now if you excuse me, I’m going to put Fatty here on a boat for Seabrooke and then I’m going to dump her body right next to your father’s.  After three days I bet he’s not smelling too good.  You can come with me if you like.  Then you can die in each other’s arms like a miniature Romeo and Juliet.”
 
   “You’re not going to get away with this,” Joseph said.
 
   Samantha reached out towards him as Veronica passed by.  The tips of Samantha’s right hand brushed against his fingers.  Then she was gone.  Veronica walked past the line of children, a smile fixed on her face.
 
   After she disappeared into the trees, one of the boys said, “Come on, let’s go after her!”
 
   “We’ll set an ambush for her along the road and take her by surprise,” another suggested.
 
   “No, it’s too dangerous,” Joseph said.
 
   “We can’t let her get to the boat or she’ll kill Samantha for sure,” one of the girls said.
 
   Joseph considered this, tears coming to his eyes.  The girl was right.  If he did nothing, Samantha would surely die.  If he tried to rescue her, Samantha would very likely die.  The odds either way were not good.  “All right, let’s go,” he said.
 
   The children let out a cheer and then took off running.  Joseph lagged behind, in no hurry to witness Samantha’s death.  As he walked, something Veronica had said stuck out in his mind.
 
   She had told them her plan.  Granted this might be arrogance on her part, but why tell them where she planned to go so they could try to intercept her as they were doing now?  Unless her plan wasn’t to head for the boat.  He stopped in the middle of the path, a shiver running the length of his body.
 
   If she didn’t plan to get to the boat, where would she go?  The fountain cave maybe, but to get there she would need to double back.  Where else could she go?  A horrible thought occurred to him.  He broke into a run.
 
   ***
 
   As they entered town, Veronica kept running straight along the row of shops instead of turning right towards where the boats were tied.  “You said we were going to the shore,” Samantha said.
 
   “We’re going to a shore,” Veronica said.  “I think you’re in need of a good bath.”
 
   “What?  No,” Samantha said.  She kicked at Veronica as hard as she could, but it did no good.  “You die once they find you.  Wet me go and save yourself.”
 
   “Your boyfriend might kill me, but I’ll die happy knowing that you’re going with me,” Veronica said.  “We’ll go out together like a couple of old friends.”  She took the heart necklace out from under her shirt.  “Best Friends Forever.”
 
   “Vewonica, this is cwazy.”
 
   “Is it?  I think we’ve both known this day was coming.  I had been hoping to live a good long time without you, but in a way it’s more appropriate this way, don’t you think?”
 
   “Vewonica, pwease, wet me hewp you.  We can find a way, together,” Samantha said.  Veronica continued to trot along the path towards the stream.  Samantha’s heart sank as she heard the sound of water.  She didn’t have much time left.
 
   “What are you afraid of?” Veronica asked.  “Don’t tell me Miss Rough-and-Tumble G-Woman is scared to die.  Being in this fat little body must be making you soft.”
 
   Samantha considered this.  All her years in the Bureau she had charged into harm’s way, not caring if she lived or died.  Even as a child on Eternity death didn’t scare her so much, because she had so little to live for.  But ever since she had met Joseph life had gained new meaning.  Now she really did have something to lose.  “I don’t wanna die,” she said.  “I wuv Joseph.  Can’t you understand that?”
 
   “It’s so adorable when you say it like that,” Veronica said.  “It really touches my heart.”  She wiped a fake tear away from her eye.  The sparkling waters of the stream came within sight now, beckoning to Samantha.  “Just think of it this way, when you die you’ll get to see him again.  If you believe in all that Christian shit about heaven and hell.”
 
   “I don’t wanna hurt Joseph,” Samantha said.  “Haven’t you ever wuved someone so much you never wanted to hurt them?”
 
   “Life is pain,” Veronica said.  
 
   “I know your parents were mean and—”
 
   “Shut up!  Stop trying to pretend you understand me.  You don’t.  If you did, you never would have betrayed me like you did.  You never would have abandoned me for him!”
 
   “I didn’t abandon you.  You were stiww my fwiend.”
 
   “I’m sick of your lies.  I ought to cut open your throat right now.”  The knife hovered over Samantha’s throat.  She waited for the blow, but Veronica lowered the weapon.  Tears had come to her eyes again.  “Why couldn’t you love me?  Why couldn’t anyone love me?”
 
   Veronica knelt down at the edge of the stream with Samantha still tucked beneath her arm.  “No one ever wanted me.  Not you, not my worthless parents.  None of you ever cared about me.”
 
   “That not twue.  I did wuv you.  You wike my sister,” Samantha said.
 
   “Do you still wuv me?” Veronica asked, a hint of menace in her voice.  “Am I still your sister?”
 
   “I wuv the widow girl I met in kindygarden,” Samantha said.  “I wish she would come back.”
 
   Veronica shook her head.  “No, it’s too late for that.  But at least we can die together like sisters.”  Veronica got to her feet and started to wade into the water.  Samantha took a deep breath, knowing her only hope lay in outlasting Veronica once they went underwater.
 
   The water reached up to Veronica’s waist, seeping into Samantha’s shoes, when she heard Joseph call out, “Wait!”
 
   Veronica turned around so that Samantha could see Joseph standing on the shore, his empty hands raised.  “Oh look, it’s the widow prince,” Veronica said.  “You’re too late, Prince!”
 
   “Let her go,” Joseph said. “There’s nowhere for you to go.”
 
   “Of course there is.”  Veronica gestured to the water.  “Samantha and I are going for a little swim.  You’re welcome to join us if you want.”
 
   Veronica began to wade out of the water.  At the shore, she threw Samantha against a rock.  Samantha’s head banged against the stone; she felt blood when she touched the back of her head.  Through dimming and swirling vision she watched Veronica approach Joseph, her knife raised.
 
   “I might as well finish off the whole family tree,” Veronica said.  “First your mommy, then your daddy, and now you.  Then I’ll take care of your little girlfriend.”
 
   The dying words of Joseph’s mother rang in Samantha’s ear.  I won’t fail again, she thought as she wobbled to her feet.  Joseph backed away from Veronica until his foot caught a loose stone and he fell down.  She stood over him, her knife raised over her head to strike.
 
   As the blade arced downwards to tear into Joseph’s chest, Samantha threw herself between them.  The knife plunged into Samantha’s stomach.  Joseph caught her as she fell, pressing her close to his chest.  “Samantha, no,” he said.
 
   “I’m sowwy,” she said.  She looked down at the blood spreading across her princess costume.  “I pwomised.”
 
   “How sweet,” Veronica said.  A smaller knife appeared in her hand.  “It won’t change anything but the order in which you die.”
 
   She brought the knife down on Joseph, aiming for his throat.  Halfway into the swing, her hand stopped, hovered shaking in midair, and then dropped the knife.  She looked down at the handle of her own blade sticking out of her chest.  “At least we go together,” she said, collapsing to the ground.
 
   Samantha’s breathing turned ragged, the color draining from her face.  She had kept her promise to Joseph’s mother.  No harm would come to Joseph now.  He took her bloody hands in his, squeezing them as tightly as possible.  “Please don’t go,” he said.  “Don’t leave me.”
 
   “I sowwy,” she said again.  The world around her faded away so that she could only see his face.  In that instant she saw not the face of a little boy, but the man she’d fallen in love with.  “I wuv you.”
 
   “No, Samantha, please.  Don’t go.  Stay with me.”
 
   “I can’t,” she said.  His face faded away into darkness.  Her breathing slowed to stuttering gasps.  She felt cold, so cold.  She wanted to ask Joseph for a blanket, but couldn’t make a sound.  This is it, she thought.
 
   She heard him crying and wished she could tell him not to be afraid.  He would find another woman to love as much or even more than her, much as she’d found him after Andre died.  Sometimes you did get a second chance at love.  She was glad he was hers.  
 
   Then she felt his lips touch hers and the darkness exploded into red light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 45:  The Miracle
 
   Samantha felt something soft beneath her.  A cloud? She wondered.  She had always thought the notion of people sitting around on clouds playing harps to be corny, but maybe there was some truth in it.  Then her hand scraped against the wooden surface of headboard.
 
   She opened her eyes to stare up at the familiar headboard to Joseph’s bed, a poster of the solar system tacked to the wall above.  She flexed the hand touching the headboard, noting her long, thin teenaged fingers.  She touched her straight hair and then rolled over to pat her firm stomach and breasts.  Oh thank God, she thought.
 
   As she lay on Joseph’s bed, she ran through everything that had happened.  Veronica had taken out the knife to stab Joseph.  The blade instead plunged into Samantha’s gut.  She collapsed into Joseph’s arms.  Veronica drew another knife to finish Joseph off.  With her last strength, Samantha pulled the knife from her stomach and jammed it between Veronica’s ribs just as she had trained to do during her years in the Bureau.
 
   And then she died, Joseph pleading with her to stay while the world grew dimmer and dimmer.
 
   This must be the afterlife, she thought.  How strange that it would be Joseph’s bedroom.  Is this Heaven or Hell? she wondered.  Or it could be some kind of purgatory?
 
   She crawled out of bed, stumbling over her adult-sized feet as if learning to walk for the first time.  If this was the afterlife, then what about her parents?  What about Andre?  She pressed a hand to her stomach, thinking of the unborn child Veronica had killed in her womb.  Would she be able to see the child here too?
 
   There were so many things she needed to know, but first—She went around the bed to kneel down in front of Joseph.  She peeled aside the covers to look at his face with its pimples and stray hairs the razor had missed.  His lips were the ones she remembered kissing so many times before.
 
   His eyes opened as she kissed him.  To her surprise, he grabbed her around the waist and wrestled her into bed on top of him.  He pressed her against his body hard enough to suck the air from her lungs.  “Joe, stop it,” she said.
 
   “Oh my God,” he said.  “It’s really you.  I must be dreaming.  I saw her…I saw her kill you.  I held you as you died.  But then—”
 
   She squirmed free of his grasp to lie beside him.  “Maybe we’re both dead,” she said.  “Or maybe I’m making all this up.”
 
   “You mean that I’m some kind of illusion?”  He pinched the skin on his arm.  “I don’t feel like an illusion.”
 
   “I don’t know.”  A smile came to her face.  “I don’t care either.  All that matters is we’re here.”
 
   A scream from down the hall interrupted their kiss.  Samantha leapt from the bed, crashing against the wall before regaining her balance.  She raced down the hallway to the guest bedroom where the scream had come from.  When she opened the door, she heard two screams.
 
   Prudence and Wendell hurried to cover their naked bodies with a sheet.  “Prudence, what’s wrong?” Samantha asked, a moment of relief tickling her mind that she’d lost her childish speech impediment.
 
   “Nothing,” Prudence said, pressing a hand to her temple.  “When I passed out my feet hurt so much, but now they’re all right and I’m here and I’m not little anymore.  I don’t understand.  What’s going on?”
 
   “I was sitting right there beside her in the girl’s dormitory and then all the sudden I was lying here,” Wendell added.  “What happened?”
 
   “The fountain,” Joseph said from the doorway.  He held up his digital watch.  “This says it’s the day after Prudence’s birthday.  That means someone used the fountain to go back in time and stop Veronica from poisoning us.  And—”
 
   Joseph took off running down the hallway.  He pounded down the steps, ignoring Samantha when she called his name.  She caught up with him in the kitchen, where he knelt down on the floor with tears in his eyes.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “He’s not here,” Joseph said.  
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Dad.  Do you think he’s still alive?”
 
   She knelt down beside him, putting a hand on his back.  “I’m sure he is.  Let’s get dressed and go down to the docks to see if we can find him.”
 
   In the guest bedroom, Prudence stuck a finger into her bulging stomach.  Never before had she been so glad to see her fat.  She pulled the sheet away from her legs to stare down at her chubby feet.  She reached down to feel the undamaged skin on the soles of her feet, sighing with relief when she didn’t see any burnt flesh.
 
   Wendell put a hand on her back.  “It’s all right,” he said.  “None of it happened.  We’re safe.”
 
   “How do we know?  Veronica might still be out there.  Even if she didn’t do it this time, she could try again.”  Prudence rolled out of bed and gathered up her clothes.  “We have to go back and make sure the fountain is destroyed.  Come on!”
 
   “Prudence, relax—”
 
   “I can’t relax.”  She picked up his clothes, hurling them at him.  “I don’t want to be a little girl again.  I don’t want to be brainwashed into thinking you’re my brother again.  I don’t want to lose us.  I love you.”
 
   Wendell hurried to put on his clothes and then hugged Prudence.  “It won’t happen again.  I promise.  You and I are going to grow old together,” he said.  He kissed her on the cheek.  “Let’s go tell Sam and get the Primrose ready to sail.”
 
   They met Samantha and Joseph in the hallway, both of them fully dressed now.  “We’re going to the docks to look for Mr. Pryde,” Samantha said.  “Where are you going?”
 
   “We were going to get the boat ready,” Prudence said.  “We need to get over to Eternity and find out what’s going on.”
 
   “Then I guess we can go together,” Joseph said.  They piled into his father’s sedan, Joseph taking the wheel.  He stared at the controls a moment as if seeing them for the first time.  Samantha put a hand on his arm to reassure him.
 
   “We’re not kids anymore,” she told him.  He nodded and then turned the key in the ignition.  He drove slow down the hill, growing more comfortable as he turned onto the highway into Seabrooke.  No one spoke during the drive; despite what she’d told Joe, Samantha kept looking at herself in the rearview mirror while Prudence and Wendell clung to each other in the backseat like a drowning person to a life preserver.
 
   As soon as Joseph stopped the engine he bolted from the car, towards the slip for his father’s boat.  Samantha followed him, going slow so as not to trip again.  The fishing boat bobbed on the surface of the water.  Joseph ran along the dock and then leapt onto the stern.  
 
   By the time Samantha caught up, she found Joseph reduced to a sobbing mess against his father.  Mr. Pryde held his arms out straight a moment, as if unsure what to do.  Then he folded his arms around his son, patting him on the back.  “What’s the matter with you?” Mr. Pryde asked.  “You haven’t hugged me since you were eight years old.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Joseph said.  “I missed you so much.”
 
   “It ain’t like I never went out fishing before.”  He turned to Samantha, who had climbed onto the deck and had tears in her eyes.  “What’s gotten into you two?”
 
   “It’s just so good to see you again, Daddy,” Joseph said.  At this a smile formed at the corners of Mr. Pryde’s mouth and when Samantha squinted, she made out drops forming in his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 46:  Ghosts
 
   The Primrose landed on the beach that afternoon.  Wendell hurried down the ramp to take the rope from Samantha to tie up the boat.  She looked out at the island with a sense of nostalgia, as if she’d been away from Eternity for a long time.  With everything that had happened, it felt like years.  “We made it,” she said to Prudence.
 
   “Do you suppose everyone else is all right?” Prudence asked as they descended the ramp.
 
   “I hope so,” Samantha said.  They joined Wendell and then started along the path towards town.  Prudence and Wendell walked a step behind Samantha, holding hands and pressing so close to one another that they were like one person.
 
   Samantha walked alone, hugging herself as she went.  Joseph had stayed behind in Seabrooke with his father, which at the time she hadn’t disagreed with, but now she wished he were here with her.  She didn’t know what they would find in Eternity.  Although the timeline had changed, something equally dangerous could await them.  Reverend Crane and Pryde might still be alive or perhaps something even worse lay in store for them.  She longed for Joseph at her side so that his love could strengthen her.  And so that she might protect him from any dangers lurking.
 
   Before they reached town, Samantha saw a pale girl sitting on a log, staring at them.  The girl was as heavy as Prudence at her peak and wearing the same loose-fitting gray dress.  A veil of brown hair obscured her face from Samantha.  Only when she brushed it aside did Samantha recognize her.  “Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes.  I figured you would be along sooner or later,” Rebecca said.  She heaved herself off the log, approaching Samantha like a stranger.
 
   “But you died!”
 
   Rebecca took Samantha’s arm.  “There’s something you need to see,” she said.  “Then it will make sense.  Or about as much sense as any of this can make.”
 
   “What’s happened?” Samantha asked.
 
   “You’ll see.”  Rebecca led her away from town, Prudence and Wendell following behind with wary expressions.  Samantha knew it could be a trap set by Veronica, but this girl looked and sounded exactly like Rebecca not the Rebecca-Veronica hybrid Samantha had raised for three years.  How had she managed to overlook the subtle changes in skin and hair color and, even more importantly, the difference in Rebecca’s eyes?  While Veronica had always looked away from Samantha, Rebecca met Samantha’s gaze, her eyes clouded with sadness.
 
   She led them to the fountain cave, or rather what had once been the cave.  A mountain of rubble stood in its place.  At the base of the hill sat a granite marker.  Samantha knelt down to examine the writing carved into the stone.  She traced the letters with one finger, not comprehending the words for a moment.  “In This Cave Lies Molly Brigham.  She Died So We May Live,” read the marker.  
 
   Samantha fell backwards into a sitting position.  “My God.  Molly did it.  She’s the one,” Samantha said.  Prudence cried out at this, burying her head in Wendell’s shoulder.  Samantha looked up at Rebecca, who stood with her head bowed as if in prayer.  “What happened here?”
 
   “It was three years ago,” Rebecca said.  “Molly had run off again and I came here to meet David so we could look for her together.  She was hiding in the cave, underneath a sweater.”
 
   ***
 
   “Molly, that’s enough.  You’re coming back with me this instant,” Rebecca says.  Then she notices a little brown girl lying on the ground, clad only in a shirt that droops down to her ankles.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Veronica.  She’s my friend.”
 
   Rebecca holds up the oversized sweater and a pair of pants.  “You two have been playing with the fountain, haven’t you?  Molly, how did you get in here?  Did someone leave the door open?”
 
   “Veronica and I got in here all by ourselves, just like how Wendell said to,” Molly says, puffing out her chest with pride.  
 
   Rebecca kneels down beside the brown girl, who hasn’t moved at all since Rebecca found them.  “Veronica, can you hear me?  Can you talk?  Are you all right?  Nod for me if you’re all right, sweetie.”  Veronica nods her head slightly.  “Good girl.  Molly, where did she come from?”
 
   “Across the sea,” Molly says.  “Her grandfather had a map leading here with all sorts of riddles for her grandmother to solve.  She never solved them, but Veronica did.”
 
   Rebecca examines the clothes in her hands again.  “How old was Veronica when she came here?  How long has she been here?”  Molly says nothing.  Rebecca takes her by the shoulders and shakes her.  “Molly, answer me!  This is important.  We could all be in terrible danger.  If anyone else finds this place—”
 
   “Stop it.  Veronica isn’t going to hurt anyone.  She took care of me when I got sick, before you found me.”
 
   Rebecca glances over at the little girl, feeling the heat of raw hatred from Veronica’s eyes through her curtain of wild hair.  She shivers and says to Molly, “We’ll talk about this more later.  For now I better get you girls out of here.  Veronica, can you walk?  Do you need me to carry you, sweetie?”
 
   Veronica gets to her feet, holding out a tiny brown hand.  Rebecca takes her hand and then leads her towards the opening with Molly following behind.  Veronica stops at the fountain to stare into the water.  Whatever she sees in the Fountain of Youth is enough to make her cry.
 
   “You can’t change me back, can you?” Veronica asks.
 
   Rebecca kneels down beside her, parting Veronica’s hair to look into her eyes.  “I’m sorry, sweetie.  I wish there was, but there isn’t.  It’s not so bad, though, to grow up again.  In time you’ll get used to it.  You can live with Molly and I in our house.  You and Molly can share a room.  I’ll have Wendell make you a bed all your own.  And you two can work with me in the bakery.  We’ll be one big family.  You’ll see.”
 
   “No,” Veronica says with a woman’s firmness.
 
   “No?  I know it’s difficult now, sweetheart, but in time—”
 
   “In time?  I’m three years old!  I have to do everything all over again.  Everything!”  Veronica’s eyes narrow into angry slits.  “If you think it’s so easy, let’s see you do it.”
 
   She shoves Rebecca with more strength than Rebecca thinks possible for a toddler to possess.  Rebecca stumbles back, teetering on the edge of the fountain.  She reaches out to grab Molly’s hand, her fingers grazing the edge of Molly’s jacket.
 
   Molly reaches out to take Rebecca’s hand.  She pulls Rebecca away from the edge, the two of them ending up lying on the ground.  “I did it,” Molly says.
 
   Rebecca looks over at Veronica, whose body quivers beneath the oversized shirt.  She lets out a high-pitched scream of rage an instant before she dives onto Molly.  Her tiny hands tear at Molly’s face like sharpened claws.  “Traitor!” Veronica says.
 
   Rebecca grabs Veronica by the shirt, pulling her off Molly.  With another scream, Veronica turns her rage onto Rebecca, twisting out of Rebecca’s grasp and then kicking her in the back of the leg.  Rebecca collapses to the ground with a whimper of pain.  Before she can try getting up, Veronica is on top of her, seizing her head with both hands.  She snarls like an animal as she bashes Rebecca’s head onto the ground over and over again until stars explode in Rebecca’s vision.  She tries to fight back, but her limbs refuse to obey her commands.
 
   “Veronica, no!” Molly says.  “Becky didn’t do anything.”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do,” Veronica says.  “I’m not a little baby.  I’m not!”
 
   Molly charges forward, bowling her friend off Rebecca.  Veronica rolls onto her feet to face Molly.  “How can you take her side?” Veronica asks, pointing to Rebecca.  “She doesn’t care about you like I do.  She only cares about herself.”
 
   “Becky loves me,” Molly says.  “She’s my mama.”
 
   “You little fool.  I’m going to put both of you in there.”  Veronica finds her pants and reaches into one pocket, pulling out a knife almost as long her arm.  She grips the knife with both hands like a sword, swinging it at Molly’s midsection.  Molly hops back out of the way.
 
   With each swing, Veronica drives Molly back another step.  At the edge of the fountain, Veronica tries to knock Molly sideways into the water, but Molly jumps the opposite way.  She backs away towards the wall across from Rebecca.  Molly holds out her hands in supplication.  “Veronica, please, don’t do this.  I’m your friend.”  
 
   “You’ve never been my friend,” Veronica says.  She swipes the knife across Molly’s midsection, leaving a blood gash across Molly’s stomach.  Molly cries out with pain, dropping to her knees on the ground.  “You’ve never been anything more than a scared little baby, letting Mama Becky nurse you.  But she can’t help you now.”
 
   Feeling has returned to Rebecca’s limbs.  She pushes herself up to her feet, wobbling a moment before steadying herself.  She staggers towards Molly, ready to throw herself on the knife if need be to save the child who is a daughter to her.  
 
   Veronica stands over Molly, the knife poised to strike.  Molly looks past Veronica, her eyes meeting Rebecca’s.  In that moment, Rebecca sees not the little girl she’s raised since infancy, but a grown woman.  Rebecca follows these adult eyes to Molly’s right hand, which rests on a trip wire.  “Molly, no!”
 
   “Goodbye, Mama,” Molly says as she pulls the wire.  A rumbling sound fills the cave.  The knife drops from Veronica’s hands; she covers her ears and whimpers like a small child, dropping next to Molly on the ground.
 
   Rebecca takes a step towards the girls, but then the rocks suspended over the fountain begin tumbling down.  Through the dust and debris, she makes out Molly for a moment.  Molly smiles at her and mouths the words, “It’s all right, Mama.  Go.”
 
   The rocks continue to fall all around Rebecca, one coming within an inch of crushing her.  “Molly!” she screams and then stumbles towards the cave opening.  She collapses at the foot of the hill, where she later rests the plaque as a final testament to Molly’s courageous sacrifice.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 47:  Farewells
 
   After Rebecca finished her story, the others stared at her for a few moments in shock.  “I don’t understand,” Samantha said.  “How could she have died three years ago?  I still remember her and Veronica.”
 
   “I’m not sure how it’s possible,” Rebecca said.  She put a hand to her head.  “I can’t remember anything after that until I woke up in the cabin this morning.”
 
   “What about everyone else?” Wendell asked.  “Do they remember anything about the last three years?”
 
   “I think you better see that for yourselves,” Rebecca said.
 
   As they walked along the path from the demolished cave to town, Samantha tried to make sense of everything that had happened.  Everything she remembered about raising Molly and Veronica the last three years had never happened.  Yet she could remember every moment as clearly as the forest around her.  She remembered the birthday parties, the trips to Seabrooke, and the bedtime stories.  She remembered the skinned knees, the poison ivy, and the lost teeth.  Most of all, she remembered them crawling into her bed during thunderstorms, their bodies pressed close to hers and their warm breath touching her face.  On those nights when she protected them from the lightning and thunder she felt most like a mother.
 
   Those moments had never happened; those adorable little girls were only ghosts of her memory now.  How could this be?  How could people she loved so much simply disappear through some quirk of time?  She told herself that she would not forget, no matter what else happened.  She would keep those girls alive in her memory; the only place where they could still survive.
 
   It should have been me, Samantha thought.  I should have used the fountain to go back, not Molly.  Samantha had raised the girls, but when the time came for her to sacrifice like a mother for her children, she had failed.  She had failed to protect Molly just like Andre, her unborn child, Joseph’s mother, and the others Veronica had murdered.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Prudence put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder.  “You did what you could.  We all did.  Including Molly.  She did what she had to do for all of us.”
 
   “You don’t understand.  I was supposed to protect her.  She was my responsibility.”  She shook Prudence’s hand away.  “You can’t understand.  None of you can.”
 
   Samantha bolted into the forest, dropping to her knees among a stand of ancient trees.  She rested her head against the ground to cry as the memories overwhelmed her.  Two more victims to add to her list of failure and incompetence, Veronica being the greatest failure of all.
 
   She thought of that final conversation in the cabin and again at the bank of the stream.  A piece of Samantha’s childhood friend had lingered until the end, but in the end too many years of anger and bitterness eclipsed the shy little girl Samantha had befriended in kindergarten.  If only Samantha could have gone back to that moment and have done something for Veronica.  Then Veronica and Molly as well as Andre, Joseph’s mother, and everyone else who had died would still be alive.  It should have been me, she thought.  I could have saved everyone.
 
   “You’re wrong,” Rebecca said from behind her.
 
   Samantha looked up, wondering if Rebecca had somehow read her thoughts.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “I raised Molly since she was a baby.  I’m the one who rocked her and sang to her when she cried.  I changed her dirty diapers and cleaned up her messes.  I gave her baths and fixed her hair the way she liked it.  I heard her first word and I saw her walk for the first time.”  Rebecca came closer, poking one finger into Samantha’s chest.  “I loved her like my own child, so don’t you dare tell me I don’t know what it’s like!”
 
   “I’m sorry—”
 
   “I watched her die.  This little baby I raised and I saw the rocks crush her.  You can’t possibly know what that’s like, to see your own child die.”
 
   Samantha put a hand to her stomach.  “I do know, Becky.  Believe me, I do.”  They embraced, weeping, like sisters.  They remained that way for several minutes, until their tears dried.
 
   Rebecca backed and stared down at the ground.  “When I woke up this morning and realized she was gone I wanted to kill myself.  I went into the kitchen and I held the butcher knife for what must have been an hour.”  She rolled up one sleeve so Samantha could see a thin red line along her wrist.  “I got this far before I thought of her in those last moments and I realized what she’d done for me—for all of us.  She gave us a second chance to live.  Every day we have now is a gift from her and I can’t waste it by killing myself.  I have to make her sacrifice worthwhile by living.  Do you see?”
 
   Samantha nodded.  “I’m sure she’s proud of you.”  Rebecca rolled down her sleeve and then took Samantha’s arm.  They headed back through the forest to find Prudence and Wendell sitting at the edge of the trail, holding hands.
 
   “Are you two all right?” Prudence asked.
 
   “We were starting to worry,” Wendell said.
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about,” Samantha said.  “We’d better go see how the others are doing.”
 
   She recalled the words on the plaque at the base of the fountain cave.  Molly had given her life so that Rebecca, Samantha, and all the others could live.  Samantha promised to find some way to repay Molly for this selfless act no matter how long it took.
 
   At the cabin they found Annie sitting on a tree stump, waiting for them.  “Hello,” she said.  “I came to see if Rebecca needed anything, but she’d already gone.  She showed you what’s left of the cave?”  Samantha nodded.  “I’m sorry about Molly.  I didn’t know her as well as you or Rebecca, but she was such a sweet little girl.”  Annie hopped off the stump.  “I guess since Rebecca doesn’t need anything now I’ll go on to the meadow.  It’s such a beautiful day.  Would you like to come with me?”
 
   “Maybe later,” Samantha said.  She watched Annie skip away with the carefree step of someone released from a heavy burden.  
 
   Samantha’s stomach tingled with nervousness as they continued into town.  Since waking up this morning the entire world had become so different.  She didn’t have any idea what to expect anymore.
 
   What they found were all the children milling about the square.  Some wandered around as if sleepwalking.  Others sat on the ground, staring at their hands or feet as if for the first time.  Still others prayed in hushed voices.
 
   A wailing came from nearby.  Samantha looked towards the source and saw Helena with her face buried in John’s chest while Phyllis patted her back.  “I died!” she said.  “She stabbed me right in the chest and I died.”  She looked up at him, her face turning bright red.  “Where were you?  You were probably off chasing rabbits or torturing frogs or whatever you boys do.  How could you let her do that to me?”
 
   “Now honey, I didn’t know any better.  If I did, I would have done something.  I swear,” John said.
 
   “Come on, it will be all right.  Let’s get you to bed,” Phyllis said.  She took Helena from John, letting Helena use her shoulder as a handkerchief as they walked across the square.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Samantha asked.
 
   “Everyone remembers,” Rebecca said.  “Not just these last few days, but everything.  From before Reverend Crane took over.  I’m not sure how it happened.”
 
   “I do,” Wendell said.  He kissed Prudence on the cheek.  “You did it.  You set them free.”
 
   Prudence’s face turned as red as Helena’s with embarrassment.  “I only reminded them of what they knew already,” she said.
 
   Samantha stiffened when David approached them in the center of the town square.  She prepared for him to pull out a weapon or at least try to hit her as revenge for Veronica’s death, but he only held up his empty hands and said, “I’m sorry.  I’ve been a fool.  Twice now.  First with the reverend and then with her.  Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “Of course I can,” Samantha said.  She reached out her hand towards David.  He took it warily, as if expecting a trap, but then pumped her hand with vigor.  When she finally let go, she looked about her.  “I think we should go somewhere private to talk about all this.”
 
   David fell in with them as they went into Rebecca’s bakery.  She locked the door behind her so no one else could get inside.  Prudence, Wendell, and David pulled up stools before the hearth while Rebecca leaned against a corner and Samantha stood in the center of the room.  “I think we’re going to have a lot of work ahead of us to sort things out,” Samantha said.  “First we have to make sure to have some food ready for when they snap out of this.  We should inventory the pantry to see if we need any more supplies.  I can get anything we need tomorrow when I go back to Seabrooke to talk with Joseph.  I’m sure he’ll understand—”
 
   “Samantha, I think you should go with Joseph to California,” Prudence said.
 
   “What?  I can’t go now.  Not with things the way they are.”
 
   Prudence stood up to look Samantha in the eye.  “You saved us from Reverend Crane and you guided us through all the dark times since, but we’re not children anymore.  It’s time for us to learn to care for ourselves.  And it’s time for you to go and make yourself happy.”
 
   “I can’t leave you.  You’re like my family—”
 
   “You are my family, Samantha, but in every family there’s a time when you have to go out on your own to live your own life.”  Prudence reached out to take Samantha’s hands.  “What you have with Joseph is special.  You can’t squander it for us.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “She’s right,” Wendell said.  “We’ve spent almost four centuries with someone else looking after us:  Reverend Crane, Miss Brigham, and you.  It’s time we look after ourselves.”
 
   “We’ll be fine,” David added.  “It’ll take an adjustment, but we can do it.  We’re ready now.”
 
   Samantha looked to each of her friends.  In their eyes she saw the resolve and determination to make things work.  Prudence was right:  they weren’t children anymore.  They didn’t need her.  “All right.  I’ll leave in the morning.”
 
   Prudence hugged her, followed by Wendell, and even David patted her on the back.  Rebecca stayed in her corner, saying nothing.  Only later, after Samantha retreated to the cabin for the night, did Rebecca speak to her.  She appeared in the doorway as Samantha tried in vain to sleep and said, “I want to go with you tomorrow.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   Rebecca sat down at the edge of the bed, looking down at the floor.  “There’s no place for me here anymore.  All the others are adults now, but I still feel like a kid.”  She reached out to pluck a throw pillow from the floor.  “Molly used to sleep on this pillow when she came into the bed with me.”  She threw the pillow into the darkness.  “Everything here reminds me of her and it hurts.  I keep thinking she’ll come through the door any moment and crawl into my lap the way she did when she was three.  But she’s gone and I’m still here.”
 
   Samantha crawled over to the end of the bed to cradle Rebecca’s head in her hands.  She knew the pain of losing a loved one all too well.  Her parents, her aunt, Andre, and her unborn child had all been taken from her.  “Leaving isn’t going to make the pain go away,” Samantha said.  “It will follow you.”
 
   “I’m afraid of what will happen if I stay,” Rebecca said, indicating the scratches on her wrists.  “I don’t think I can make it here, feeling her all around me.”
 
   “All right, come with me to Seabrooke tomorrow.  We’ll figure something out.”
 
   Rebecca thanked her and then spent the rest of the night sleeping next to Samantha in the bed.  Flurries of sobbing punctuated Rebecca’s snores throughout the night.  Samantha didn’t sleep at all, watching over her troubled friend.
 
   By the morning, Rebecca seemed to have recovered.  She whistled as she packed her few belongings and made Samantha a hearty breakfast of eggs and fresh bread.  “I can’t wait to get over there and see what it’s like,” Rebecca said.  “Is it really so different from this place?”
 
   “It’s like a whole new world,” Samantha said.
 
   “Good,” Rebecca said.  Samantha saw on her friend’s face the same look she’d worn all those years after leaving Andre at the prom, the mask of hope that a change of scenery—a fresh start—could erase the past.  In time Rebecca would learn, as she had, that the pain would always remain with her, a stain that could never be washed away.  
 
   As for her own belongings, she had little to carry with her from Eternity except memories.  A few clothes were all she carried in a knapsack to the beach.  The entire town showed up to wish her and Rebecca farewell.  Prudence and Wendell stood at their head so that they were first to embrace her.
 
   “Promise you won’t forget us,” Prudence said.
 
   “I could never forget you,” Samantha said.  She pulled off the metal necklace, the half-heart whose other half lay underneath the rubble of the fountain cave.  “I always wanted to give this to my best friend.”  She draped the necklace over Prudence’s neck and then they hugged again.
 
   “Wherever you end up, make sure you give Mr. Pryde your address so we can write you,” Wendell said.  “California isn’t so far away.”
 
   She kissed him on the forehead, his face turning red as it had when he was a boy.  “I will,” she said.  “I’ll write you every day.”
 
   She received the congratulations and well wishes of everyone in Eternity, including Helena.  “You’re not so bad as far as savages go,” Helena said.  Samantha knew this was the closest to a compliment she would get.  She embraced Helena and then climbed onto the boat next to the Primrose.  Rebecca followed her up, waving shyly to everyone.
 
   “I’ll be back to visit,” Samantha said.  “This isn’t goodbye forever.”
 
   “We’ll be waiting,” Wendell said.
 
   “Take care of yourself, and Joseph,” Prudence said.
 
   The boys pushed the boat into the water and soon Samantha and Rebecca were being carried away by the wind.  They waved from the back of the boat until the children of Eternity were reduced to specks on the horizon and then disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 48:  The New Eternity
 
   Once Samantha and Rebecca’s boat faded over the horizon, the residents of Eternity made the slow trek back to their town.  Prudence and Wendell lagged behind, the last to give up on waving to Samantha and Rebecca.  “They’re gone,” Prudence said as if convincing herself.
 
   “It’s for the best, like you said,” Wendell said.
 
   “I know.  I wish it wasn’t.  That’s wrong of me, isn’t it?”
 
   “No, of course not.  She was your best friend.  Your sister.  You’d be a lousy friend if you didn’t miss her.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”  She took his hand and followed him along the path towards town.  As she went, she began to understand the price for her adulthood was letting go of childish things, including her dearest friend.  She squeezed Wendell’s hand to reassure herself that while she had lost a friend, she had gained something more in Wendell, something she hadn’t possessed since Rodney’s death.
 
   Without Reverend Crane they couldn’t marry formally, but in spirit she knew they had already wed in the cavern after being taken captive by the reverend.  They had exposed their greatest secrets to each other there; they had come to understand each other completely.  They had grown strong enough so that nothing could tear apart their love.
 
   In town, they found everyone again milling about the square.  “What do we do now?” Helena asked.
 
   “For now we go on like normal,” David said.
 
   “Why should we listen to you?” John asked.  “You betrayed us to that devil girl.”
 
   “She was a demon child,” David said.  “She bewitched me with her charms and her promises.  I’ve learned from my mistakes now.  I only ask for a second chance.”
 
   “A second chance to betray us,” one of the boys scoffed.
 
   “I think my John should be in charge,” Helena said.  Phyllis and a handful of the boys mumbled their agreement while others supported David.
 
   “Him?” David said, pointing to his rival.  “He’s not even old enough to shave yet.  You’d have him in charge of us?”
 
   “Why don’t I show you how to use a razor right now,” John said.  He reached to his belt for a knife, followed by David producing one of his own.  The candidates circled each other, their supporters chanting their names.
 
   Prudence watched all this in horror.  She saw Rodney’s dream slipping away so soon after coming within reach.  I shouldn’t have asked Samantha to go.  We do need her after all.
 
   Without realizing it, she slipped into the gap between the combatants.  “Have you all gone mad?” she shouted, surprised by the sound of her own voice.  “Samantha hasn’t been gone an hour and you’re already at each other’s throats.  If we settle our disputes this way we aren’t any better than Reverend Crane or Veronica.”  She looked at the faces around her, meeting their eyes with her stern gaze.  “It’s time for us to start acting like adults and settling our problems with words instead of violence.  We have a great opportunity here to build a community based on peace and civility.  We can either seize this opportunity or become murdering savages like our old masters.  The choice is in our hands now.  What are you going to do?”
 
   David sheathed his blade and bowed to Prudence.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  He reached out to take her hand.  “I think we’ve found our leader already.”
 
   “Me?  But I can’t,” Prudence said.
 
   “Her?” Helena said.  “John, do something.”
 
   John put his knife away and then took Prudence’s other hand.  “I agree with David.  I think Prudence should be in charge.  Without her, we’d all still think we were children.”
 
   The crowd cheered, except for Helena, who gave a strangled cry and then stomped away with Phyllis on her heels.  Prudence stood in the center of the square, unsure of what to do or say.  Her entire life since the day with Reverend Crane in the forest had been spent in the shadows, avoiding responsibility.  How could she lead them?
 
   Wendell made his way through the crowd to stand at her side.  “I don’t think I can do this,” she said.
 
   “Of course you can and I’ll be here to help.”  With his kiss, a wave of confidence ran through her.  They had been through so much together already and survived, this couldn’t be any worse.  She imagined Rodney looking down on her at this moment, that grin she’d fallen in love with coming to his face.
 
   “I’ll do it,” she said to another round of cheers.
 
   She spent the rest of the day taking stock of their situation.  They had enough food to last for a month with careful rationing.  The crops remained in good order, promising a bountiful harvest in the fall.  Only the housing situation presented a real challenge.
 
   Now that the children had their memories back, the couples like John and Helena wanted to remain together instead of sleeping apart.  This arrangement she knew would be awkward when everyone changed their clothes at night and in the morning.  Arguments were bound to break out as well over who moved into which dormitory.  Prudence sat alone in the church, praying for guidance in solving her first official dilemma.  Samantha would know what to do, she thought.  Not me.
 
   Wendell slipped into the pew beside her.  “I thought I’d find you here.  Things are turning ugly outside.  If we don’t do something pretty soon we’ll have a civil war,” he said.
 
   “I’m no good at this,” she said.  “What do I know about leading people and solving problems?  I’ve never been anything but a housewife and seamstress.”  With these words the solution appeared before her.
 
   By nightfall she and Wendell had worked out a way to subdivide the dormitories into living spaces for the married couples.  They used bed sheets, tablecloths, and bits of fabric sewn together to fashion makeshift walls.  As for assigning the couples to a dormitory, Prudence numbered each living space and then drew lots.  Helena still complained about her having to sleep in the smelly boy’s dormitory, but otherwise everyone went along with the plan.
 
   Once everyone had settled in for the night and gone to sleep, Prudence dropped onto her bed in the cabin.  “This is going to be harder than I thought,” she said.
 
   Wendell rubbed his hands along her back as he said, “We’ll get through it.  There’s nothing we can’t do.”
 
   “You’re right,” Prudence said.  She turned her neck to kiss him on the cheek.  “We can make this a really wonderful place if we try.  The kind of place Rodney dreamed about.”
 
   Wendell lay down next to her on the bed, frowning at the mention of Rodney.  “Do you still love him?” he asked.
 
   “Of course I do.  He was my husband.  I’ll always love him, but not the same way I love you.  You’ve helped me become so much more than I ever thought possible.”  She patted the bulge of her midsection, which had become so much less pronounced in the last three years because of her diet of love.  “I love you, Wendell.  Nothing can change that.”
 
   She rolled over to face him and began lifting up his nightshirt.  “Are you sure?” he asked.
 
   “I’m sure,” she said.  As she pulled the nightshirt off, she knew Reverend Crane no longer held sway over her life.  The girl she thought had died in the forest had merely been sleeping in a glass coffin all those years, waiting for a man to come along and wake her.  This man lay beneath her now and she would never let him go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 49:  Sunset
 
   Joseph was in the process of packing his bags when Samantha stole into his bedroom and covered his eyes.  “Guess who?” she said.  “You better get this right.”
 
   “Mrs. Schulman, how many times have I said I’m flattered, but I’ve already got a girlfriend?  A much younger, more beautiful girlfriend.”  He twisted around to face her.  “I wasn’t sure you were coming back.  I thought your cousins might need your help.”
 
   “They wanted me to be happy,” she said.  “So I came here.”
 
   He motioned to the knapsack she carried.  “Are you planning on going somewhere?”
 
   “I thought I might go to California,” she said.
 
   “Funny, I thought I might go to the same place.”
 
   “Maybe we should go together?” she said.
 
   “Are you sure about that?  I could transfer to MIT or the state college so you can be closer to your cousins.  I know how much they mean to you.”
 
   “They don’t mean the same to me as you.  I love you, Joe.  I don’t care where we go so long as it’s together.”  She kissed him, relief flooding over her now that she’d said these words at last.  “I lost you once.  I’m not going to do it again.”
 
   “What about Veronica?  Is she really gone?”
 
   “She died three years ago.  Molly used the fountain to go back and stop her.”  Samantha described Molly’s sacrifice to destroy Veronica and the cave.  She finished with tears in her eyes.  “They’re both dead, but I still remember them being here with me.”
 
   She was surprised to see Joseph crying as well.  “I can’t believe it,” he said.  “She was so kind to me when I was there.  If it weren’t for her, Veronica would have killed me before you showed up.  I can’t believe she’s gone.”
 
   They stood there in silence for a moment before Samantha asked, “How’s your dad?”
 
   “He’s fine.  He doesn’t remember what happened, or at least he won’t let on if he does.  He might be repressing it.”
 
   “That’s probably for the best.”  She wiped away her tears before adding, “I brought a friend over.  I hope your father won’t mind if she stays here.  She’s going through a rough time right now and I thought this might help.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “She was Molly’s adopted mother.”  Samantha described Rebecca’s relationship to Molly and their last moments.  “She’s been dead for the last three years, but now she’s back to life.  I think it’s a little too much for her to handle.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” he said.  “I’m sure Dad won’t mind if she stays here.  He’ll probably be glad to have someone around.”
 
   They went downstairs, where Rebecca sat mesmerized in front of the television.  She startled when Samantha introduced Joseph.  “Joe, this is my cousin Rebecca.”
 
   “Sam told me about Molly.  I’m really sorry,” he said.
 
   “Thank you,” Rebecca said.  She motioned to the television to change the subject.  “This really is amazing.  How do they shrink down those people to fit them in the box?”
 
   Joseph sat down with Rebecca on the couch to give her a full technical description of how television worked.  Rebecca looked to Samantha for help after a minute.  “What Joseph is trying to say,” Samantha said, “is that they send a signal of light into this box, producing a miniature copy of the actual.”
 
   “It’s wonderful,” Rebecca said.  She became even more enthralled when Joseph showed her how to use the remote control to flip channels.  When a child with curly red hair came onto the screen during a commercial, Rebecca broke down into tears.  Samantha sat beside her, patting her back.
 
   “It’s all right.  See, it’s gone now.”  Rebecca recovered her wits after a few minutes, wiping her eyes and blushing with embarrassment.  “All better now?”  Rebecca nodded.
 
   Behind Rebecca’s back, Joseph flashed Samantha a look of concern.  She didn’t want to mention what Rebecca had already tried to do to herself or else Joseph might want her put into a mental institution.  Samantha better than anyone knew it took time for these wounds to heal and even then scars remained.
 
   They were still watching television two hours later when Mr. Pryde returned home.  “There you are,” Mr. Pryde said to Samantha.  “Joe said he wasn’t sure where you’d run off to.  Who’s this you brought with you?”
 
   “This is my cousin Rebecca,” Samantha said.
 
   Rebecca heaved herself off the couch to shake Mr. Pryde’s hand.  “It’s good to meet you, sir.  Samantha has said a lot of nice things about you.” 
 
   “It’s always good to meet a friend of Samantha’s,” he said.
 
   For dinner, Joseph prepared a box of macaroni and cheese.  Rebecca watched him with fascination, allowing Samantha a few moments alone with Mr. Pryde.  “So I guess Rebecca must be a pretty common name where you come from, seeing as how you used to bring over another cousin named Rebecca.  She was a little younger and darker as I remember it,” he said.
 
   “It is a popular name there.  Very traditional,” Samantha said.  “She’s lost someone very close to her recently and I was wondering if she could stay here until she feels better.”
 
   “I’m not running a clinic here,” Mr. Pryde said.  He sighed and then added, “But seeing as how I’m going to have plenty of room I don’t see why not.”
 
   Rebecca ran in from the doorway to crush Mr. Pryde in a hug.  “Oh thank you, sir,” she said.  “You won’t be sorry.  Joseph showed me how to use the appliances and I’m sure I can help out with the housekeeping.”
 
   Mr. Pryde reluctantly patted Rebecca on the head.  “You don’t need to worry about that.  I don’t make no messes.”  Samantha could see a twinkle in his eye as he spoke.  He and Rebecca would get along fine.  Samantha only worried what might happen to Rebecca when Mr. Pryde went on a fishing trip.  If she really wanted to kill herself she would have done it, Samantha thought.  She stepped in to pull Rebecca off Mr. Pryde.
 
   After dinner, Mr. Pryde showed Rebecca to the guest room where she would be staying for as long as she needed.  “It ain’t nothing fancy, but it should do,” he said.
 
   “It’s beautiful.  I love it,” Rebecca said, throwing herself onto the bed.  Samantha knew then her friend would survive the loss of Molly.
 
   Samantha told this to Joseph later, who agreed with her.  “I think she’s going to like it here,” he said.  “You should have seen her in the kitchen.  She was like a kid on Christmas morning.  It’s hard to believe she could have been depressed.”
 
   They settled onto Joseph’s bed, wrapping their arms around each other.  Samantha felt sleep tugging at her eyelids, but she didn’t want to fall asleep and wake up tomorrow in a crib or motel room without him.  She wanted to make sure they stayed together forever.
 
   “There’s something I need to ask you,” Joseph said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The night my mom died there was a woman with her, an older woman.”  His voice faltered, his eyes flicking down to the mattress as he said, “It was you, wasn’t it?  You were there.”
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “I remember you told me Mom went to Heaven.  I thought you were an angel back then.  Now I know I was right.”
 
   He tried to kiss her, but she held him at bay.  “Joe, I’m sorry about your mother.  It’s my fault she died.  I could have saved her and I didn’t.  I failed you.” 
 
   “No, that’s not true.  You kept Veronica from killing me.  You saved my life that night and—” His voice faltered once again.  “And you’ve saved me again over these last three years by making me the happiest person in the world.”
 
   “Your mother—”
 
   “My mother would be glad I have you to watch over me.  You’re my guardian angel.”  He smiled at her.  “You know, after you left me with Mrs. Schulman, I told myself if I ever saw anyone that beautiful again I would have to marry her.”
 
   “Joe, I—”
 
   “I don’t ever want to be without you again.  Marry me.”
 
   “Now?  It’s too soon.  We’re too young.”
 
   “What does age matter?  All that’s important is how much we love each other.”  He put up a hand and added, “I know it’s a little sudden.  We don’t have to do it right away.  I’ll wait forever if that’s what it takes.”
 
   Tears came to her eyes as she said, “I will.  I will marry you.”  They kissed to seal the pact with the passion of newlyweds.  For the rest of the night she held onto him, swearing to keep her promise to Joseph’s mother to take care of him for the rest of her life.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue:  The Return
 
   The car stopped at the base of the hill, where the ancient house awaited her.  The peeling white paint, the patchwork shingles, and the junk in the front yard had not changed from the last time Samantha had seen the house eight years ago.  When she squinted, she could see her and Joseph as teenagers sitting on the front porch, hand-in-hand.
 
   She pulled into the driveway behind the sedan Joseph had once driven.  For a moment she sat in the front seat, letting the memories wash over her.  Then she squeezed her belly from beneath the steering wheel and climbed out of the car.  She turned to the backseat and told her passenger, “Stay here.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Samantha limped towards the front steps, her ankles swollen and throbbing from the long plane ride and the drive from Bangor to Seabrooke.  Her back joined in on the aching; she paused at the front steps to rub her sore muscles.  Despite the pain, she smiled with glee at the prospect of coming home.
 
   She knocked on the front door and waited for someone to answer.  She counted off two full minutes before knocking again.  When no one answered after another two minutes, she tried the doorknob.  The door was locked.
 
   Samantha checked her watch:  five o’clock.  She’d told her they were coming this afternoon.  Where had she gone?  She probably went out to get something for dinner, Samantha thought.  She won’t mind if I let myself in.  Samantha needed to sit down soon before her back locked up.  Although only two months from her twenty-sixth birthday, her swollen body felt more like a sixty-year-old’s.
 
   She reached into her short-cropped hair for a pin, hoping her puffy fingers were up to the task after so many years.  She inserted the flattened pin into the door lock, wiggling it around until she heard a click.  Samantha pushed the door open with a sigh of relief that she still had the touch after all this time.  
 
   She waddled into the front hall, remembering the day of Prudence’s sixteenth birthday when Samantha and Joseph had kissed right here.  That day had ended in disaster, but had also led them to find happiness together.  If not for Veronica, Samantha might never have gone to California with Joseph.  She put both hands on her bulging stomach at the memory of her former best friend.
 
   From upstairs, she heard the sound of rock music.  Either she was home or she had left the stereo on before going out.  The pulsing bass shook the walls of the old house, reverberating through Samantha’s head like a jackhammer.  The last thing she wanted to do was climb up stairs in this condition, but the loud music had already caused her head to chime in with its own pain.
 
   She went up the stairs slowly, pausing at each step to rub her back.  The music became louder as she neared the top, although the lyrics of the song became no clearer.  These kids today, she thought, hating herself for it.  In recent months she’d found her brain aging faster than her body, becoming that of the sixty-year-old woman she would be now if she’d never met Reverend Crane twenty years ago.  
 
   At the top of the stairs, she leaned against a wall to catch her breath before going on.  She passed Joseph’s old bedroom, still with the Einstein poster on the door.  She wanted to go inside there and sink down on the bed they had once shared, where she’d lost her virginity for the second time.  First, she needed to turn down that damned music.
 
   Samantha opened the door to the guest bedroom and bit down on her lip to keep from crying out.  Two young women were tangled up in the sheets of the bed, kissing each other like lovers.  The pale, chubby flesh of one woman seemed familiar, though not the spiky black hair.  Samantha didn’t recognize the Asian girl she was kissing.  This Asian girl spotted Samantha in the doorway and scrambled backwards, covering herself with a sheet.  The pale girl turned around, what color there was in her cheeks draining away.  She reached over to turn off the music.  “Hello Samantha,” she said, covering herself with a blanket.  “I forgot you were coming today.”
 
   “Hello Rebecca,” Samantha said.  “I, uh, let myself in when no one answered the door.”  
 
   “Oh.  This is Callie,” Rebecca said, motioning to her friend.  Callie gave a shy wave.  “Her parents bought the old Seafarer after Mrs. Milton died.  Callie, this is my cousin Samantha.  She’s the one I told you about.”
 
   “Beck has said a lot of nice things about you,” Callie said.  “It’s nice to finally see you.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you too,” Samantha said.  She felt a brief pang of sadness for old Mrs. Milton, thinking of the day she’d spent there with Miss Brigham twenty years earlier.
 
   A small hand tugged at the hem of Samantha’s loose-fitting blouse.  “Mommy, the car is boring.”
 
   Samantha scooped the little girl off the floor, ignoring the protests from her back.  “I told you to stay in the car,” Samantha said.  She turned to Rebecca and Callie.  “She takes too much after her mother in getting into trouble.  Don’t you?”  She tickled the little girl until she giggled.  “Say hello to your cousin Rebecca.  Rebecca, this is Jackie.”
 
   “Hello Jackie,” Rebecca said in a small voice.
 
   “I guess we’d better let you two have a little privacy,” Samantha said.  Rebecca only nodded as Samantha closed the door and then carried little Jackie downstairs to the living room.  She finally sank down onto the couch and turned on the television, flipping channels until she found an old cartoon to entertain her daughter.
 
   Callie came downstairs first, her face flushed with embarrassment at having been caught in such a compromising position.  “I’m really sorry,” she said to Samantha.
 
   “It’s no big deal,” Samantha said.  “How long have you and Becky been together?”
 
   “About a year now.  She’s a really nice girl.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “I better get going.  It was good to meet you.”  Callie hurried out of the room before Samantha could say goodbye.
 
   “Mommy, what were those girls doing?” Jackie asked.
 
   “They were taking a nap, sweetie.”  Her daughter seemed to accept this and went back to watching television.  Rebecca came down the stairs a minute later in a faded black T-shirt and jeans.  “I’m afraid Callie already left.”
 
   “That’s all right.  I’ll see her later.  It’s so good to see you again.  Would you like anything to eat or drink?  You’re probably tired after that flight.”
 
   “Some coffee would be nice,” Samantha said.  She tilted Jackie’s head towards her, pushing up the little girl’s glasses.  “You stay put right here.  Don’t move a muscle, all right?”
 
   “OK, Mommy,” Jackie said.
 
   Samantha heaved herself off the couch, following Rebecca into the kitchen.  As the coffee brewed, Rebecca said, “You didn’t mention anything about her on the phone.”
 
   “I wanted it to be a surprise,” Samantha said.
 
   “How old is she?”
 
   “She’ll be five in November.”
 
   “I remember when Molly was five—” Rebecca’s voice trailed off.  “I still miss her.”
 
   “We all miss her.”  They sat at the table in silence for a moment.  Then Samantha cleared her throat and said, “So you and Callie have been seeing each other for a year.  It must be getting pretty serious then.”
 
   Rebecca shrugged.  “Not really.  We’re just having fun.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you were that way,” Samantha said, hoping she didn’t sound too prudish.  “There’s nothing wrong with it, of course.  I think it’s wonderful.”
 
   “I don’t know if I am or not.  For right now I am.”  Rebecca stood up to pour two cups of steaming coffee.  “How are things with you and Joseph?”
 
   “Busy, as always.  They’ve got him working so many hours I hardly ever see him anymore.”  She bit down on her lip to keep a sudden burst of emotion from flaring up.  “How about you?  How are things at school?”
 
   “I’m thinking of quitting,” she said.  She took a sip of her coffee before continuing.  “Callie and I were thinking of going abroad for a year.  I’d really like to see England to revisit my roots, you know?”
 
   “What’s Mr. Pryde think of that?”
 
   “I haven’t told him yet.  I haven’t even told him about Callie, although I think he knows.  I didn’t want to mention anything until I was sure.”
 
   “Mr. Pryde won’t have a problem with it, I’m sure.  He’s a good man.”  She drank from her own mug before asking, “Where is he?  Out on another fishing trip?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s getting harder on him I think.  He keeps having to go farther and farther out.  Before much longer he’ll probably have to start fishing at the North Pole.”
 
   They both laughed nervously at this.  “Joseph keeps telling him to retire, but that’s not his way,” Samantha said.
 
   After another moment of silence, Rebecca asked, “How long are you and Jackie staying?”
 
   “Only until the morning.  We’re going over to see the others.  I need to talk to Prudence about something.  You’re welcome to come along if you want.”
 
   “No, I’m really not ready for that yet.”
 
   “Becky, you can’t run from it forever.  At some point you have to go back and face it.”
 
   “How far along are you?” Rebecca asked to change the subject, motioning to Samantha’s belly.
 
   “Seven months.  It feels like it’s been a year already.”
 
   “Did you find out what it is yet?”
 
   “Joseph wants to, but I’d rather wait.  Of course he wants a boy.  I think that’s what Jackie wants too so she’ll have a little brother to play with.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “A healthy baby.  That’s all.”  Rebecca nodded in understanding.  They finished their coffee in silence and then Rebecca rinsed out the empty mugs.
 
   “I made up Joseph’s room for you.  I can get a cot out for Jackie if you want.”
 
   “There’s no need to go to any trouble.  She’ll be fine with me,” Samantha said.  “I better go check on her to make sure she hasn’t gotten into any trouble.”
 
   In the living room, she found Jackie asleep on the couch, sucking her thumb the way she did as a baby.  “Let me,” Rebecca said.  With expert precision, she picked Jackie up, cradling the little girl in her arms.  She carried Jackie up into Joseph’s room, easing her onto the bed.
 
   Samantha saw the tears glistening in Rebecca’s eyes as she looked down on Jackie, no doubt thinking of the times she had done this with Molly.  Then Rebecca brushed past her on her way out, running down the hall to her bedroom.  The music came on again, this time a slow ballad played so low Samantha had to strain to hear it.  She wanted to go in to talk with her old friend, but knew there was nothing she could say to make the pain go away.
 
   Instead, she lay down next to Jackie on the bed, removing her daughter’s glasses and smoothing away her brown hair to kiss her on the forehead, the way she had Molly and Veronica during those three vanished years.  Her daughter twitched for a moment, but didn’t wake up.  Samantha pulled the blankets up to cover them both and then rested a hand on her stomach.  The child within her kicked, bringing a sad smile to her face.  The pain never went away fully, but life went on and with it another chance for happiness.  She hoped Rebecca would see this one day.
 
   ***
 
   Jackie had inherited Samantha’s fear of the water.  “Are you sure this is safe, Mommy?” she asked on the dock.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe.  I used to do this all the time,” she said.  She looked over at Rebecca.  “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”
 
   “I’d better not.  I promised Callie we’d go into Bangor tonight.  There’s a great new club opening up we’re going to try getting into,” Rebecca said.
 
   Samantha thought of the nightclub in Chicago where she’d met Andre again.  Maybe Rebecca would find the love of her life walking through the door.  “Just stay out of trouble.  There won’t be anyone to bail you out of prison,” Samantha said.
 
   “I will.  See you on the way back.”
 
   “Cousin Rebecca seems nice,” Jackie said.
 
   “She’s very nice.  Here, put on your lifejacket.”  Unlike Veronica and Molly, Jackie didn’t make any fuss about putting on her lifejacket.  From her father she’d inherited allergy problems that flared up worst in the morning; Samantha wiped at her daughter’s nose with a handkerchief, helping her blow her nose.  Once Jackie could breathe again, Samantha helped her into the little boat she and Rebecca had used to leave Eternity eight years earlier.  Mr. Pryde maintained the boat in her absence for whenever Samantha or Rebecca decided to go back.
 
   Jackie’s cappuccino-colored skin turned green at the edges once they got underway.  Samantha took her hand, giving it a squeeze.  “Everything will be all right, sweetie,” she said.
 
   “Where are we going, Mommy?”
 
   “We’re going to Eternity.  That’s where your Aunt Prudence and Uncle Wendell live with all your other cousins.  It’s a very nice place with lots of trees and grass for you to play in.”
 
   Jackie sniffled at this, not convinced how wonderful Eternity would be.  “Is that where you lived when you were a little girl?” she asked.
 
   “That’s right, sweetie.  I started living there when I wasn’t much older than you,” Samantha said.  This was a slight exaggeration, but she and Joseph had promised each other before Jackie was born not to burden their offspring with any knowledge of the Fountain of Youth.  As far as Jackie knew, Samantha had gone to Eternity when she was five and stayed there until she was seventeen, when she left with Daddy for California.  Her life before that would never exist to her daughter.  Nor to any legal authorities, who believed her to be Samantha Young, born in 1994, parents unknown.
 
   “And Aunt Prudence lived there too?”
 
   “That’s right.  And cousin Rebecca and all your other cousins.  We were all children together.”
 
   “Then who were your mommies and daddies?”
 
   “We didn’t have any, sweetie.  There was a very nice woman named Molly who helped take of us when we were little.  Later on we took care of ourselves.”
 
   Jackie blew her nose into the handkerchief.  “Was it scary?” she asked.
 
   “Sometimes.  Most of the time it was fun.”  She thought of running through the meadow with Prudence, playing a game of tag on a golden summer day.  A tear came to her eye at the thought those days were truly gone forever now.  She bit down on her lip to keep the emotion at bay in front of Jackie.
 
   As the boat skimmed ever closer towards Eternity, Jackie grew less apprehensive of the water.  The green faded from her skin.  She even managed to laugh when Samantha told her a story about her first day on the island when she fell into the stream and Prudence had to fish her out.
 
   “Mommy, look!” Jackie said, pointing to land on the horizon.  “Is that it?”
 
   “That’s it, sweetie.”  As they drew nearer the island, Samantha’s stomach fluttered and not because of the baby.  She and Prudence had exchanged brief letters over the last eight years, but neither of them were very good at expressing their feelings on paper.  Samantha didn’t know what to expect when they met again.
 
   Her first surprise came when she found the Primrose tied to a floating dock composed of rusty oil drums, halved car tires, and wooden planks.  She tied her little boat to the other side of the dock and then helped Jackie up onto the walkway.  “This feels funny,” Jackie said.  “Is it safe?”
 
   “It’s safe,” Samantha said, taking her daughter’s hand.  The dock led to a path of crushed seashells and stones along the beach.  The path continued into the forest, ropes and netting along the edges to keep the way clear.  Samantha knew this to be Wendell’s work; he had once suggested this to her, but at the time they didn’t have the resources for the project.
 
   Jackie pressed close to Samantha, her eyes searching the forest for signs of danger.  “There’s nothing to worry about, sweetie.  Nothing in the trees will hurt us,” Samantha said.
 
   Not a second after the words came out of her mouth, she heard a small voice call for help from in the forest.  “Someone help me please!” the voice squeaked.
 
   “Stay here, sweetie.  I’ll see what’s the matter.”
 
   “Mommy, I’m scared.”
 
   “I know, but you have to be brave for Mommy.  Can you do that?”  Jackie nodded.  “That’s my girl.  I’ll be right back.  Don’t you go anywhere.”
 
   Samantha stepped over the fencing into the forest.  The trees seemed much smaller and lower now than she remembered as a child.  The voice calling for help grew closer and more plaintive with each moment.  
 
   At last Samantha pushed aside a set of branches and almost fell over with fright.  A pale, freckle-faced girl not much older than Jackie had caught her waist-length red hair in the brush just as little Prudence had eight years ago.  “Please help me,” the girl said.  “I’m all tangled up in these stupid branches.  Mama is going to kill me when she finds out.”
 
   “Don’t worry, honey, I’ll get you out,” Samantha said.  
 
   “I didn’t mean to go into the forest,” the girl said.  “I was walking along the path and then I saw a bunny alongside the road and I got to following it.  Next thing you know I got all caught up like this.  Mama’s going to cut all my hair off for sure.  She threatened to do it before and now she will.”
 
   “I’m sure your mother wouldn’t cut off your hair,” Samantha said.  She unsnarled one curly tress at a time, the girl whimpering or yelping on occasion.  After a few minutes, Samantha freed the girl and pulled her from the brush.
 
   “Thank you so much,” the girl said.  “I might have been stuck there all night if you hadn’t come along.  I don’t remember seeing you around here before.  Are you a visitor?”
 
   “You could say that.  I used to live here along time ago, before you were born.  My name is Samantha.  What’s yours?”
 
   “Molly,” she said.  Samantha almost fainted at this.  This couldn’t be Molly Brigham.  She had died.  Unless someone had figured out how to revive the Fountain of Youth.  Molly solved Samantha’s confusion when she said, “Molly Palmer.  My parents live just up the road.”
 
   “Are your parents named Prudence and Wendell?” 
 
   “Yes.  They’re my mommy and daddy.  How did you know?”
 
   “I’m a friend of your mother.”
 
   “Oh, you’re Aunt Samantha.  Mommy said you were coming.”  Molly squinted at Samantha and then shook her head.  “From the stories Mommy’s told me I didn’t think you’d be so fat.”
 
   Samantha took Molly’s pale little hand, placing it on her bulging stomach.  “There’s a baby inside there,” Samantha said.
 
   “Mama is fat like that too,” Molly said.
 
   “She is?”  Molly nodded.  “Can you show me where Mama lives?”  Molly took Samantha’s hand, leading her back through the forest to the road.  Jackie waited in the same place Samantha had left her, tears forming behind her glasses.
 
   Samantha picked up her daughter, stroking the girl’s hair to soothe her.  “It’s all right, Mommy is back now.  I made a new friend.  This is your cousin Molly.  Can you say hello?”
 
   “Hello,” Jackie bit out.
 
   “You have glasses like Daddy,” Molly said.  “His are a bit thicker though.  Mama says it’s because he spends too much time looking into microscopes and things.”
 
   “Your mama is a very smart lady,” Samantha said.  Molly skipped along the road ahead of her and Jackie, the forest thinning out gradually to reveal a clearing.  A cabin like the one where Rebecca and Molly Brigham had lived stood in one corner with a field of wheat growing nearby.
 
   At the sight of the house, Molly broke into a run.  “Mama, mama, guess what?” she called out.  “Aunt Samantha is here!”
 
   Prudence appeared on the front steps of the cabin looking even more pregnant than Samantha.  As in her days as a fat child, she wore a plain gray dress with her stomach pressing against the fabric.  Her face looked older than her years with lines at the corner of her mouth and eyes and silver hairs standing out from the auburn ones at her temples.
 
   She came forward to embrace Samantha in an awkward hug.  “It’s good to see you again,” she said.  “I wasn’t sure when you were coming or I would have met you at the beach.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Your daughter showed us the way.”
 
   Prudence strained to pick up a fidgeting Molly.  She examined the girl’s hair and then frowned.  “You’ve been playing in the forest again, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”
 
   “That’s very naughty, Molly.  You know what I said would happen if you did it again, don’t you?”
 
   Molly began to cry.  “You can’t cut all my hair off.  The other kids will laugh at me.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this later.  Right now I need you to go find your father and tell him Aunt Samantha is here.  We’ll meet you in the park.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”  Prudence set Molly on the ground and the girl scampered off in the direction of the town.
 
   “She can be quite a handful.  Who’s this?  What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   “Jackie.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  I’m your aunt Prudence.  I grew up with your mommy here.”  Jackie nodded at this.  “Where’s Joseph at?  Didn’t he make the trip?”
 
   “He’s in the middle of a project right now.  Something very top secret and hush-hush.  He can’t even tell me what it is,” Samantha said.  “He really did want to come.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Where is he working now?”
 
   “At Los Alamos in New Mexico,” Samantha said.  “Not too far from my old stomping grounds.”
 
   “So it’s kind of a homecoming for you,” Prudence said.
 
   “You could say that.”  Prudence led them onto another path, this one composed entirely of crushed granite.  “It brings back a lot of old memories.  Kind of like this.”
 
   “What are you up to these days?”
 
   “Since Joe started at Los Alamos I’ve been working with some businesses in Albuquerque to start the Pryde Foundation for abused children.  Once I get my degree next year I’ll be able to do more hands-on work with the children instead of just fundraising.”
 
   “That sounds like a worthy cause,” Prudence said.
 
   “I just thought if someone had been there to reach out to Veronica—” Samantha had to bite down on her lip again to keep from crying.  She set Jackie down to walk beside them to wipe at her eyes.  “It’s so easy for children like her to fall through the cracks and turn into angry, violent adults.  Our goal is to help them in childhood before it’s too late.”
 
   “That must be rewarding work.”
 
   “Sometimes it is.  Other times it can be frustrating.  Some of these parents make Jonas Pryde look tame,” Samantha said, her lip curling in disgust.  Jackie squeezed her hand, as if sensing her mother’s anger.  “Well, anyway, I’ve had to take a leave of absence for a little while, until after the baby is born.  What about you?  Are you still the head matriarch around here?”
 
   Prudence laughed at this.  “Mostly I’m a figurehead anymore.  The first couple years were rough.  It seemed like we had a crisis every day.  But slowly everyone started to get the hang of it.  I only have to settle one or two disputes a month, which is good, because dealing with Molly can be a full-time job.  I’m not sure from where that child gets her energy.  Sometimes I wonder if she really isn’t a reincarnated Molly.”  Prudence shook her head while Samantha snorted.  “That reminds me, how’s Rebecca doing?  I don’t get a chance to visit with her much anymore.”
 
   “She’s confused, like all girls her age.  She’ll figure things out eventually.”  Samantha didn’t think it appropriate to mention anything about Callie or what they’d been doing when Samantha opened the bedroom door.
 
   “It’s such a shame what happened to her.  Let her know that we’re all praying for her.”
 
   “I will,” Samantha said.
 
   The path widened as they reached the town, which had doubled in size over the last eight years.  A second line of shops intersected the originals to form an ‘L’ shape around the square and old church.  Most surprising of all were the electric lights on inside each building and one storefront with televisions, radios, and other appliances.  “Wendell figured out how to wire everything about four years ago,” Prudence explained.  “Something about using heat below the surface.  I don’t know, it’s too technical for me.  You’d have to ask him about it.”
 
   Prudence went on to explain that the dormitories where they’d grown up since the great hurricane were now used for storage and as emergency shelters.  “Some people wanted to raze them because they were symbols of the old days, but it would be such a waste.  The bigger problem is that the children like to get in there and play.”
 
   “Children?”
 
   “You don’t think I’m the only one, do you?” Prudence said, laying a hand on her belly.  “Heavens, no.  Not long after Molly was born there was a baby boom here.  Helena had triplets if you can believe it.  They’re all three going to take after her, I can tell already.  Wendell, Annie, and I were there all night to help her deliver.  Annie’s become quite an accomplished midwife because of it.  She’s going to help me when it’s time.”
 
   “How long is that?”
 
   “About a month.  What about you?”
 
   “Two months or so.”
 
   “I should try to hold it in so we can deliver at the same time.  Wouldn’t it be great for our children to have the same birthdays?”
 
   “That would be something.  Do you have a name picked out?”
 
   “Rodney if it’s a boy,” Prudence said, her cheeks flushing a bit at this.  “Fiona if it’s a girl.  You?”
 
   “Jeremy if it’s a boy.  There’s some Pryde family tradition about names beginning with a ‘J.’  Andrea if it’s a girl.”
 
   Throughout the conversation, Jackie had followed along, one hand on the hem of Samantha’s shirt.  Now as they passed by the bakery, with its aroma of baking bread, Jackie gave Samantha’s shirt a tug.  “Mommy, I’m hungry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Phyllis will let us have some bread,” Prudence said.  She opened the door to the bakery, ushering them inside.  Phyllis had grown heavier over the last eight years and not with pregnancy either.  Her face and apron were littered with stains of varying colors from years of baking.  When she squinted at Samantha, Jackie pressed tighter to her mother’s side.  “Look who’s back.  It’s Samantha and her little daughter.  They’re a bit hungry from the trip over,” Prudence said.
 
   “Samantha?  I didn’t think we’d ever see you again,” Phyllis said.  “What brings you here?”
 
   “Just thought I’d visit.  Show Jackie where her mother came from,” Samantha said.  
 
   “I just took a loaf out of the oven, but it needs to cool.  Let me see what else I got.”  Phyllis rummaged around the shelves until returning with a bundle wrapped in brown paper.  She bent down to tousle Jackie’s hair, turning it white in parts with flour.  “You’re cuter than your mom was at your age.  She used to be nothing but a sack of bones.  At least you’ve got a little meat on you.”  Phyllis pinched a roll of fat beneath Jackie’s shirt.
 
   “We’d better get going,” Prudence said.  “Molly and Wendell are probably waiting for us in the park, unless she forgot to look for him.  Do you remember seeing her go past here?”
 
   “I saw her come running by here like the wind a few minutes ago.  You should tell that child to be careful.”
 
   “I do try.  She just doesn’t listen.”
 
   “You baby her too much, that’s why.  She’ll end up spoiled at this rate.  If you ask me—”
 
   “Molly is my child.  I’ll take care of her.  Thank you for the food.”  In that moment, Samantha realized the shy, timid girl she’d befriended after waking up in Eternity twenty years ago had disappeared.  A strong, confident woman existed in her place now, a woman capable of leading an entire community.  Prudence had been right eight years ago to say they could get along without Samantha.  Not only had they gotten by; they had flourished in the years since she’d left.
 
   Jackie thanked Phyllis as well and then hurried out the door ahead of Samantha.  Inside the package Phyllis had given them were a dozen sugar cookies.  Jackie held one up and then looked down at where Phyllis had pinched her.  “Mommy, am I fat?” she asked.
 
   “No, sweetie.  You’re just the right size.”  Jackie had always been a pudgy child, though nowhere near as fat as Samantha or Prudence at her age.  This answer seemed to comfort her; she ate the cookie and then another as they followed the path up to the meadow.
 
   The vacant meadow of Samantha’s youth had been transformed into a park, complete with a playground, sandbox, and benches.  Helena, who had not lost the weight from childbirth, sat on one of the benches, wiping the face of a girl who looked just like her as a child.  “It’s you,” she said to Samantha.  “I must look like a complete wreck to you.  Go ahead and laugh.  I’m sure you want to after everything I did to you.”
 
   “You look wonderful.  Your children are adorable.”
 
   Helena took no notice of these compliments.  “It’s all his fault.  He did this to me.  I used to be the most beautiful girl on the whole island and now I’m ruined.”
 
   “Mommy, I want to pway!” her daughter squealed.
 
   “Fine, go play.  Stay where I can see you.”
 
   Samantha knelt down next to Jackie.  “Sweetie, do you want to go play with the other kids?”  Jackie shook her head.  “Come on, sweetie, it’ll be fun.  They aren’t going to bite you.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” Jackie said, her lip trembling as if she were about to cry.
 
   Before Samantha could say anything, Molly almost bowled into her.  “Mama, Mama, I found Daddy!  He was over at Mr. Davenport’s house fixing their tractor.”
 
   “Trying to fix it,” Wendell said.  “I don’t think I have the right parts for it.”
 
   Unlike Prudence, Wendell looked almost unchanged since Samantha last saw him.  He was still not much taller than a child, although he had cultivated a thin beard.  He wiped grime and sweat off his face and hands before hugging Samantha.  “Molly said you were back.  At first I thought it was one of her stories, but you really are here.”
 
   “It’s good to see you again,” she said.  “It’s amazing what you’ve done here.”
 
   “A little ingenuity and a lot of work, that’s all we needed,” he said.  “There’s nothing we can’t do when we put our minds to it.”
 
   “I won’t disagree with you there.  I’m sure Joe could use your help at the laboratory.”
 
   “Thanks, but we’re pretty happy here.  Most of us.”
 
   “Most?”
 
   “There’ve been a handful who left, seeking greener pastures.  We figure there’s no danger in letting them go now that it’s gone,” Prudence said.  She tousled Molly’s curly hair.  “Why don’t you and Jackie go play so the grown-ups can talk?”
 
   Molly took Jackie’s hand, dragging her off before Jackie could protest.  They waited until her excited babbling had faded away before finding a secluded bench to sit down.  Samantha and Prudence sighed with relief as one.  “What about it?” Samantha asked.  “Are you sure it’s gone?”
 
   “I excavated it myself last year,” Wendell said.  “I did it at night so no one would know.  There isn’t anything left.  Not even a drop.”
 
   “I guess that’s for the best,” Samantha said.  Prudence and Wendell nodded at this assessment.  She didn’t let on to Joseph, but there were mornings when she woke up worrying she might find herself a little girl again.  This had become worse since she found out she was pregnant.  With the Fountain of Youth truly gone, perhaps now the nightmares would go with it.
 
   Samantha rested both hands on her stomach, feeling the reassuring kick of her baby again.  “There’s something I wanted to ask you.  I hope you don’t mind, but I didn’t come here just for a visit.”
 
   Prudence took one of her hands.  “Whatever it is, I’m sure we won’t mind.  You’re my sister, after all.”
 
   “Well, Joseph and I are finally getting married.  Officially, that is.  We’ve been pretty much married for the last eight years, but now we’ve got all the paperwork ready.”  She stopped to take a deep breath, fighting down her sudden nervousness.  “We’re going to sign the papers at the courthouse in Bangor in a few weeks and I was hoping you two might come as witnesses.  If Prudence can travel.”
 
   “Oh my, yes!  Of course we will,” Prudence said.  She put an arm around Samantha’s shoulder and squeezed.  “This is wonderful news.  I can’t believe it.”  They began to cry at the same time, the tide of hormones driving them into a frenzy of sobbing.  “I’m so happy for you,” Prudence said.
 
   “Congratulations,” Wendell said.  “If there’s anything we can do to help—”
 
   “I was hoping you might make me a dress,” Samantha said to Prudence.  “Nothing fancy of course.”
 
   “I’d be honored,” Prudence said.  “We’ll take some measurements in the shop on the way back.  I’ll make sure to leave some extra room.  And I can make something for Jackie too.  Wouldn’t it be so adorable for her and Molly to have matching dresses?”
 
   “I don’t want you to go to any trouble—”
 
   “It’s no trouble.  Don’t be silly.”
 
   “After the ceremony, I thought Joseph and I might come here for a few days,” Samantha said.
 
   “We could throw a party,” Wendell said.  “I’ll build a stage right here in the park and we can bring up some tables.”
 
   “Phyllis can bake a cake and Molly can gather some flowers,” Prudence added.  “It’ll be grand.”
 
   Samantha squeezed Prudence’s hand and then leaned over to crush Wendell in a hug.  After twenty years and so many changes from the day she’d woke up as a ten-year-old with no memory they had stuck by her side.  Their love and friendship had survived despite all the obstacles placed in their way.  Nothing, not Reverend Crane or Veronica or the fountain or time itself could tear them apart.
 
   As they continued to make plans for the wedding, a scream drew Samantha’s eye to where Molly and Jackie were playing.  They scampered across a patch of grass, chasing each other back and forth as they played tag.  The girls’ squeals echoed across the meadow and back through time to twenty years ago, to Samantha and Prudence when they were young.  
 
    
 
   The End
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