
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Advance Praise for Sinister Societies

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happens when six extraordinary storytellers, each with their own distinct voice and style, create their vision of secret societies? You get six incredible stories, each taking you on an entirely different journey to reveal the cost of secrets. Shh!”

      —Linda D. Addison, award-winning author, HWA Lifetime Achievement Award recipient, and SFPA Grand Master.

      

      “It’s no conspiracy that Sinister Societies assembles a disquieting sextet of novellas that’ll have you looking over your shoulder after every tale. The cabal of awe-inspiring writers gathered in this ominous omnibus are to be feared and revered.”

      —Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eye

      

      “This book, a deep dive into the world of secret societies, will keep you up all night and probably infest your dreams with darkness. Holding secrets, tragedy, comedy and justice in almost equal measure, Sinister Societies should be on every horror/fantasy lover’s bookshelf.”

      —E.E. King, award-winning writer, artist & naturalist
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        “The very word “secrecy” is repugnant in a free and open society; and we are as a people inherently and historically opposed to secret societies, to secret oaths and to secret proceedings. We decided long ago that the dangers of excessive and unwarranted concealment of pertinent facts far outweighed the dangers which are cited to justify it.”

        PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY
        ADDRESS BEFORE THE
         AMERICAN NEWSPAPER PUBLISHERS ASSOCIATION
        APRIL 27, 1961

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

        John Skipp

      

    

    
      
        1. Cult of Least Resistance

        Cindy O’Quinn

      

      
        2. Agent Josephine Baker Against the Island of Horrors

        Errick Nunnally

      

      
        3. The Witches of Paradise

        Mercedes M. Yardley

      

      
        4. Vengeful Spirits

        Michael Burke

      

      
        5. Tunnel 17

        Tom Deady

      

      
        6. Cult of the Rat King

        Sarah Read

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Editor

      

      
        About the Cover Artist

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          JOHN SKIPP

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE SECRETS WE DARE TO SHARE

        A not-so-furtive foreword

      

      

      

      We all have secrets. It’s just a fact.

      You think you know a person? You might be right. But probably not half-as-right as you think.

      Truth is, we all have complicated, puzzle-shaped lives, with private pieces we keep hidden from the world, either because we are trying to protect you, or because we’re afraid of what you’ll do if you find out.

      Sometimes, a secret is shared or held in common. When a secret is shared, a society forms. Together, you build a wall around that knowledge. Be it two people or a trillion, it’s you and them against the world.

      Sometimes it’s personal. Sometimes it’s business. Sometimes it’s kisses. And sometimes it’s blood. Most times, we don’t find out until the mask comes off. Sometimes, not even then.

      Point being, we all have secrets. Let’s take that as a given.

      But some of them are worse than others.
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        * * *

      

      For example:

      I once bought a house—the only house I’ve ever owned—from a guy named George, who was a friend of the family.

      I’d just become a first-time father, living in New York City with now not-just-one-but-TWO gorgeous young women, sharing a tiny apartment in Chelsea. I’d also just become a soon-to-be New York Times bestselling author (which is to say, I’d just gotten paid for my first book deal), but that money wasn’t gonna last long in Manhattan. It was time for us to get the fuck outta Dodge. And George had a place for sale.

      So I went back to York, Pennsylvania, the last town I’d escaped from, where my super-kind mom and her boyfriend still lived. Their friend George’s house was a nice little two-story on a tree-lined street in an unassuming neighborhood, with a sweet backyard sizable enough for a bunch of kids to run around in, and a big ol’ round above-ground swimming pool large enough for a party of eight.

      My lady and I checked it out, and found it good. I had the cash for the down payment. So George and I made the deal. In the process of paperwork and planning, there were a couple of nights where I wound up crashing on the couch of my new house, hanging out with George and talking till the wee hours. The fact that we both smoked like chimneys and drank like inebriated fish had more than a little to do with it.

      Plus, George was wicked smart. Surprisingly well-read. A very interesting cat. Sicilian. About 6’3”. No wife or kids, at least so far as I could tell. Former Special Forces, so he’d been around and done some shit. Seen big chunks of the world. Was a formidable man. Dangerous. Also funny as fuck. And not afraid to theorize or philosophize at length.

      It was not uncommon, on those nights, to smoke a pack of cigarettes and drink a dozen beers apiece. He’d also bring out the whiskey, but that wasn’t my thing. (I’d sneak out back and smoke a little weed whenever he left to take a leak. Not really a secret. Just being polite and discreet.)

      So anyway, we finally closed the deal. And on the night he signed the deed over to me, he made just the two of us a big old dinner—he was an excellent chef—and then we just stayed in the kitchen for-fucking-ever, celebrating with three packs of Marlboro Reds and a case-anna-half of Rolling Rock. Just talking and talking and talking.

      It was about 3:30 in the morning when I finally agreed to take a shot, roughly ten beers in. He’d just gone on a long riff of his Vietnam war experiences, and I was talking about all the death I’d seen as a child in Argentina. The reality of violence. The matter-of-factness of it. Which was something I was urgently trying to convey in my not-yet-called-splatterpunk fiction. (The Light at the End was published two years before that funny word was even conceived, and completed a year-anna-half before that, after having spent another two years writing it.)

      And it was right about that point—as we toasted and downed our shots—that George decided to tell me his secret.

      Now, George had always been a little bit cryptic about what he did for a living. Said it was sales or something. Did not care to elaborate, nor did he make evasiveness a big deal. Just never brought it up, and deftly deflected whenever someone else did. Liked to play his cards close to the vest.

      Clearly, the dude had cash. Was not short on amenities. Drove a very nice, roomy sedan. Hadn’t sold me the house out of fiscal emergency. Just said it was time to go.

      But now, on this night—as he prepared to leave town, the two of us loosened up by booze and confessional candor—I guess he just decided that it was time to tell somebody. Guess he thought I would understand. Or was just too drunk to care.

      And I wish to God I could quote this conversation verbatim. But I can’t, because I was drunk, too. If I tried to recount it, I’d just be making shit up. So I’d rather just tell you what I know for a fact.

      What George told me was that there’s not a whole lot of use for Special Forces experience in the civilized world. That being a trained killer brought with it a set of skills not commonly applied in the civilian marketplace. Once out of the military, his main choices were bullshit jobs, security, law enforcement, or crime.

      He had no patience for bullshit jobs. That would be beneath him. That would be slumming. He was fucking Special Forces, goddamit! He was the best of the best. And he was proud. And he was smart. It was just not going to happen.

      He was also profoundly contemptuous of authority figures, which was something we very much shared in common. This quality had been well-established over our last nights of drunken gab. So there was no way on Earth that he was gonna be a cop. And wanted as far away from the FBI and CIA as he could possibly get.

      This left security and crime, which generally wound up working hand-in-hand. People who needed paid protection were generally up to something. And that something was generally nothing good.

      In other words, it was less a slippery slope than a dark continuum.

      Which is to say, his main profession was the disposing of human bodies.

      And for that, he often had to kill them first.

      Now, I was sitting toward the end of the enormous kitchen counter, right next to the phone on the wall. To my left was the doorway to the living room, leading straight to the front door. To my right, the counter was an island bisecting the kitchen, stretching all the way to the oven, the open back door.

      On the other side of the counter, George stood by the fridge, the sink full of dishes beside him. We were sharing an ashtray that was squarely between us. He was looking me in the eye as he told me these things. And I just sat there, listening close and nodding my head.

      I was not surprised to learn that George was a professional killer. I mean, what part of “Special Forces” did I not understand? He totally looked the part. For all his wit and charm, he radiated easy predator calm.

      Fact is, we recognized each other’s shadows. I was not a killer, but I knew what it meant. I was not judging him, as he knew I wouldn’t. I was just listening. Bearing witness, as is eternally my job.

      George didn’t go into the gory details. There was no bragging, no attempts to impress. Nor was he guiltily confessing his crimes. He wasn’t talking out of shame. He wasn’t talking out of pride. He just wanted me to know. I think it felt good to tell.

      Then he said—and this I recall very clearly—“Thing is, it’s just not that hard. You just do it. Then it’s done. And that’s it.”

      I don’t remember where the long, serrated carving knife came from. If it was on the counter, or in the sink, or in a drawer. But suddenly, he had it in his massive right hand.

      Then he said, “Here. Let me show you.”

      As around the island he came.

      Now, if I’d had any inclination to run, that would have been the time to do it. It was summer, so the front door was wide open, and I knew for a fact the screen door wasn’t locked. But he was calm, and I was calm, and our eyes remained locked as he rounded the bend. Walking toward me. Weaving ever so slightly. The knife still in his hand.

      I still had about an inch on my cigarette left. I thought about last cigarettes: a ritual for the condemned.

      Then he came up to me. Stepped behind my bar stool.

      Brought the knife to my throat.

      And held it there.

      I think he started talking then. I don’t think it was to me. He was definitely not spitting out threats, or mocking me, or insulting, or unleashing any of the thug-like verbal cliches we expect from cartoon villains, be they real or imagined.

      And weirdly, I wasn’t scared. I was just sooooo deeply, sooooo terribly sad. Thinking about my daughter. Her mom. My mom. How quickly this could end. How little I could do to stop it.

      How easily I would fit into the trunk of that sedan.

      I don’t think I made any noise at all. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t breathing. All I could feel were the warm, thick tears, running down my cheeks. And the gentle prick of that cold, serrated blade.

      Then I guess he was done, because he pulled the blade away—and without another word, walked back around the island counter.

      I took a deep breath. He got more beer out of the fridge. And we stayed up talking till the sun came up. About what? I have no idea. But I remember we laughed a lot, before finally staggering off to our respective quarters.

      That week, George left town. I moved my family down. A couple months later, I heard George had died of cancer. And that, as they say, was the end of that.

      I never told my mom or her boyfriend. I didn’t think they needed to know. They remembered him as a good dinner buddy, a fun guy to drink and converse and play cards with. They loved him a lot. He loved them, too. I knew he never would have hurt them. It would have never even come up.

      Like I said, everybody has secrets. Some are just worse than others.

      And most, we’ll never know.
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        * * *

      

      Which brings us to this book, and the wonderful stories you’re about to read. Six novellas, kaleidoscopic in range. Three women. Three men. All carrying secrets, which they happily share.

      Inside, you’ll find spies, stars, sex cults, secret families, Nazis, demons, giant spiders, and the king of the rats himself. You’ll find witches and crime lords and miners and monsters. Books that kill. Flowers with teeth. And moons that devour the sky.

      You’ll also meet people both brave and tragic, some of whom you may come to love. Not all of them will survive, alas. (But if it’s any consolation, a whooooole lotta assholes die!)

      Mostly, you’ll meet these six talented writers, taking you inside their cunning puzzle-piece worlds.

      With “Cult of Least Resistance,” Cindy O’Quinn brings her warm, soulful, authentic and chilling Appalachian folk horror voice to this fraught, tightly-wound but brutally untangling web of haunted mothers, sisters and brothers, betrayal, psychosis, and a love so strong it might even prevail. It’s a dark yet beautiful story, and a truly great way to begin.

      “Agent Josephine Baker Against the Island of Horrors” is a super-fun pulp adventure, set to Errick Nunnally’s zippy, vintage 1940’s jazz score. It’s playfully nostalgic and crisply textured, as fresh and full of surprises as our intrepid heroine, rollicking and replete with old-school anti-fascist thrills.

      Mercedes M. Yardley brings her breathtaking vision of a natural world both insane and profound to her mindblowing fantasy, “The Witches of Paradise.” It is, to me, the book’s most shocking and unsettling piece. But there’s a measure of the miraculous flowing through it that resonates hard in the collective unconscious. Which is to say, this crazy motherfucker runs deep.

      Mike Burke is next with “Vengeful Spirits,” a perkily-brooding Prohibition-era puzzle box that twistily mixes noir and the occult. It’s a mystery packed with double-crossing mayhem, and impossible visions grounded in rich, vivid period detail, bringing us back down to earth with all cylinders firing.

      Take a deep breath, and before you know it, you’re waaaay the hell down in “Tunnel 17,” Tom Deady’s creepily atmospheric deep-dive into the nightmare pit. This is a piece that benefits mightily from Deady’s dedication to getting the details right, juxtaposing supernatural horror with the economic horror of murderous union busters and unsurvivable working conditions.

      Finally, we come face-to-face with Sarah Read’s freakily ingenious “Cult of the Rat King,” where a destitute young thief pickpockets far more than she bargained for. This fascinating mind-bender ping-pongs easily between photo-realism and total surrealism, bringing the book’s wild adventures to a perfect flesh-shredding punch-in-the-nose conclusion.

      What the whole thing underscores is how lucky we are to belong to this society of the creative and strange. It is a society that spans the globe, through books and film and music and dance and every art form the human race has yet deciphered. Sharing our darkness, our light, and our dreams.

      It’s easy to forget just how deeply we’re connected, like the root structures of forests nestled far beneath the soil. From the Lascaux Caves to the latest stolen scrapings in some upstart AI cyber-brain now struggling to be born, our dreams and visions are an infinite parade of gnosis in motion. A trail of breadcrumbs that goes on forever, all pointed toward meaning. Or the absence thereof.

      The purpose of art is to remind us that we are not alone on this journey. That everyone is on it, whether they recognize it or not. That each of us is a piece of that macro-puzzle. That each of us carries at least one clue.

      That we all have our secrets. And that’s a good one, indeed.

      I had a blast reading these stories, and suspect that you will, too. Which makes this a great time to get out of your way.

      Thank you for joining this secret society of strange storytellers and story-lovers. Please allow me to assure you, there ain’t no place I’d rather be.

      And that, my friend, is the world’s most open secret.

      Yer pal in the trenches,

      Skipp

      

      
        
        About the Author

      

      

      John Skipp’s 2021 Splatterpunk Lifetime Achievement Award encapsulates his long, weird, colorful career as a Rondo award-winning filmmaker (Tales of Halloween), Stoker Award-winning anthologist (Demons, Mondo Zombie), and New York Times bestselling author (The Light at the End, The Scream), whose books have sold millions of copies in a dozen languages worldwide.

      His first anthology, Book of the Dead, laid the foundation in 1989 for modern zombie literature. He also co-wrote one of the gnarliest episodes of Shudder’s Creepshow Season One. From splatterpunk founding father to bizarro elder statesman, Skipp has influenced a generation of horror and counterculture artists worldwide.

      In 2022, Skipp announced his official retirement from writing fiction, dedicating the rest of his life to making movies and scoring them. Until now, his supposedly “last” book is a collection of short stories, short screenplays, and essays called Don’t Push the Button. His two newest albums—in which he wrote, performed, recorded, mixed, and produced all the music—are Cry Me a Rainbow and The Antidote to Fear. And his most recent film—Skipp’s solo feature debut as writer, producer, director, composer, editor, and actor—is a darkly satirical class-warfare comedy called The Great Divide.
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            Cult of Least Resistance

          

          CINDY O’QUINN

        

      

    

    
      Silence filled the old Buick as we passed the rural views on our way out of Lynchburg. All I could hear was the tired exhaust rattling underneath us as we drove along the dirt road. It was my fourth move in as many years—to yet another foster home—but that had come as no surprise, considering that terrible night. All I remembered was seeing flashing blue and red lights as a man carried me to safety. Truth be told, I was happy to leave the city behind.

      My caseworker tried to reassure me. “You’re going to love the Ramseys. They are nice people. I’ve known them for quite some time now.”

      I liked Eliza. As caseworkers went, she seemed to be a good one. Despite her confidence, I doubted the placement was going to be any better than the previous ones. I only hoped it wouldn’t be worse.

      Charlie Hartless. That’s my name: the name bestowed on me at birth. Sometimes, I questioned that. It felt too made-up. Memories of my parents were vague, or maybe I’d filled in the blanks with what I reckoned belonged there. Something made me wonder if they had been fans of Charles Manson. Throwing Hartless into the mix only added fuel to the fire, as if people couldn’t find enough shit to say about me. People never called me just Charlie, always Charlie Hartless, or worse still, Hartless. And I’m talking children and teachers alike. Wasn’t all that surprised by kids, they were always cruel. But my teachers should have known better. I was sick of hearing Charlie Hartless doesn’t apply herself in class. Hartless is late for class. Hartless has another black eye. Charlie Hartless is being placed with another foster family. I wanted people to call me Char, but it never stuck.

      I kept myself busy with journaling. Writing was my only outlet. I’d been doing it for as long as I could remember. Unfortunately, several of my notebooks had been left behind when I was rushed away from one of many terrible foster homes. From then on, I started keeping my journals on me, or at least within reach. If I was moved in a hurry, my stories came with me. Writing was my way of feeling any semblance of being normal. At least what I considered normal. If I ever even knew what that was.

      Sitting in the back seat, I watched the landscape change. It went from city buildings and row after row of houses to lush green fields, forests, and farms. I started to wonder about my imminent destination, but decided it best to rid my mind of that thought completely. I focused on the mountains and the woodlands, and the occasional farmhouse.

      The miles clicked away, and as they did, I felt I was approaching familiar territory. I’d been here before, after all—and I’m not talking about the location. I tried to shake the feeling off, but there was no way to get rid of it. We had already traveled for nearly an hour on secondary roads, turning every few miles onto even narrower roads and lanes. Eventually, we turned one last time. Dark Hollow Road. Must’ve been some hellish joke. Each home was worse than the last in one way or another. What was waiting for me this time, at the end of the dark holler?

      The Oldsmobile slowed to a crawl. I strained my eyes in an attempt to see what lay ahead. There it was, my next holding cell. An old, ranch-style house. One story, that was a good sign. I had made up my mind on the drive over that if this placement turned out to be another form of hell, then I would run. At least I wouldn’t have to jump from a two-story window, breaking a leg in the process.

      The first glimpse of my new wardens revealed very little. The pair stood motionless on the front porch, which ran the full width of the house. Their appearance was as plain and unthreatening as the house’s. However, their smiles might’ve been a little too big, and I was surprised their teeth were not filed down to flesh-tearing points. But I knew only too well appearances were deceiving, so I told myself not to get my hopes up.

      My caseworker made the introductions. She was officially Miss Kitchin, but I called her Eliza, as we’d been on first-name terms ever since our initial meeting. As for the couple, now reaching out to shake hands with me, they were Little Mary and Bledsoe Ramsey of Nelson County, Virginia. The story was, they’d never had children of their own, so they took in those who had nowhere else to go. Logical enough, I told myself, but if history repeated itself, logic would dissipate as soon as my caseworker exited the driveway.

      Knowing the Ramseys, Eliza hung around for a little while. Once inside, I found the house to be unusually quiet. It was unlike all the other placements, where there had always been chaos, commotion, or mess, no matter the time of day. Something else that struck me as unusual was that I saw no signs of any other children. I wondered if I would be the only one here with this regular-looking couple. Unlikely, I told myself. It was my experience that people took in children for the money, and that was that. Bottom line. And more children made for a bigger monthly check.

      The couple invited Eliza to stay for a meal, my first in the new prison. She accepted, so I allowed myself to breathe. After we had finished eating, Little Mary suggested I take a walk and get the lay of the land. She told me she had some catching up to do with her friend, and they would do so while they cleaned up the kitchen together. I figured Little Mary wanted to get the full scoop from Eliza on all the past homes I had survived. Oh, well; fine with me. At least I’d gotten out of doing the dishes.

      I’d only been walking for a few minutes when I heard the sound of running water, and it wasn’t long before I found myself standing next to a creek. It was neither wide nor deep, but with all manner of rocks scattered about, forming an erratic shoreline, it sounded kind of impressive. I had a flashback of myself as a small child, playing in a similar stream: a little girl, about my age, was running through the water next to me. She tilted her head back and squealed with delight as the cold creek water splashed onto her skin. I felt astonished to have actually had a friend. But there she was, with shoulder-length golden hair, her eyes a sparkling blue, and with a smile that lit up the afternoon. I felt true happiness and a freedom I didn’t think possible⁠—

      A burning sensation in my eyes brought me back to the here and now. I wiped the warm tears away before they could make the journey down my cheeks. I wondered if it was a true memory. I hoped against hope that it was—that perhaps, at some point in my childhood, I had known such joy.

      I headed back to the Ramseys’. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been gone; I had never been afforded the luxury of a wristwatch. The doors of an old shed stood open, and I could see Bledsoe leaning over a table. He was deep in his work and didn’t notice me as I walked past. For a fleeting moment I allowed myself to be a little curious about his project. I let the thought go almost as quickly as it had come.

      Back in the house, I found the two women in the living room, enjoying a cup of coffee. Eliza invited me to join them, so with some reluctance, I did as I was asked. I was well-prepared: Little Mary was going to lay down the rules of the house and tell me what would be expected of me while I was under their roof. But that wasn’t the case. She simply told me to make myself comfortable, and assured me that this was now my home, just as it was theirs. Shocked at hearing such kind words, I thought surely my ears would bleed.

      Eliza said her goodbyes and asked if I would walk her to the car. She placed her business card in my hand. It had both her work and cell numbers on it; she told me I should never hesitate to call if I needed anything. There was an emphasis on the word anything. I shook her outstretched hand and told her goodbye. I even mumbled a barely audible “Thank you.” Once she was gone, I stood there staring at the house for a moment, wondering what was next.

      The next was more normalcy, a foreign concept to me. Little Mary led me to the bedroom that was to be mine. There stood a dresser, a bedside table with a small lamp on top, and a full-sized bed that didn’t sag in the middle. The room even had its own closet, where I would put away my paper bag of belongings. There were no bars on the windows like the ones back in the city. Little Mary told me I was welcome to paint the room whatever color I wanted, and went on to tell me there was a thrift store not too far away, where we could buy a few things to spruce it up. I told her the room was fine the way it was.

      Could Little Mary hear the ringing I was hearing so clearly in my ears? If she could, she didn’t let on. I swear, I slept so soundly I woke the next morning in the same position I’d started out in.

      Over breakfast, Little Mary and Bledsoe told me about the local farmers’ market where they sold their goods. I felt elated they’d invited me, though a part of me couldn’t help thinking that was because they didn’t trust me in the house on my own. Nonetheless, I went into my room and got ready.

      There were about a dozen vendors already set up at the market when we arrived. They sold a variety of wares, such as vegetables, eggs, cheese, candles, and antique furniture. One stall caught my attention. It stood out from the others by a mile, and I was completely drawn in. The proprietor was dressed in a flowing white skirt and a peasant-style shirt, both of which were trimmed with embroidered lilac flowers. She had sandy hair cascading in waves down her back, and the kindest face. Her eyes were bright and enigmatic. On the table in front of her lay a collection of refurbished old frames paned with stained glass. There was one I couldn’t help but touch. It was a circular design, and the colors burst outward from the center. The proprietor started toward me, and I pulled my hand away quickly.

      “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” she said, and I couldn’t disagree.

      “They most certainly are. If I had the money, I would buy this one.” I placed my hand back on the piece. I would never come close to owning it, being dirt-poor and having no family to speak of.

      She said, “You’re where you belong. I wanted you to know, in case you have doubts.”

      I looked into her face, directly into her eyes, but didn’t reply. They weren’t questions. I went back to Little Mary and Bledsoe’s table.

      After the market had ended, and without being asked, I helped the Ramseys load up their empty boxes; they had sold everything. Mary went over and spoke with the woman who’d been selling the stained-glass pieces, probably making sure I hadn’t broken anything.

      It was time to go. I took my place next to the door, and Little Mary sat in the middle, next to Bledsoe behind the wheel. The truck appeared to have weathered the years without the rust you usually see on older vehicles. I rolled down my window and took in the breeze as we rode along the country roads. The earthy smells were a treat for my senses: freshly mown fields and wild onions. A little farther along, the sweet scent of lilac wafted through the car, and I tried to breathe in all I could before it was gone. It reminded me of the stained-glass artist and her lilac-trimmed clothing.

      Before I knew it, we were pulling into the drive of the little ranch. Bledsoe had us get out right next to the house, and then he pulled the truck into the garage and put the empty boxes away. I went straight to my room and opened the window. I wanted to smell the flowers again, especially the lilacs, and there was a bush just below my window. Little Mary stood at my doorway and gently tapped on the frame. I looked at her in surprise. No one had ever shown me such respect before. Or any respect, if I’m being honest.

      “May I come in?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say, “Well, it’s your house,” jokingly, but I didn’t. I’m certain it would’ve come out all wrong.

      “Sure.”

      “I have something for you.”

      She held a package wrapped in brown paper, which I recognized from the market, and placed it on my bed. No one had ever bought me a gift before. I was hesitant, unsure of whether or not to move, what to say, or how to act. I felt a smile coming, and did nothing to stop it.

      “Don’t you want to open it?”

      I was trembling with excitement, but noticed the time on the wall clock. “I do, but I want to help you with dinner, first.” I hoped she would understand I was feeling overwhelmed by her generosity.

      I was excited to finish the meal and the cleanup in order to get to my room. I skipped down the hallway, closed the bedroom door behind me, and sat on the edge of the bed.

      Slowly, I unwrapped the present. My heart raced as I pulled the paper away and saw what was inside. It was the small round frame containing the multi-colored glass!

      I held it gently and made my way over to the window. The sun was just dipping behind the mountain, so I held up the stained glass, and the orange and red hues from the setting sun shot right through it. It sprayed a rainbow of intense colors across my room and onto the wall behind my bed. I had never in my life seen anything so utterly magnificent.

      That night in bed, I felt a strange calmness: a new feeling for me. I was used to being so on edge and het up about everything. I’d never allowed myself to get comfortable until now, I guess.

      Before snuggling under the blankets for the night, I set my alarm for just before dawn, so I could go outside to watch the sunrise. It was another good night’s sleep.

      I’m unsure how long the alarm sounded before I turned it off. I hoped it hadn’t disturbed the Ramseys. Quickly, I got dressed, grabbed the stained-glass window, and headed for the little creek, where the sun was making its appearance above the treetops. As I held up the glass, it created a rainbow, which appeared to leap across the water. I was mesmerized by the beauty of it all.

      “Charlie?” I heard Little Mary’s voice coming from the house. Not Charlie Hartless, just Charlie. I smiled.

      “Coming!” I hollered, hugged the suncatcher close, and ran home. Home? That sounded nice.

      It was Sunday morning, so we had a light breakfast, then Little Mary asked me to change for church. I didn’t own a change of clothes, let alone a Sunday best, so all I could do was stare down at my plate. Bledsoe repeated the request. I continued to look down, this time at nothing in particular.

      “If you don’t wish to change,” Little Mary said, “you’ll be fine with what you’re wearing. You’ll blend in perfectly. But if you do want to check out your other options, you’ll find them hanging in your closet.” My head shot up like a bat out of hell. Maybe that was not the best thought to have had before going to church, but I was excited to see what was waiting for me. I excused myself from the table and scurried to my room.

      An array of dresses, skirts, and shirts were hanging there, in my very own closet! All of them seemed to say, pick me! None of the items were new, but they certainly were to me. I chose a peasant top similar to the stained-glass lady’s, a white skirt with little green flowers all over it, and slipped on a pair of flip-flops I found at the bottom of the closet.

      I was pleasantly surprised by the girl looking back at me in the full-length mirror. It was such a stark change from the dingy gray tee shirts and black jeans I was used to. As for my hair, well, it stayed in a ponytail. I had received no lessons in the grooming department.

      The Ramseys were in the living room, sitting side by side on the couch. I rushed in and then paused, suddenly feeling shy. They both agreed the outfit suited me well, but neither made a fuss. I guess they could see I was having trouble articulating how much I appreciated the clothing. I smiled, and they understood very well.

      The three of us loaded into the truck and headed off to church. We made a few turns, but it felt as though we were just making a big circle. I looked at Little Mary but decided against asking her about it. A few minutes later, we were pulling into a parking spot. There were no other vehicles, so maybe we were early. The building wasn’t really a building at all. It was more like a big picnic shelter. It had a stone floor, and a matching stone fireplace at one end. Two long tables filled the floor area, and in the center were three big support posts. There must have been at least twenty more posts along the sides. I doubted even the heaviest of snows would have pulled the thing down.

      I heard voices, so I turned around, expecting to see several cars parked near the truck, but there were none, only people. Had they walked out of the woods or come down the road? I didn’t remember passing any houses on the way. I felt myself tensing, and the wall that usually surrounded me was going up rapidly. I didn’t trust people. Why should I? They certainly didn’t have a very good track record in my life thus far.

      I had the urge to run, but my feet felt cemented in place. All I could do was stand there and look at all the people who seemed to be closing in on me. Shit the bed, Fred, was the only phrase in my head at that time. It was a good thing I didn’t say it out loud.

      No one tried to talk to me, shake my hand, or introduce themselves. Each person just walked in casually, and as they passed, they would simply nod a hello in my direction. I decided I was going to keep that wall of mine up, just in case.

      Everyone took a spot on the benches, which ran the whole length of the tables. Little Mary motioned for me to take a seat next to her.

      Okay, but where’s Bledsoe? Just then, I heard him talking. He was welcoming everyone, and then started praying. I was shocked at the thought of him being the pastor, but couldn’t quite figure out why. He seemed like an okay guy, and so far, I had no evidence to the contrary.

      I couldn’t keep my head down or my eyes shut. There was just too much to look at, too much to take in. I discovered different symbols on each of the posts. I only recognized the one for Christianity.

      Bledsoe’s message hovered around different religions—hundreds of them, in fact. He said there was one thing in common with just about all of them: a higher being. In some way or another, they were all similar. He said it would be odd if, even though we each hold on tight to our own beliefs, in the end, it didn’t matter. We all had been worshipping some form of goodness all along. We remained so separate and did all our rituals and routines, thinking our way was the only way. Heaven had indeed been for those who believed and practiced but two things: worship and love the one and only God, and love your neighbor. Not just the one next door but the neighbor across the world. Could it be that simple? It made perfect sense to me.

      I felt eyes peering at me, so I looked around at the odd picnic shelter church. Growing up, I had often heard “The building doesn’t make up the church.” It was the people who gathered within. The congregation: those who looked upon the newcomer. In the crowd, I saw five adult women, besides Little Mary, and five teenage girls, about my age. There were four boys between the ages of ten and sixteen, and twin girls somewhere in between. Being in the foster system for so long, I had become pretty good at guessing children’s ages. One element was missing, though: men. It was very noticeable that Bledsoe was the only adult male there.

      Everyone started getting up and making their way towards me. I was ready to bolt. Little Mary placed a gentle hand on my arm, as if she knew what I was contemplating. And so the introductions commenced. There was Maeve Keller with a son, Aimesh, and a daughter, Iris. Next was Odette DePriest; her son, Rory, and her daughter, Juniper. Then came Linnea Lawson, with her sons Briar and Coy, and her daughter, Lotus. Aubrey Petit followed with her daughter Posey, and twin girls Harper and Harlow. I bet they were a handful. Last, Coriander Sabin with her daughter Wisteria.

      The grown-ups shook my hand and welcomed me. The children giggled and messed about. The five teenage girls, on the other hand, looked me up and down the way teenage girls tend to do when they meet someone new. Especially someone the same age and gender. I don’t know if it was a competitive thing, or envy. Either way, it was an archaic act which made me uncomfortable as hell. And I didn’t have anything for them to be envious about, in any case. I pictured myself clawing away at their five perfect faces.

      The quintet scurried away—undoubtedly, to discuss the new girl. Talk about being a Flower Child, each one of them had a name to match.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I started school. I was more nervous about getting there on time than anything else. Luckily, Little Mary took me for a walk and showed me the path I’d need to take. I found the bridge, following the creek, and was surprised I hadn’t noticed it before. It was a bit worse for wear, but kinda pretty, with climbers and creepers winding their way up and over.

      I started through the woods until I heard the banter of the teenage girls, not far ahead of me. I composed myself as best I could, and prepared to meet them. I still had the contrasting thought that maybe I should run as far away as I could get.

      I was nearing the edge of the woods and could make out a small building.

      “Hello, Charlie!” The voice startled me. It was one of the five girls I had met at the church, but I couldn’t remember which fucking flower she was.

      She must’ve read my mind. “I’m Lotus. My mother, Ms. Lawson, is the school teacher here.”

      I relaxed a little, because at least I wasn’t going to be alone as I walked into class.

      Of course, when I did, everyone had to stop what they were doing and stare at the new girl. Great. Just great. So much for blending in. I was sick to death of starting new schools and being the strange new girl everybody gawped at. Mind you, I was kinda used to it, though—not fitting in, I mean. And at least it meant I could keep myself to myself, with my nose buried in my journal. I wrote about everything. I had to. It was either that, or sit on my own and stare into space until I disappeared because no one would dare associate with the poor foster child.

      “Okay, everybody,” Ms. Lawson said, bringing the class to attention. She had bright red curls, and freckles galore. “We have a new student with us, and I thought it’d be great if we all introduced ourselves.”

      Thankfully, there were only eleven students, so it wouldn’t take too long. I thought back to my last school in the city. There were at least forty kids in every class, making a total of twelve hundred.

      The teacher went first. She told us how she had gone to the University of Virginia to become a teacher. And she had three children, who were my classmates. Lotus Lawson loved to paint. Coy and Briar didn’t have much to say, and played shy.

      “We’re fourteen,” the twin girls, Harper and Harlow, said in unison.

      “We like making jewelry⁠—”

      “Out of silver.”

      “Sterling silver.”

      “We especially love making⁠—”

      “Rings.”

      “Yeah. Rings are our⁠—”

      “Favorite thing to make.”

      It was funny how one would start a sentence, but the other would chime in and finish it. They were the first set of twins I had ever met.

      Posey, the twins’ seventeen-year-old sister, went next.

      “I write poetry. In French. My dad was born in Paris.” That was all she said. Dads didn’t seem to be a topic of choice here. Iris stood up and declared that her hobby was designing and sewing clothes. If she had made what she was wearing, then she really had talent. She’d picked such a pretty fabric. Her younger brother Aimesh had about as much to say, just like the rest of the boys. He took care of the chickens and the rabbits, and did all the gardening. All Rory had to say was, “Yeah, same as me.”

      Juniper told of how her mom worked long hours as a nurse, so she had her hands full looking after the house and her little brother. Rory grinned and called his sister tattle-tits. Juniper blushed, and the rest of the kids laughed. I thought young Briar was going to piss his pants, he cackled so hard.

      Ms. Lawson put an end to the nonsense. “All right, children; that’s enough. Who’s next?”

      Wisteria had the whole goth thing going on. Long black hair, pale foundation, acrylic talons—and I do mean talons; they were beyond nails—replete with all manner of symbols. She looked as though she’d just as soon spit on you as look at you. She didn’t scare me, but if anyone here was going to cause me grief, it would likely be her. She had advice for me, and it was this: “Get out while you still can.”

      Ms. Lawson looked distraught. “Wisteria! We are supposed to be making Charlie feel welcome, not scaring her away! Charlie, why don’t you tell us a little about yourself?”

      I could feel their eyes burning a hole through my already worn-out clothes. I kept it simple by telling them I had just been placed with the Ramseys, and had been living in Lynchburg. I told them I had one hobby, which was writing. “Nothing as fancy as French, though.” I looked at Posey when I said that, and she smiled at me.

      I leaped back into the safe zone that was my desk. Ms. Lawson thanked the class— shooting Wisteria a look— and assured me I would be a welcome addition to the community.

      At noon, she told us we could go outside to have our lunch. My stomach was empty, and I hadn’t given the first thought to packing any snacks. Little Mary had given me a backpack as I’d left that morning, though, so I looked inside, and found a lunchbox: not a paper sack but a real, insulated lunchbox! My first.

      The goodies inside included a sandwich, an apple, and a bottle of homemade grape juice. All were still fresh, thanks to the cold pack Little Mary had included. I had just sat down at one of the empty picnic tables when four of the seventeen-year-old girls got up from where they were, and came over to sit with me. Wisteria was off on her own a little way away, sitting under the shade of a big tree.

      The twins sat at a separate table. They were going on and on about a new wire-wrap ring they were designing. The four boys had already inhaled their food and were now playing tag. Posey told me she was glad we both shared a love of writing, and Iris offered to give me some sewing lessons if I wanted. “Not that there’s anything wrong with what you’re wearing,” she said, “you look just swell.”

      Lotus said she would like to show me her paintings sometime. Juniper said she had no time for hobbies, what with all the housework and cooking she had to do. I told her that with all her experience, I bet she was an excellent cook. My statement seemed to puff her up nicely, and the other girls smiled in appreciation at what I’d done for their friend. Before I knew it, I had gobbled up my delicious lunch, and Ms. Lawson was calling us back inside.

      For a class of only twelve, there were four grades of students, but Ms. Lawson seemed to have the routine down pat, and she made sure no child went without attention. I was amazed by how smoothly it flowed, and how quickly time passed.

      The first day of school was over, and we all gathered our things and headed out the door. Lotus, Briar, and Coy belonged to the teacher, so I knew they would walk together. But to my surprise, all the students headed in the same direction. They all told me goodbye, except for Wisteria, of course.

      I wanted so badly to follow them, just to see where they lived, but decided against it. They had been nice to me for the most part, and I didn’t want to complicate things. I headed in the opposite direction, through the woods, across the bridge, and to the Ramseys’.

      Both Little Mary and Bledsoe were in the backyard. They tried their best to look busy, as though they hadn’t been standing there waiting to hear how my day had gone.

      “It went well,” I told them. “The new school’s really different than I’m used to, but in a good way.”

      “That’s great, dear! What did you think of the lunch I packed for you?”

      “Oh, it was delicious! Thank you so much!” They both grinned from ear to ear. I could see the relief on their faces.

      I helped with the chores—nothing much, just a bit of sweeping and putting away some freshly laundered bed linen—then went straight to my room. I had a lot of writing I wanted to do, and for a change, it wasn’t all bad.

      I was deep into my journaling when there was a knock at my door. It was Iris and Posey. I was definitely surprised; company was one thing I was unaccustomed to.

      Iris handed me a bag she’d brought along. “I made these last year, but I’ve outgrown them. If they fit, they’re yours. If you like them, that is!”

      I reached into the bag and pulled out a blouse and a pair of capri pants. The detail she had put into the outfit was unreal.

      “Wow… thank you! These are awesome! I’m going to wear these tomorrow if they fit.” I really hoped they would.

      Posey was holding a journal tightly against her chest, as though it would dissipate like a cloud if it were to fall. I understood exactly how she felt. I suddenly missed those notebooks I’d had to leave behind.

      The three of us sat in my room and made small-talk for over an hour. It didn’t feel too awkward; we talked about writing and creating and I told them I was glad they had come over. It was close to 6 p.m. when they said their goodbyes. I actually looked forward to going to school the next morning.

      The rest of the evening flew by with dinner and chores, and I was back in my room by the time the sun was about to set. I had hung the stained glass in my window, and now the evening sunbeams were streaming through it. I stretched out on my bed and let go of all my thoughts, drawn in by the colors that now danced across my room. By the time the sun was swallowed up by the mountains, I slipped into a fitful sleep, tainted with dreams and memories.

      I was a small child again, and my blonde friend was there with me. The atmosphere did not have the same joyfulness about it, this time. The air felt heavy and hot, making breathing a chore. I could feel beads of sweat popping out across my forehead, and my heart was racing. I was scared, but the fear was not for myself. It was for her. I could sense that my friend felt it as well. I wanted to grab her hand and run. Darkness was closing in all around us. No—it was more than that. It was more than just darkness. It was a presence, a looming presence, and it meant to cause us harm. No, it was there to cause her harm. Not me…

      It was morning, and Bledsoe was knocking at my door. I shook the bad dream away, just as I had done many times in my life. I then dressed in the outfit Iris had given me. It fit perfectly; I felt almost normal—a normal seventeen-year-old girl in the twelfth grade.

      After breakfast, I asked Little Mary if she could do something with my hair.

      “I’d love to!” she said, and ushered me to the bathroom, where she brushed out my thick, wavy brown locks. They had a mind of their own and never stayed put. They stuck out here, there, and everywhere. She put some kind of pomade in the palms of her hands and rubbed it through my hair, taking care of all those stray, flyaway strands. She stood back so I could look in the mirror.

      “It’s so neat! And glossy! Thank you so much.”

      I walked with a little extra pep that morning, and it wasn’t long before I was exiting the woods near the school. To my surprise, Wisteria was the first person I saw. She just glared at me with those dark eyes of hers as I walked nervously by. As I was just past her, she snipped, “Notice anything different about this place? How the boys here are… different?”

      I didn’t respond, and kept walking. Besides that, I felt too good to let her taint my mood.

      After school had let out for the day, Iris told me that on Tuesdays, everyone pitched in to help pack up for the farmers’ market, which was on Wednesdays and Saturdays. So, we all headed to the greenhouse to muck in.

      As it turned out, their village was only a five-minute walk through the woods, past the school. I could see the opening just ahead. The village… or did they call it a community? I wasn’t sure, but there it was, a semi-circle of homes, five in all. The houses faced the woods. Each home was unique, but those five were especially striking. There was nothing fancy about any of the individual properties, but there was something about them. They looked like happy homes. Happiness—that was something my previous foster placements had lacked. Something I had been wanting, desperately.

      The group headed behind the first house to the left. I followed. There, at the back, stood a long greenhouse, filled with tomato plants, peppers, and three or four different kinds of squash. Maeve was filling bushel baskets with green beans. The others just automatically chipped in until all the work was done, so I joined in. After helping with the picking, we dead-headed some of the other plants, cutting away any brown leaves and dried-up blooms with secateurs, so they would come back fuller and even more beautiful the next spring. We brushed up the soil we had spilled, and threw it back onto the garden.

      I heard Bledsoe and Little Mary’s truck pull up before I saw it. Harper and Harlow announced that the dinner truck had arrived. Sure enough, my new foster parents had brought dinner for everyone. There was an outdoor spigot where we got cleaned up before we sat down to eat.

      Odette and Coriander arrived home from their jobs, and Linnea and Aubrey came over from one of the houses. There were picnic tables set up under a huge Weeping Willow tree. Everyone grabbed a spot, and after Bledsoe had said the blessing, we all enjoyed the feast. As I looked around at each person, I sensed they were all at peace. Well, all except for Wisteria. She’d complained the entire time she’d worked in the greenhouse. I knew I’d had a chip on my shoulder for years, but that was with good reason. What was Wisteria’s excuse? What was her story?
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        * * *

      

      That night, I fought sleep for as long as I could. I feared the nightmares that might come, and I was right.

      I saw a tall, thin man, dressed in white linen. He was dark-haired, disheveled, and had several days’ growth of jet-black stubble on his sun-weathered face. There was panic in the man’s usually calm demeanor. How I knew anything about his typical demeanor was beyond me, but somehow, I did, and it scared me.

      Others entered the scene; we were in his private quarters. They chanted loudly, and worked themselves into a frenzy. The tall, thin man was their leader. The other men forced the women to strip, and then dragged them to the altar, where the man stood. He told them that this was what he had been commanded to do, and said he must obey, just as they would have to. The men were ordered to go to the back of the room and bow down. One by one, the man took a turn with each of the women, tossing them aside afterwards to crawl back to their man. After it was over, he looked straight ahead, and his eyes were daggers piercing through my soul. My blood ran cold in an instant⁠—

      I blinked, and it was morning.
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        * * *

      

      The days became routine: school, chores, and getting to know the others. Nights became something to be dreaded, as the nightmares didn’t let up.

      The weeks slipped by.

      It was now October, and we were well into our preparation for the fall festival, which I assumed was going to be held at the local farmers’ market. That assumption would prove to be wrong. I had been told it was a big crowd draw, and the community counted on the pumpkin sales, as well as all the crafts and other things that had been made throughout the year. It would take all of us to run the stands for the three days of the festival. I decided this was the ideal opportunity for me to show the community I could pull my own weight and be a helpful addition.

      Eliza came for a home study to see how I was adjusting to my new life. I was taken aback at first, because I thought she had come to take me away. Unsurprising, really, considering I’d been taken away more times than I cared to remember. But it was actually good to see her. She had arranged for Ms. Lawson to come over as well, so she could get an idea of how I was doing at the new school. I was delighted to hear Ms. Lawson tell her I was a dream pupil, and that I was advanced beyond my years!

      Eliza spoke to me on my own after that. It must have been part of her job to check things from my perspective, too. “No complaints,” I said. “I’ve had fun so far, and I’m glad to be there.” It wasn’t a lie. I did have plenty of questions yet to be answered, but I didn’t tell her that.

      Eliza seemed pleased with the visit. She stayed long enough to chat a while longer once Bledsoe came in from the pumpkin patch, and then she was on her way back to the city.

      One by one, I got to know ten of the other eleven children here. I had all but given up on breaking Wisteria’s ice-cold shell. I just couldn’t figure her out. I knew I was something of a pessimist, but I had nothing on her!

      I wanted to know more about the adults, but I would have to handle that a little more delicately. All five women in the community appeared to be in their mid-thirties. That didn’t include Little Mary; I reckoned she and Bledsoe were in their fifties. Only Odette DePriest and Coriander Sabin traveled elsewhere for their jobs. The others stayed in the community to do their work.

      As you already know, Ms. Linnea Lawson was my teacher. She was nice enough, but I was careful not to cross the line; our student-teacher relationship was as formal as you might expect; we were no friendlier than we had to be. I have always been able to tell which people you can get information from, and how deep you can pry. It’s something you need to be good at when you’re in the foster care system; sometimes, you have to rely on the things other kids tell you about the adults.

      Ms. Lawson took her teaching position seriously. She was preparing us for the future. Our future. You know, I think I am going to call her Linnea from now on, for writing purposes. I will save Ms. Lawson for the classroom.

      Lotus, Coy, and Briar didn’t really talk about their mom much. I could tell they loved her, but they never spoke of her, or their father. Maeve Keller, on the other hand, was open for business, conversation being the business in question. If you worked side by side with Maeve, she would talk your ears off. So that’s what I did for several days when I wasn’t in school or doing chores. She told me plenty about the women, herself included.

      “Well,” she said, “we women, we are all from surrounding communities, all still within Nelson County. I hail from Montebello. Lived on a horse farm, don’t ya know. Coriander comes from Roseland. Aubrey is from Afton. Odette used to live in Nellysford—it’s really good for wine tours, cider, if you’re into that sort of thing—and Linnea… let me see… that’s right, she was a Lovingston gal before she came here.”

      I told you she could talk.

      Coriander was the oldest of the five, apparently, at thirty-eight. Strange thing was, there was a year between each, so the gaps were even, like staircase steps. Aubrey was thirty-seven, Maeve thirty-six, Odette thirty-five, and Linnea, thirty-four. I wouldn’t have guessed it; they all looked about the same age. I guess they were, when you think about it, as there was only a four-year difference from oldest to youngest. That’s nothing when you’re an adult, is it? I think age gaps seem gigantic when you’re a kid, but as you get older, nobody seems to notice, let alone care. They’d all started having children at a young age, too.

      “Hmm. When she had Lotus, Linnea would have been… what, seventeen? Yes, that seems about right… seventeen.”

      Oh, and another strange thing: their firstborns were all girls, and all in the same year. What kind of mad fucking odds was that?

      I enjoyed talking with Maeve every day. She would let the answers to my questions flow freely, with nothing to hide. She was as down-to-earth as it was possible to be. I sensed a bit of sadness when she talked about growing up on the farm, though. I supposed she missed keeping horses, and I could certainly picture her working with them. Good thing Iris enjoyed making clothes; I don’t think fashion was a high priority for Maeve. The two of them were like chalk and cheese. Aimesh was so much like his mom, though. I could tell by the way she talked about him.

      “That boy’d be outside twenty-four-seven if he could, and knee-deep in turkey shit.”

      I couldn’t help but ask, “Turkey shit?”

      “We order it in. Comes by the truckload from a farm down the road.”

      I couldn’t figure out if that meant he was a hard worker, or that he just had a thing for getting mucky. Some boys are like that, right? Anyway, she went on to tell me that the Ramseys hadn’t taken on anyone new, until I’d come along. Five women and their eleven children were a butt-load to take on. I can’t imagine what Little Mary and Bledsoe had been thinking for wanting to help. They must’ve been saints; they received no financial aid because the women and children weren’t in the system. That left me with one ginormous question. Why had the Ramseys taken me on, then? It just seemed strange, since they certainly had enough to handle already, what with their little community ‘n’ all.

      Maeve went on to tell me about Aubrey Petit.

      “Aubrey’d always dreamed of going to Paris. So, after high school graduation, that’s what she did. She studied art there for a year, and enjoyed every minute of it. She met and fell madly in love with Pierre Petit. He was a free-spirited street artist, and swept her off her feet. They returned to Virginia and settled down, got themselves married. It wasn’t long before Posey was born, then three years later, the twins came along. Thing is, though, the fatherhood life seemed too much for Pierre to grasp, and they ended up divorcing. Pierre went back to Paris, and, well, that’s the last anyone heard of him.”

      “They must miss him,” I said.

      “Harper and Harlow were still in diapers, so I don’t think they even remember him. Posey, on the other hand, oh, she sure does. I believe her poetry was often about him. She learned French early on and has kept up with it ever since.”

      “That’s right—her French poetry. I remember her telling me.”

      “Aubrey believes Posey writes in that language so as not to offend her.”

      Aubrey, a small-framed woman with brown hair, had beautiful hazel eyes that seemed to change color to match whatever she was wearing.

      Like Linnea and Coriander, Odette had attended the University of Virginia. She’d received her bachelor’s degree in nursing.

      “Odette specialized in care for women and children who have experienced abuse. She provided nursing care, and advocated for them as well. She has always been tough on Juniper, but I think Odette was trying to make her realize the world can be tough. Rory could be a handful, and that didn’t make things any easier.” Odette sure looked like a nurse. She kept her light brown hair cropped short, and always conducted herself well—very professional.

      Maeve told me she’d intentionally saved Coriander for last, for several reasons. “Coriander enrolled in the university’s law program but didn’t finish. She dropped out after a year, and took a job with a legal firm, focusing on women’s rights. Maybe because of the horrors she’d experienced in the cult.”

      “The cu⁠—?”

      Maeve cut me off. “I do believe Coriander would happily spend the rest of her life fighting for what was taken from her long ago.” She didn’t elaborate on that.

      Coriander’s daughter, Wisteria, had her own issues; they were deep-rooted issues, at that. I’d sensed as much. Maeve didn’t say much about Wisteria. I guess she felt it would be wrong for her to do so. She did tell me she thought Wisteria could use a true friend; one that would not judge.

      As for Coriander’s appearance, she looked like a force to be reckoned with. She was a tall, slender woman, with dirty blonde hair and blue eyes. Eyes I imagined had once held a powerful spark, but which had long since been dulled by… well, there’s the thing. By what, I did not know. Her features were sharp and chiseled. Maybe it was just due to the seriousness of her presence. Or maybe there was an air about her from being around those rich lawyers far too often. I’d seen just enough of the legal system to know I wanted no part of it, or the fancy-pants lawyers that ruled it.

      2

      The dreams continued to escalate in their intensity and graphic nature; I slept less and less as the nights went by. If Little Mary noticed, she kept quiet about it. My grades didn’t suffer, so I don’t think Linnea noticed a change in me at school. Or she did, and she kept quiet, too.

      The fall festival was that coming weekend, and we were hoping for beautiful weather. I was a little anxious about being around so many people at once. I’d grown accustomed to life in the small community well enough, but I wasn’t sure if any outsiders would be joining us.

      I noticed Posey had been hitting her journal harder than usual; I had to admit, I was curious about her French poems. She did tell me she would read some to me “One of these days,” but as these days never seemed to come around, I wondered if there was something worrying her. I know I’d written nonstop whenever I was on edge. I was surprised my hand wasn’t worn out after the past ten years.

      It was Thursday; school would be letting out early so we could load everything up for the morning. Set-up for the fall festival was at 5 a.m. The festival was to last three days, and I found out we would be taking up six spaces. I also found out the festival was going to take place at Massie’s Mill.

      I had no idea of just how much stuff we were taking to the festival. Oh, and did I mention that Little Mary, Juniper and I would be running a food stand? The menu consisted of barbeque chicken, campfire beans, and lemonade. Crapola! Not because of the food, just that I don’t know much about cooking. I hoped all I’d have to do was serve it up.

      Bledsoe would hook up a wagon to the truck for all the veggies, then all the fruits, then the crafts, and finally, the pumpkins. He would make three trips before returning for the tractor and the wagon for the hay rides. Coriander would drive Bledsoe’s truck back, but not before hooking up the twenty-three-foot Vagabond camper. It looked like a big, happy submarine. Bright yellow, it was. Dated back to something like 1946, they said. The other vehicles would haul more crafts, clothing, jewelry, and food stand supplies.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was close to 5 a.m. when we were finally ready to unload and set up. Exhaustion would’ve been easy to accept if it hadn’t been for the anxiety. And it was only getting worse as the other vendors poured in.

      Our six spaces were all in a row, thank goodness. The food stand was first next to the other refreshments vendors. The aromas would make a full-grown tapeworm crawl out of your momma’s mouthful to get some of that grub.

      Linnea helped Aubrey to run her space, packed full of her stained-glass creations, Posey’s primitive signs, Iris’ designer-quality clothing, aprons, and really expensive dolls. With Coriander’s help, Harper and Harlow had their own spot selling one-of-a-kind, handmade jewelry. Maeve’s stand was packed with produce from her greenhouses, along with four varieties of apples and apple cider. Aimesh and Briar were right at home pitching in.

      Two of the biggest draws were the pumpkin stand and the hay rides. Bledsoe took care of the hay rides, with Coy helping folk on and off the wagon. In between, Coy worked with Odette and Rory, selling pumpkins. Lotus and Wisteria were next to us, where Lotus did portraits or funny caricatures. Wisteria, the queen of the graveyard corpses, was on face painting. I imagined there was going to be plenty of horny young men lined up to have the Elvira lookalike lean over in front of them and doodle on them while they all but drooled down her cleavage.

      And that’s probably what had brought Jacob over initially, but when our eyes met, we both knew there was something happening between us. He purchased some food, and we talked for a while. We liked each other instantly. He asked if we were staying on the grounds. He smiled when I said we were, and my insides did little flips. No, it was more than that. There were butterflies in my stomach, and they were doing little flips.

      Jacob pointed to the other side of the field, where the picnic tables were, and asked if I’d meet him there that night at eight. After he left, he was all I thought about, and as exhausted as I was, the anticipation of seeing him again kept me going.

      Once everything got running and we were in full swing, it was mind-blowing. There had to have been a thousand folks who’d made their way through the festival, and that was just the first day. Who the hell knew a fall festival in Massie’s Mill, Virginia, would’ve been such a hit?

      Bledsoe took Coy and Aimesh back to the community to get more pumpkins, apples, and vegetables. Coriander took Aubrey and the twins to get the remaining crafts and jewelry. No one would have guessed that so much would sell on the first day. Those who went home to the community would return the next day, which left twelve of us behind to stay the night in the Vagabond. I had never camped out before, either in a camper or a tent. That would’ve been too much like a holiday.

      Just a little before eight, I slipped away and headed to the picnic area. Jacob was waiting on me. He greeted me with a hug. It was sweet and innocent. And so were our kisses.

      I told him about the family commune I lived in. He told me about an incident from ten years back, somewhere not too far from here. There had been a cult, and some of the people had committed suicide. It had been in local and major newspapers.

      “The cult leader’s name was Aibo, or something like that.”

      The story left me feeling lightheaded. I needed to get back before they noticed I was gone. He kissed me once more and asked if he could see me again. I told him I could sneak away, and we could meet at the bridge near school on Wednesday.

      “You sure it’s safe there?”

      “I believe so.”

      I left, but on the way, I could’ve sworn somebody was watching me. I could feel eyes staring at me. Into me. I hurried along and was relieved when I got back safely. The feeling of being watched remained with me for a while.

      The girls were all gathered around the campfire—everyone except Wisteria, who I figured was probably inside the camper, reading a book or something. The women must’ve already gone inside and called it a night. That means they would have taken up all the beds. Only fair, I suppose. They were our elders.

      I plopped myself down next to the others, and I received lots of smiles despite their exhaustion.

      “Want some S’mores?” Lotus asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had one,” I replied.

      She listed the ingredients and described how they were made. She demonstrated making one, and then I made my own. It tasted absolutely amazing.

      Wisteria finally joined us. “Where’d you run off to?”

      “Took a walk under the stars. Did some meditating,” I lied; telling them about Jacob would have been a terrible idea.

      Wisteria scoffed. “And what? We don’t do enough of that meditating shit already?”

      I didn’t respond. No one did, and I had to break the silence before my anxiety exploded. “Have any of you heard of a man named Aibo?”

      Suddenly, I could feel five pairs of eyes on me. I had never been glared at with so much anger; I could feel it rising like the heat from the fire. Posey, Iris, Lotus and Juniper stood up in sequence like ducklings in a row, and headed to the camper.

      “Why would you bring up his fucking name?” Wisteria asked.

      “I don’t know.” I was caught off guard. “I just recently heard his name in passing, so I thought I’d ask. Why does everyone act like I spoke the name of the evilest thing in the world?”

      “Probably because you just did. I swear, Charlie Hartless, your name fits you to a tee. How can you, of all people, have no fucking recollection of what happened? I call bullshit!”

      “I’m not heartless! How in the hell am I supposed to know what I can and cannot ask when there’s a secret behind every corner? I didn’t know my question would cause the others to hightail it into the camper.”

      Wisteria got up and dumped a bucket of water on the burning embers, and stormed inside. I stayed there and watched the white campfire smoke race to the moonlit sky as if it, too, wanted to get as far away from me as possible. I ached for Jacob, and his shoulder to cry on, but that wasn’t going to happen until Wednesday night. I needed to find out what Wisteria had meant by the things she said to me.

      The cool October air slapped my cheeks, and the sting made me realize my face was damp with tears. I wiped them away on my sweatshirt before eventually rising and entering the now not-so-happy yellow submarine.

      I found my place on the floor, and no one spoke a word for the rest of the night.

      I was standing outside in the dead of winter, and the icy air was heavy as it bit into my lungs. I pictured my heartbeat slowing as the build-up of frost thickened my blood. I looked at my hands, and saw my fingertips had turned a pale blue color. Time slowed like a slug moving across rocky terrain.

      I saw an opening in the woods, which looked like a gaping, nefarious mouth. The trees were stripped of their leaves. Tiny needles prickled against my naked flesh. I looked down and watched as crystals of snow clung to the hairs on my arms. When I looked back at the trees, they were no longer bare; the snow had collected on every branch, giving the appearance of a ghostly burial sheath, draped over skeletal limbs. The ground was quickly covered by several inches. The moon peeked from behind the night clouds, revealing the tiny, sparkling, glass-like shards in the snow. A winter-land of death and dying.

      My body floated above the ground, my toes occasionally dipping into the fresh snowfall. I felt only fear. Afraid I would be pulled into whatever waited below.

      Then, bells. I was drawn toward the sound. They were tinging a familiar holiday song, something from my childhood. They led me to the church with no walls, which was filled with people in long white gowns. They were all staring ahead, at something I could not see. I floated down the aisle like an unwilling bride. When I reached the end, there was no husband-to-be. In the corner, I saw something hunched over. Waiting. I tried to make out a face, but it didn’t appear to be behind a mask. A small whisper told me to run. I tried to abide, but was halted when I turned and faced the congregation. They looked upon me with hunger in their dead but flaming eyes. I bolted, free of their stare, and made my way back to the forest, the white carpet now stained and warm under my feet. My skin was no longer cold. I cried out for help, knowing as I did, no one would hear my screams.

      I woke to find myself alone in the camper. I rushed to get ready and go outside. I found the others were already prepping for another busy day. I tried my best to make right what had happened the night before, but they weren’t having any part of it. Not yet.

      It wasn’t until lunchtime that the tension began to ease. Still, I couldn’t have been happier when day number two started winding down. I noticed someone making a beeline straight to my food stand, and I was ready when he got there. He was tall, well over six feet, with very kind eyes, which seemed to look right through me, all the way to the other side. Wherever or whatever that was.

      As I prepared his order, he told me a little about himself. He was just passing through Massie’s Mill on his way to Richmond for a conference. Turns out he was a warden in one of Virginia’s toughest prisons. He never offered his name, so I followed his lead. Sometimes, introductions aren’t necessary. The simple act of kindness from a stranger was enough.

      He smiled. It wasn’t like me to converse so easily with a stranger, even if I was manning the station. But this person was different. He felt safe.

      Once his dinner was all packed, and I had secured a lid on his drink, I slid the box close to him. As he handed me the money, his hand brushed against mine and he looked down at me as though he wanted to say something. I waited to hear what it was, but all that came out was a polite Thank you, and he was gone.

      I know the encounter seemed ordinary, but believe me, it was far from it. I knew without reservation I would remember this person for the remainder of my life, no matter how long that may be. You see, I heard him tell me something else. It happened as he walked away, and I heard it—felt it, deep within my core. He said, “Charlie, you are looking for answers that will inevitably hurt people. Guard your findings carefully until you know the time is right. Don’t worry, you will know when it’s okay to let go of your discoveries.”

      However, when I looked up, he wasn’t there. I carefully scanned the thinning crowd for him. He was at least a head taller than most, so I was fully expecting to catch a glimpse. I didn’t spot him, but I did see movement in the parking lot. I watched as a very old car was driving through the exit. The windows were down, and I could see the driver looking my way. The car was at least a football field away, but I knew it was him. He stretched his long arm out of the driver’s window and waved goodbye. I waved back. That was when I felt a tingle in my palm. It was where his fingers had brushed against my skin when he’d handed me the money. Just as quickly as the sensation had arrived, it was gone. This man had somehow gotten inside my head and given me a message. I knew I had just met someone with a unique gift, but I also knew I had to keep it to myself.

      The festival closed, and most of the girls had started talking to me again. Not Wisteria, though, and I wasn’t surprised. When we were alone after supper, I gathered my thoughts and asked her, “What is it that I should be remembering?”

      She glared at me coldly, then said, “All in good time, Charlie Hartless. All in good time.”

      She walked off, and I didn’t feel the need to follow her.

      When we were back at the community and everything had been put away, it was close to midnight. The boys had started a good fire in the pit, and everyone gathered around and found a seat. Bledsoe started with a prayer, and then he thanked each one of us individually. Little Mary said the earnings for the past three days amounted to more than sixteen thousand dollars. It had been their most successful festival to date.

      I didn’t hang around afterward. I excused myself from the gathering and went back to my room in the house. I left the door open, and eavesdropped, just in case the others had something to say about me. Maybe I was being a bit paranoid, but after not fitting in at all in the other foster homes, it seemed the natural thing for me to do. I didn’t hear my name come up in conversation. Several moments passed before I heard a knock on my door frame. “May I come in?”

      I nodded yes, and dried my eyes, not wanting Little Mary to see that I was crying, but it was too late.

      “Charlie? What’s wrong?”

      I opened up. I asked her about the man Aibo and why I had been treated like garbage when I had mentioned his name.

      Little Mary released a long sigh. “I will tell you, but you must brace yourself.”

      “Brace myself?”

      “You must be prepared. What I am about to tell you won’t be easy for you to hear. And it’s definitely hard for me to tell, but it’s time.”

      She started to tell her side of the story, just like Jacob had done before her. Versions. That’s all people had, their versions of what they believed to be the truth.

      Little Mary said, “Aibo had been a leader in a commune, sort of like this one. Except Bledsoe was and is a good man. Aibo was the opposite of goodness. When it suited him, Aibo could be charismatic and charming. He accumulated a following of hand-selected people. They all had something in common. They wanted to belong—to reach a higher purpose. To feel something greater than their current circumstances allowed. Aibo preyed on the vulnerable, the shy, the homeless and the rich, who were dissatisfied with the government, and guaranteed them a better way of life. And the most important thing of all, he promised hope to the hopeless.

      “There were rumors of rape and torture. The control he held over his flock was intoxicating. But he required more. Always more. Like a heroin addict, chasing their first high. His golden rule was: There could be no resistance. Ever.

      “On the day the authorities were going to move in and make an arrest, Aibo had somehow caught wind of it. He convinced some of his followers to take their own lives by way of a lethal drink. Reportedly, the remains of a two-hundred-pound drum of sodium cyanide were found. The white chunks, about the size of charcoal briquettes, were scattered near the drum. And the smell of burnt almonds lingered in the air.”

      I saw the look in Little Mary’s eyes. It was one of remembrance. I said, “You know so much about it. It’s as though you were there. Were you? There, that is.”

      Little Mary seemed at a loss for words. Finally, she answered, “There was lots of publicity surrounding the tragedy. It was in the local newspapers, as well as the evening news worldwide. They showed clips of the bodies. Their skin had turned a cherry red from the cyanide-laced juice they drank.

      “That’s when Bledsoe and I stepped in. We had our home and the acreage behind it, so we set up a temporary shelter for the survivors. Those women and children found a safe refuge with us. We all worked together, and built homes for each family. Charlie, everyone here is a survivor.”

      The shock must have registered on my face. Little Mary put a reassuring hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait there a moment. I’ll be right back.” She left the room and returned less than thirty seconds later with an envelope in her hand. “I’m not sure if this is the right thing to do, but maybe you should look at this.”

      I opened the worn envelope, and a photograph slid out. It was a black-and-white shot of a man looking straight into the camera. His eyes looked familiar. I didn’t know how to respond, so I asked, “Is this him?”

      Little Mary nodded yes. I tried to hand her the picture, but my fingers refused to release their grip. I saw something in the man’s face, and it stirred an echo of feelings. His face made me feel all kinds of sick, and I didn’t want to throw up.

      “What’s wrong, Charlie?”

      “This man… I’ve seen him in my dreams.”
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        * * *

      

      It was Wednesday. As a form of gratitude, Bledsoe used some of the money they had earned, and gifted it to the girls for their help at the festival. We all wanted to go to Lynchburg for a nice lunch and a fun afternoon’s shopping. I was so excited to be included. Strangely, even Wisteria joined us, even though we still weren’t talking. I decided I’d keep a safe distance. Who knows, maybe this would be what we all needed to break the ice. Stranger things had happened.

      Since none of us had a driver’s license yet, Bledsoe dropped us off at the mall just as it was opening. He handed each of us an envelope with money inside. “I’ll pick you up right here, at three this afternoon. Sound good?”

      It did sound good. It sounded very good! Virtually a whole day’s shopping—I’d never had my own money before, let alone the chance to spend any. We were all giddy, even Wisteria, when we said goodbye to Bledsoe and stepped inside the mall.

      Wisteria wanted the salon to be our first stop, and we obliged. A beautician took her to a back booth for a cut-and-blow while we stayed in the waiting area. We each took a seat on the comfiest couches I’d ever seen in my life. Padded like you wouldn’t believe, and in such beautiful bright pinks and yellows, too. They reminded me of some of the flowers in the greenhouse.

      Iris, Lotus and Posey decided to get their nails done while we were waiting, and I was pleased that they asked me to help them select their colors. As the nail technicians were finishing off with a top-coat of polish, out walked Wisteria from behind a curtain at the back of the shop. Our chins nearly struck the floor! We couldn’t help but stare at this beautiful blonde, with her hair in fresh, bouncing waves. She looked as though she had just stepped off the cover of a magazine.

      “Like what you see?” she asked.

      The girls said the same thing at the same time: “You gotta be fucking kidding me!”

      “Wisteria, is that really you?” I said.

      She smiled bashfully, which wasn’t like her.

      Once we were out of the salon, Wisteria told the others she needed a minute, and pulled me to one side, so it was just me and her. I felt my heart racing, remembering underneath that new blonde hair was a girl who apparently hated me. I wondered what she was about to say, and without missing a beat, she said, “For far too long, I have done everything to avoid looking or even feeling like myself. I’ve been living in fear, hiding behind a dark curtain. I want to come out from hiding. I’m ready to be me again. Can you forgive me for treating you so coldly?”

      I was taken aback—this, coming from the Ice Queen herself! Nonetheless, I felt tears start to form, and I quickly sniffed them away.

      “I never meant to upset anyone when I brought up Aibo at the festival. The evening we returned, Little Mary told me a little about what happened, and I’m so sorry for all of you. I cannot believe that happened. Of course I forgive you.”

      For a moment, I thought she was going to hug me, but instead, she just nodded and said, “Now that that’s out of the way…are you hungry?”

      “Starving,” I said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Someone should’ve snapped a picture of Bledsoe’s face when he picked us up and saw Wisteria’s hair. “Holy shit!” He couldn’t help it; it just kinda came out, but we all started to laugh. It felt good. Not only to laugh, but also to feel like I had a family. Again, I forced back the tears. I knew this was where I belonged.

      “Glad to have you back, Wisteria,” he said, correcting his last statement.

      “It’s good to be back.”

      When we arrived home and knocked on the door, Little Mary nearly fainted! She couldn’t believe it, and was over the moon to see that Wisteria and I were getting along. Wisteria was the talk of the household, and Little Mary couldn’t wait until the others saw her; there was to be a special church service that evening, with a supper to give thanks to the community.

      Everyone unloaded their bags and admired their purchases. I kept mine to myself since all I had bought was new underwear: a couple sets of panties and bras. I wanted new underclothing—not used, from a thrift store. Do they even call it used anymore? I’ve heard them say pre-loved more often than not. That’s definitely not something that should apply to underwear!

      Wisteria put on a striking new outfit, in the palest blue. It was a shock to see her in anything but black. She was still trying to get used to being her true self. I thought she looked beautiful, like a butterfly that had hatched from its cocoon.

      Even though no one wanted our day together to end, everyone seemed anxious to get home with their new purchases and get ready for the service. It was due to start in less than an hour. I felt anxious myself, knowing that just a few hours after that, I’d be meeting up with Jacob in secret, at the bridge. I couldn’t wait to pick up where we’d left off.

      “Is it okay that I stay here until the service?” Wisteria asked Little Mary. “I really want to surprise everyone.”

      “And I believe you will, in a good way,” she replied, smiling.

      All the girls left, leaving Wisteria and me to get ready in my bedroom. It felt weird—brilliantly weird—knowing the Ice Queen had melted away and I had acquired a new friend.

      Wisteria stared at herself in the mirror. Her thick blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders in big curls. The soft sweater dress hugged her curves and the baby blue fabric highlighted her sparkling blue eyes. The tan belt and the matching knee-high suede boots completed the look. I held not even an ounce of envy; I took in her beauty with appreciation. I was happy being more of a down-to-earth, wears-no-make-up girl, a bit scrappy but kinda cute.

      Wisteria seemed satisfied and sat on my bed to wait for me to get ready. I chose one of the thrift store’s multi-colored sweaters and a long, rust-colored skirt that complemented it, and regarded my reflection. I thought that would do fine. Only I knew I wasn’t getting ready for just the service, but also a date.

      “Nervous?” Wisteria asked. It must’ve shown on my face, but I still felt uncomfortable telling her about Jacob, so I turned the tables on her instead.

      “I’m just nervous for you. This is your big night. Aren’t you nervous?”

      She nodded. “A little, but I’m more excited than anything. I’m ready to finally move forward.”

      “I’m really happy for you.” We smiled at one another.

      The church started filling up with the other children, the moms, the Ramseys, and finally, we saw Coriander going in. Once she was seated, we filed in one by one, Wisteria at the end. There were audible gasps, oohs and aahs. Coriander stood and turned to face her daughter. They fell into one another’s arms in the warmest, most loving hug I had ever witnessed. Wisteria took the seat next to her mom; from what I’d overheard, this was the first time in many years she’d done so.

      Church began, and the message was about the importance of family, whether that be by blood or even adoption, and how it compared to the importance of the unity of the church family. It was very moving. I noticed the moms reaching out to their children and putting their arms around them or giving them a loving smile. My stomach started to knot and twist like a pretzel. Little Mary must have noticed me squirming in my seat: she placed her hand over mine and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      Then came that part of the service when Bledsoe asked if anyone would like to share their joys or concerns. As I started to get up from my seat, I saw out of the corner of my eye that Iris was also standing, then Posey, Juniper, Lotus, and Wisteria. Well, I didn’t quite know what to do: we hadn’t discussed this. So, all six of us walked forward.

      Lotus spoke first. “I just wanted to say that it was a joy to spend the day with these girls.”

      “That’s what I came here to say!” said Iris.

      Wisteria cleared her throat and spoke softly. “I want to apologize for the worry I’ve caused. For a long time, I wanted to block everything out, but someone special helped me see that I didn’t have to hide away, and I am thankful. I’m turning over a new leaf, which starts with a new me. Here I am!” She took a twirl.

      Juniper and Posey reached out, took one another’s hands, and announced they were in love. It was truly a joy for them to be able to share something so intimate with the community.

      The actual reaction was vastly different than I’d anticipated: Aubrey and Odette looked so pleased, and ran over to hug their daughters. They couldn’t have been happier.

      That left the last person to speak, which was me. I looked nervously at all the eager faces, as the congregation waited to hear what I had to say. I tried to collect my thoughts, gather my words, and put them in order.

      “What I have to say is both a joy and a concern. I, too, enjoyed this afternoon. These five girls, all my age, are so very special. I am blessed not only to know them and call them friends, but also to have this entire community welcome me and make me feel like I have a home, for the first time I can truly remember.”

      Again, the reaction wasn’t what I’d expected.

      We headed to our seats, holding hands as we went. Bledsoe prayed, but before the church was dismissed, he added, “We’ll now head back to the community, where we will share a blessed meal. But before we eat, we adults have a confession to make—one of both grief and triumph. I must stress that what we have to say shouldn’t be uttered within these walls, so with that, you are all free to go.”

      There was a strange sort of hush that took over everyone, even the young boys. Once we were outside, at the church shelter, the sun had started to set and I noticed the adults had remained behind. I turned and joined my friends, who were on their way back to the community. The girls headed toward the picnic tables around the fire pit, while the boys gathered wood. We watched quietly as they got a roaring fire going. We all sat and stared into the flickering flames, waiting, wondering what would come next. I questioned myself at that point: had I said the wrong thing? Wisteria sat close to me while we waited, and held my hand. Best friends forever, I thought. Posey chose that moment to recite one of her poems for us, but this one was in English.

      Do I Love You…

      The day you left me is hard to recall.

      It was many years ago when I was but a child.

      Time has passed and I am no longer so small.

      Now I run free through the woods like something gone wild.

      I regret to say that the day of reuniting may never come.

      You filled yourself with gallons of rum.

      I’ll fly away.

      But ere you may sink in the darkest sea.

      Just one last meeting is my only plea.

      As the adults approached, we heard the crunching of leaves underfoot.

      The group arrived with a look of heaviness, as if something was weighing on their hearts, and they gathered in front of us. Coriander cleared her throat. “I shall start.”

      Silence befell the whole group.

      “In the year 1995, a very charismatic man named Aibo started something that he described as the perfect community. He had a way of drawing in even the most intelligent of people and taking hold of them. Within a year, he had about twenty followers. These followers were sent out to the surrounding communities to recruit a particular type of person. Their mission was to find and persuade six young women that following this man would be the true path to happiness. They chose a woman from each of the six surrounding communities and proceeded with the grooming process. And it worked. They followed.” She paused for a moment and regarded the congregation. All eyes were on her.

      “They were treated like princesses in the beginning. That, however, did not last long, before the process began. Tearing the women down. They were made to feel less-than. All their autonomy was stripped away. Men were chosen for them. Posey already had a fiancé, and this threatened Aibo because he was demanding complete control. But he didn’t want to lose her, so he allowed the marriage to take place, as much as it pained him. The men were made to believe that they were above the women, and that they needed to make them subservient, catering to their every whim. So the men were brainwashed—gaslighted, too. Aibo was getting them all primed for his own sick and twisted desires. He paired the couples and performed wedding ceremonies. He had his chosen ones, though, who he kept close at all times.

      “Unspeakable things happened at this place, which some of us now recognize to be a cult, a prison. Women were beaten, daily. Often twice, three times a day, and Aibo did not need an excuse. Men were beaten too, if they didn’t keep their women under control. People worked like dogs and were treated worse and worse with every passing day until they believed they could do no better. Aibo routinely forced himself on the women, hoping to create a perfect generation of his own children.” Coriander’s eyes were watery.

      “I became pregnant first, and gave birth to a daughter. Aibo told everyone that since I was first, and my name was that of the plant—Coriander—all the firstborn daughters were also to be given horticultural names. That’s how it came to be for Wisteria, Lotus, Iris, Posey, and Juniper. There was one more, and that was you, Charlie.”

      What? I couldn’t believe I’d just heard my name.

      “It pains me to tell you that Charlie Hartless is not your real name. It is Charity Hardwick.”

      This time, Coriander paused, to allow me to absorb her words. These were the answers I’d been searching for all those years. It started to explain some of my nightmares, and why I would see the monster, Aibo, in them. It seemed I had been a part of this terrible cult all along. I was a survivor, just like the rest of them.

      “This abuse continued for seven more years, and it escalated. Charlie, you were one of his chosen few, and for that reason, he seldom let you away from his home. The others hardly saw you, another reason why some of these girls don’t remember you. Your parents’ names were Oak and Sunshine. They were nice, beautiful people, and remained close to one another. Sunshine and I had become best friends over the years, and we knew something had to be done before he started hurting the children as well. I gained Aibo’s confidence and trust. Enough trust to be allowed to go out of the community, especially to the farmers’ market, as our crops were not doing well, and we needed food. That was when I first met Little Mary and Bledsoe. Eventually, Little Mary got it out of me: I told her where I lived, and about the man named Aibo.

      “She agreed to help us to escape, but before that could happen, Aibo hurt my daughter and several others. Wisteria never spoke of it, but I could sense the change in her, I could sense the sadness. We had to move quickly. Sunshine and I gathered the information Little Mary needed, and she turned the evidence over to the police. Yet, somehow, Aibo found out. Someone must have tipped him off the police were coming, so he put into action a suicide pact. He gave the tainted juice to the men first, because he knew they were the strongest, physically. Then it was to be the children, in his private quarters.

      “On that day, Charlie, it was you and Wisteria. The two of you had become inseparable. Sunshine risked her own life to save you both. She was able to get Wisteria out and into Odette’s arms. But you clung to your mom, crying and refusing to leave her. It was as if you knew you were about to lose both of your parents, and you would not let go of her.

      “Having come to know the true Aibo, she knew he had no plans to kill himself. He would find some way to sneak off and leave the rest to die. So, Sunshine watched as he prepared the juice. That’s when it happened: she saw him leave the cyanide out of his cup. Your mom switched the cups, and allowed him to give you what he thought would be the drink that would kill you. Then he turned to your mom and forced a cup of the liquid down her throat. It was too late for your mom, but she had saved your life, and Wisteria’s, too.”

      Do you ever have that feeling where something is just too much to take in? Where something is so unbelievable, and yet believable, all at once? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but I could. Almost. All the pieces seemed to be falling into place. I didn’t bother holding back my tears. Tears for myself, for those who died, and for Aibo. Why for him?

      Coriander continued, “When I arrived at dusk, the police were everywhere. Flashing blue lights lit up the compound. Sunshine lived long enough to tell me she had gotten Wisteria to safety, and that she had kept you from drinking the poison. She had made the ultimate sacrifice. I promised her I would take care of you, and I meant it. But you were nowhere to be found. We were told that one of the policemen had discovered you still clinging to your mom and dad. He quickly grabbed you, and rushed you to the hospital, thinking you, too, had been poisoned. His name was Charlie, and we were told by the other officers on the scene that Charlie had called Aibo ‘One heartless sonofabitch.’ He’d also said that what had taken place was a truly heartless act. He vowed to get you away from there, and that’s exactly what he did. When we searched for this Charlie, he was nowhere to be found. It took all of us—Eliza, the Ramseys, Odette and me—ten years to find you.” There was a steady stream of tears rolling down Coriander’s cheeks.

      “Charlie, I would have taken you in and raised you in a heartbeat, had I known where you were. I am sorry I failed you for so long. But now, I can finally say, welcome home.”

      I was speechless, even though I desperately wanted to acknowledge what Coriander had just told me. My palms were wet, but my throat was parched. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I was lost. I looked to Wisteria for answers, but she was no longer sitting beside me. I couldn’t find her. She had probably wandered off to avoid revisiting any of the story. The past.

      Instead of speaking, I fell to my knees and wept. I soon felt the presence of all the other children surrounding me. They placed their hands on me, telling me everything would be okay. I had come completely undone by what I believed to be the truth I’d been searching for. I opened my eyes and saw the concerned expressions on everyone’s faces. The adults consoled Coriander; she found comfort in their arms.

      “This has been a terrible blow to everyone here, and it will take time for us to work through it,” Bledsoe said. “But we will get beyond these tragedies, and that’ll only strengthen our community.”

      With tears welling in Posey’s eyes, she asked, “Did my dad really return to Paris, or did Aibo kill him? I remember Mom calling what happened ‘The Unspeakable,’ which was the perfect name, since I could never speak of that day again.”

      Aubrey went to her daughter, and assured her that as far as she knew, he was very much alive, despite her attempts to contact him resulting in no response.

      “I wish I could see him.” Posey was shaking now.

      Aubrey pulled her close and held her tight. “Me too, honey.”

      There was another murmuring amongst the children before Rory finally said, “I think we need to know if any of us are the sons or daughters of Aibo. Because I feel like something is wrong with me. I’ve never truly felt like I fit in here, which makes me wonder if it’s me.”

      During the short time I’d been in the community, I had often wondered what it was that had caused Rory to be somewhat distant. To be different than the others. And now I knew he had been worrying himself sick, thinking he might be Aibo’s son.

      Odette dropped her face into her hands and bawled. The other four moms didn’t fare much better, as the same question came from every child. They wanted to know the truth. I didn’t have a mom here to ask, but I, too, was curious to know. “Has there been any blood work done to find out?” I asked as my voice threatened to fail me.

      “No testing has been done, so no one knows for sure,” Bledsoe replied. “Your moms have discussed it with Little Mary and me on more than one occasion. The decision has been the same every time: what difference would it make? Other than Jacques Petit, all your dads have passed away. That includes Aibo, if he, by chance, did father any of you. All twelve of you are the most caring people I have ever known, regardless of your parentage. Each of you have adjusted very well to life here, considering what you have been through, and you are blessed with talents. This is meant for you, too, Charlie; you are as much a part of this community as anybody. Would knowing that Aibo had fathered any of you make you all of a sudden a different person than you were yesterday? Please think hard about what it is you are asking.”

      Maybe what he was saying was true. I wasn’t so sure. Would knowing make a difference? We are who we make ourselves, and we shouldn’t let the past bind us. Isn’t that something people say? Little Mary had told me in my room every one of us was a survivor, me included.

      Little Mary stepped forward. “I, too, have something to state.” I could tell she was anxious from the shakiness of her voice. “It’s something I feel must come out in the open. I’ve intentionally kept something from this community, because I thought it would do more harm than good, were it to come out. But now, I have no other choice. Coriander has already mentioned that we met at the farmers’ market and has spoken of how we became friends. That is true, but I encouraged that meeting. I had been hearing gossip about a supposed cult somewhere in the area, and had this gut-wrenching feeling that I needed to investigate. I wanted to find out everything I possibly could. Coriander had been coming to the market for a few weeks, and she always kept to herself. I felt as though she was not allowed to converse with the other vendors, or anyone else. Finally, I was able to get close enough to earn her trust. Eventually, she broke down and told me of the atrocities that had taken place at the hands of the one you knew as Aibo.

      “This was heart-breaking to hear, for this Aibo had been a part of my life years before. You see, he was not Aibo when I knew him; he was Adam, my brother. I came… we both came from a very loving family. Our parents were wonderful, caring people. My mom’s parents came to live with us too, when their health started to fail. Mom and Dad would have had it no other way. I was so fortunate to have had such caring parents.

      “Mom became pregnant and gave birth to Adam when I was five. It had been a difficult pregnancy; she was already almost forty when she had me. So, by the time Adam was born, Mom was forty-five. She was sick for the entire pregnancy, with everything from morning sickness to reflux to gestational diabetes, and she was on bed rest for most of the last trimester. When she went into labor, she knew something was wrong. Dad was gone with our only vehicle, and we did not have a phone. My grandmother had delivered many a baby in her time, but she was in no shape to handle what was happening.

      “The baby was coming out, except the cord was wrapped around his little neck. Grandma couldn’t get it loose. She called me over to help, but it was so tight. The contractions were coming faster and harder. Mom did her best not to push, knowing that if she did, the baby would be strangled. It felt like hours were clicking by, but in all actuality, it had only been minutes. My dad walked in to find us in the midst of the nightmare. He was able to slip something between the cord and the baby’s neck, just enough to allow me to get my little hands in there to slip the cord over his head.

      “Adam was born, although the damage had already been done. The baby boy had gone without oxygen for more than five minutes. As he grew, I noticed that Adam was not like other children. He developed at a different rate, and would get this far-away look in his eyes, as though he wasn’t really there. I was still quite young myself, but I was wise enough to notice his behavioral problems, and to know Adam had lost something precious: the ability to feel remorse. It was as if the lack of oxygen had smothered the part of the brain that was responsible for kindness and empathy, and left behind the desire to control and hurt. Mom and Dad must have known, too, but they acted like everything was fine. They could go on with that farce for only so long.

      “Everything changed once Adam was seven years old, and in school. They could ignore the facts no longer. He bullied the other children; even then, he was trying to control people. Not just the other children, but teachers, too. My parents were forced to take him out of public school, and my mom tried homeschooling him. It was torture: that’s the only way I can describe it. The stress level at home was through the roof, and he thrived on it. He lived for the chaos. Within a year, both of our grandparents had passed, supposedly from natural causes. I still question that.”

      I think I’d have questioned it, too. Life with Adam sounded like a living nightmare, even before the transformation into Aibo. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that a series of stories was being woven as more information was doled out in small and large doses to me. Some things were just hard to swallow. Did anyone ever really know the whole truth? Doubtful.

      Little Mary continued, “By the time I was fourteen and Adam was nine, he had all but ruined our parents’ marriage. He controlled Mom, as though he was the master puppeteer, and he intimidated Dad.

      “Instead of calling me Mary Beth as everyone else did, he called me Mary Death. For years, he’d call out, ‘Mary Death, I am coming for you in your dreams.’

      “I tried my best to stay strong for my mom, to be around as much as I could. Lord knows, she needed someone with her, because Dad was afraid of his own son, so he stayed away for longer periods of time. On his last trip home, Adam had just turned thirteen, but he was as big as a grown man. There was a heated exchange between the two of them. The next thing I knew, there was a crashing sound. I found my dad at the bottom of the stairs with his eyes open and his neck broken. He had died instantly. When I looked up, Adam was standing at the top of the stairs with a look of triumph on his face.

      “It was ruled an accident, but I knew better. So did Mom. She feared for our lives. She cut the proverbial puppet strings and came up with a plan. She enrolled Adam back into public school, hoping he would act out. If that happened, she knew the authorities would have to be called in. The plan worked; within a mere three weeks, he had been in several fights and threatened more than one of the teachers. He was taken before a judge, and my mom signed the paperwork for him to be sent away to a special school for troubled teens. He threatened us there and then, swearing that he would get revenge.

      “Things were peaceful for a while, but then the disturbing letters started to arrive. Mom persuaded a friend of hers to type up an official-looking letter and send it to Adam. It said something along the lines of ‘We regret to inform you, but both your mother and sister have been killed in a car crash.’ We left our home behind, and everything that was in it, and started a new life. We knew the bank would step in and sell off the property. My mom was able to live her last years in peace, and for that, I am thankful.

      “I found my soulmate in Bledsoe, and lived for decades without knowing what had become of Adam. That was, until I met Coriander. When she told me about Aibo, I knew it had to be him. I also knew I needed to do all I could to protect those innocent women and children from any more harm at the hands of my brother.

      “I am telling you this so you will know it was not some genetic defect that caused him to be the monster he was. It had been the traumatic birth and the lack of oxygen. Of course, that is not to say that all children born that way will end up with such a dangerous personality. But I know you are all worried he may have fathered some of you, and perhaps you may also have his darkness within. But trust me: I know you don’t. When I look into the eyes of each one of you, all I see is kindness. Of course, it’s up to you whether you are tested, but you all deserved to know the whole story before you decide. I pray you can forgive me, if my keeping this secret was wrong. Bledsoe and I only wanted to provide a safe home for you all, and give you the opportunity to become the people you were meant to be.”

      Bledsoe put his arm around his wife’s shoulder, and the poor woman nearly collapsed in his arms. It had been one hell of a secret to carry around, and it was finally out. I had to hand it to Little Mary. She was a lot stronger than I would have ever given her credit for. I can’t say I would have been willing to get involved with a cult, much less one run by a twisted, sicko brother. A person who wanted nothing more than vengeance. I couldn’t imagine the strength she must have needed, after all that, to take in five women and eleven children without knowing how much control Aibo might have still held over them, with no idea if any of them would slit your throat while you slept. I would have to say that Little Mary and Bledsoe were the two bravest people I had ever met. But even after hearing all of it, I still wasn’t able to trust. Not completely.

      I walked up to them and said, “Forgiveness? Really? As far as I can tell, neither of you did anything wrong. The opposite is true, if anything! You both deserve a medal for what you have done. I know I am the newbie, but thank you for taking me in and showing me what a real family could be. I thank everyone here, because in these few short months, I have known more love and kindness than I can ever remember.” Wheels of doubt continued to spin in my mind.

      Big tears rolled down Little Mary and Bledsoe’s faces. They swooped me up into their arms and reassured me they were tears of joy. I knew that, but I didn’t want to spoil the moment for them.

      As hard as it was, the discussion was over, and Bledsoe gathered everyone’s attention.

      “Now, I know that perhaps we might not have the biggest appetite after the bombshell we just unloaded on you, but the food is ready, and we should all try to get something in our system. It’ll do your body good. So, if everyone can gather around the table, we will bow our heads to pray and, from this day forward, vow never to forget who we are. I believe it is time we shed our cocoons and blossom into the beautiful butterflies we were always meant to be.”

      That last part was a little over the top.

      As we gathered, I wondered if I should stop and find Wisteria. She was probably at home, lying on her bed, dealing with all this emotion alone, which she’d already been doing for far too long. I decided to give her some space. Maybe she’d join us in a while.

      Dinner was a giant turkey with all the trimmings, and I had to admit, the smell had me agreeing with Bledsoe that it would be good to get something in my stomach.

      Juniper turned to her brother. “Rory, I’m sorry if I added to your stress by making you feel like you didn’t belong. We may have picked on each other, but I thought it was sibling rivalry. Because even though you can be a pain in my ass, I do love you. I love you to bits.”

      “I love you too,” he admitted, which must’ve been hard to say, considering how he felt. “I just want to drop the subject now. I wish I hadn’t said anything. I feel so stupid.”

      “Please, don’t. I understand completely. And if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here to listen. Okay?”

      Rory didn’t respond. Instead, he reached for a bread roll from one of the baskets.

      After Bledsoe had delivered the prayer, everyone ate and began chatting as usual. The healing process was already beginning. While eating my meal, I started to get a weird sensation in my belly, which wasn’t from the food. Without trying to cause too much of a scene, I asked Posey what time it was.

      “It’s almost eight.”

      Dear Lord. It was a good thing I’d checked. I would’ve been devastated if I had stood Jacob up, but in my defense, what had transpired wasn’t an ordinary event. Still, I liked him, and wanted to get to know him better, to feel him holding me tight. I needed to get going. Without missing a beat, I excused myself from the table and said I was going back to the house to use the bathroom, knowing I’d be sure to return before this whole affair was over. Nobody seemed to be in a rush to go home, not after what had happened. I headed to the bridge, and was almost there when movement caught my attention. I saw two people alongside the path. The male stood facing me while the female’s back was to me. She was kneeling before him. I saw the man’s jeans down around his ankles, heard him moan in pleasure, and realized what it was I was witnessing. Embarrassed, I was about to turn away when I recognized Jacob’s face. He couldn’t see me, as his eyes were closed from utter pleasure. It also took me a moment to recognize the woman down on her knees. I wasn’t used to seeing her with blonde hair yet.

      I shouted, “What are you doing?”

      Jacob opened his eyes, and I saw the look of shock within them. Shock that he had just been caught cheating.

      Wisteria released Jacob’s erect cock from her mouth. She turned in my direction, delivering a smile so wicked it shook me to my core.

      “What does it look like? I’m doing something you’d be too shy to do. And this handsome stud appears to be enjoying every second.”

      “Jacob came out here to see me!” I heard myself saying in disbelief.

      “I know,” Wisteria said. She still had a firm grip on Jacob’s penis, and was stroking it as she spoke. She owned him, and she knew it. His cock remained hard. “I overheard you two love birds the other night when you snuck away at the festival. I was hiding in the shadows. Several times, I thought you might’ve heard me, and for a second, you looked my way, so I backed off and let you get ahead of me until you arrived with the others.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. What reason did she have to betray me like this? We’d just become best friends, or that’s what I believed. A short while ago, she had been holding my hand. The hairs on my neck tingled. Another sure sign I should be taking the doubts more seriously. Nothing was as it seemed here in this community. Commune. Cult?

      “Just to let you know, I never wanted this to happen,” Jacob said. “I honestly came here to see you, and I was really anxious, but Wisteria showed up and told me she had a message from you. She said you didn’t want to see me anymore—and believe me, that hurt, because I really like you, Charlie.”

      “Charity!” Wisteria corrected.

      “What?” he said, confused.

      “Never mind,” she said.

      “And then things got hot and heavy between us. She practically threw herself on top of me, and before I knew it, she had my pants down.”

      “Such a man-child you are,” Wisteria said, in a baby-like voice. “It looks to me like you were enjoying it.” She gripped him. “Proof’s in the stiffness.”

      “Wisteria, why would you do this? Why would you say that?”

      “How does it feel?”

      “Betrayed is how I feel.”

      “Good. I’m glad, because that’s exactly how I felt a week before you were carried away from all of us. That night when you and I snuck into the big house where he lived.”

      “Who?”

      “Aibo! Who else? We watched as he was doing whatever the hell he wanted to those women. And they let him. Didn’t even try to resist. But that was his rule, wasn’t it, Charity? We were trying to be so quiet, but somehow, he saw us hiding behind the curtains. He dragged us to the altar, then he turned on me. You just stood there, doing nothing to help, allowing him to beat me!”

      I felt sick. “I’m sorry, Wisteria, I don’t remember any of that.”

      “Bullshit! You’re full of bullshit! There’s no way in hell you could’ve blocked everything out.”

      “I really just want to…” Jacob tried to intervene, but Wisteria stopped him.

      “What? NO! I’m not finished with you, yet.”

      “This is all a misunderstanding,” he began, but Wisteria turned, and her mouth found him again. I watched in disgust. She suddenly clamped her jaws around him and bit down with everything she had. Jacob screamed in horror as Wisteria’s head thrashed wildly like a rabid dog, determined to kill. She relaxed her mouth, and a shower of blood spewed from Jacob’s badly wounded penis. Wisteria smiled with her blood-soaked teeth as Jacob looked down. His face went gray, and he passed out. I ran over to him, and pressed on the wound with my bare hands.

      Wisteria’s laughter was maniacal as she stared at us. Her face and neck were drenched. She spat out a mouthful of blood like it was soured milk.

      Jacob came to, and saw me standing over him. There was so much blood oozing from the wound, my hands weren’t enough to stop it. He cried out in pain, and pushed me away. He reached down and felt the jagged tear on the side of his penis. He lost all control.

      Wisteria rambled on, not in the least bit distracted by Jacob’s screaming. He was squirming, and turning paler by the second. I was afraid he was going to bleed out in front of my eyes.

      “Some nerve you have coming here, as though nothing had ever happened. Winning everyone over with your fake innocence. I see through your act, even though you have everyone else fooled.”

      Wisteria reached behind her, bringing out a long carving knife from behind her back. My blood ran cold. I thought she was going to kill me.

      “Remember when I told you that I hid behind an evil which lurked here, and it wanted to come out of hiding? It still holds true, but I won’t be around for what follows.” Without a second of hesitation, she ran the razor-sharp blade across her neck. Blood spurted from her throat with each heartbeat.

      One final smile as our eyes locked for the last time.

      Wisteria dropped to the ground, in a pool of her own blood.

      “No!” I screamed, and ran to Wisteria. I held her. She looked into my eyes as the tortured life she had lived faded as the light left her eyes. She was gone.

      I heard voices behind me and footsteps approaching. It was the others coming to see what all the ruckus was about. I felt Bledsoe reach down, pull me away, and I fell into Little Mary’s arms. The others quickly gathered the children in an attempt to prevent them seeing Jacob sprawled out on the path.

      Odette, such a skilled nurse, assessed him. She removed her blouse and applied firm pressure.

      “Linnea! Run to the school and dial 911! Hurry!”

      I told them Wisteria had bit his penis so hard I thought she was going to bite it completely off.

      Soon, we were bathed in blue and red lights. It took my mind back to that night ten years earlier when a man named Charles had carried me away to safety. Everything had come full circle. I sobbed hysterically. The flashbacks, the reality of what had just happened, hit me all at once. For a moment, I recalled Wisteria and a man named Aibo together while I stood there and watched. No. Let’s call it what it was. I had stood there and done nothing as the man had brutalized her. I felt terrible. Why hadn’t I tried to stop it? I was a child, that’s why. What the hell could I have done? Wasn’t there a rule? No resistance…

      The flashbacks came more often, and in greater detail. I wasn’t sure which were actual memories. Someone was holding me back, one of the men. He had such a grip on my arms, I could feel his fingernails digging into my flesh. I rubbed my arms as though I could still feel the pain. Why hadn’t that man saved Wisteria? So many thoughts were bumping together in my mind. I felt light-headed and off-balance. I begged for my thoughts to stop as Little Mary held me close.
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        * * *

      

      It took a while for the community to accept the terrible events of that night, and the news Coriander and Little Mary had told us. We were healing. After two surgeries, Jacob made a full recovery. The entire ordeal weighed heavily on Bledsoe and Little Mary. No one stepped up and asked for a blood test, either. Maybe they decided to accept who they were, not the demons of their past. They were survivors, and nothing could change that.

      I had several long meetings with my caseworker, Eliza, about the traumatic events I had witnessed that night. She helped me to work through all the emotions.

      One Sunday afternoon, I was sitting on my bed, my eyes welling with tears, staring at the beautiful suncatcher. There came a familiar knock upon the door frame. I turned and saw Little Mary standing there.

      “May I come in?” I still couldn’t believe the respect she had for me—that she still had the common courtesy to ask.
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