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PROLOGUE

Daddy stole my baby.

He and his girlfriend, Gabby, did it at night while Trevor and I were asleep. I was exhausted and completely unaware of their intention. The moment Daddy had found out I was pregnant, he forbade Trevor to sleep in my room. He sent him to the Forbidden Room, not realizing that for Trevor, sleeping there could never be a punishment.

After our baby was gone, Trevor blamed himself for not waking, rushing into my room, and waking me. “Mama had the house trying to warn me with its creaks and moans. All the spirits of the ancestors who Mama told us lived on in our very walls were screaming. I’m sorry, Faith. I was already too deep in the darkness of fatigue and vaguely heard the frantic alerts in what I thought was a dream.”

I was too upset to ask him to explain in more detail. He had never seemed so convinced that the house held voices. Little Paula had colic and for two days was constantly crying, especially at night, keeping not only Trevor and me awake but also Daddy and his girlfriend, Gabby, who slept in the bedroom that Daddy—Big John, as we often called him—used to sleep in with our mama, Paula. They constantly heard the baby’s crying. Sometimes Daddy would scream, “Shut her up or take her downstairs!”

Daddy had recently returned from another long-haul trucking job with time requirements that caused him to violate safety rules and drive well over fifteen hours a day, sleeping and eating in his eighteen-wheeler. Gabby’s brother, Nick, who was Daddy’s best friend, often teamed up with him on jobs, though he couldn’t this time because he had a new job himself. I knew Daddy was irritable because of his workload. Even his having both sides of the truck cabin proudly labeled EDEN TRUCKING didn’t reduce the stress of the job. My baby’s crying only added to his stress, but there was no doubt in my mind that Little Paula’s colic wasn’t what spurred him and Gabby to action. In fact, I now believed that they already had made that decision days after I had given birth to Little Paula, if not during my pregnancy.

Neither Trevor nor I saw any possible name for our baby but Paula. It was Mama’s name, and she had planned for us to have a child and build a family in this very house. She’d had this in mind from the very day she set eyes on us in the foster home. Our biological mothers had deserted both of us. I could barely remember mine, but Trevor had a clear enough memory of his to wonder if he would recognize her on a street someday.

“Would she see me and walk right past me?” he sometimes asked aloud.

“How could a mother not know her own child?” I would say, but he remained skeptical. I understood his need to know.

We were empty vessels waiting to be filled with love. Mama saw this and saw Trevor’s and my special relationship at the foster home. That was what made us perfect in her eyes, ideal to continue her family.

Nothing was more important to Mama than her family and the heritage that she had molded for us. She was confident that Trevor and I were the way to ensure it would all continue, because the affection and the need we had for each other were precisely what she said came with being part of a family. It was why she took such good care of us, homeschooled us, and taught us how precious her home and her legacy were to her. We weren’t physically of her blood, but we would be spiritually.

“And believe me,” she said, “that’s more important. Blood-related brothers and sisters often grow up despising each other, competing, but you two won’t ever hurt each other.”

But that didn’t mean our daddy wouldn’t hurt us.

Little Paula was only three weeks old when they took her away from me. I quickly realized afterward that her being born in the house instead of a hospital was something Daddy and Gabby had planned as well. To make their intention easier for them, they had deceived me about my medical needs. Daddy always had been scheming ways to keep my pregnancy a secret and then find a way to make it seem as if it had never occurred. It was one more reason he wanted Trevor sleeping in another room.

So why would this abduction of Little Paula come as any surprise? Why wasn’t I more suspicious, guarding my baby night and day?

“Trust,” Mama once said, “is wonderful but dangerous. It makes you more vulnerable.”

I wish I had remembered those words before it was too late.

Gabby had been taking me to see Dr. Lewis, an ob-gyn whom she claimed a friend of hers had recommended, which was why I had no idea of her and Big John’s real plan. It seemed at first that they were doing everything they could to make all go well. I should have known something wasn’t right when Gabby took me to Dr. Lewis, who practiced almost fifty miles away, instead of to a doctor nearby. There could be no local chatter, which helped maintain the secrecy Daddy wanted kept sacrosanct. No one knew me at the doctor’s office; they didn’t even know Gabby.

After I was showing at five months, I was forbidden to be outside where anyone could see me. No one but Nick was invited to the house. I was afraid, and Trevor was afraid for me should I be disobedient. Since Mama’s passing, Daddy had no chains or doors confining his anger. I was sure his unbridled roar woke the sleeping ancestors. He could very well lock me up in the basement—or worse—so I didn’t really complain that much or question their intention.

Daddy’s size alone made him terrifying, even when he wasn’t upset or irritable. It was why he was known as Big John, even to us. He lumbered through the house with his 240-pound, six-foot-four-inch body. I think the furniture even shuddered. When I was little, I definitely thought the earth shook. He wasn’t unattractive, but he had facial features to match his size, his nose prominent and a little crooked, his lips thick, and his black eyes startling like bright ebony marbles with bushy dark brown eyebrows, eyebrows Mama always had to trim.

Gabby trimmed them now, and because she had once thought she’d be a hairdresser someday, she would cut his hair. She also did Trevor’s reddish-brown hair, a shade lighter than Daddy’s, but I didn’t like her trimming mine. I thought her work was always uneven. Because mine was close to Mama’s light brown, I felt even unhappier about it. I had wanted to look like her for Trevor and resisted as long as I could. It felt like it violated Mama, too, and if there was one thing I never wanted to do, it was add to the memory of her misery. But whatever resistance I had, it wilted when Daddy grimaced and said, “Let her do it. You look like a shaggy dog.”

All during my pregnancy, I read and studied as much as I could about babies and how to care for them. “Oh, don’t worry, don’t worry,” Gabby practically chanted. “Caring for babies just comes natural to a woman.”

Nevertheless, I was anticipating more information and instruction from the doctor, especially as my birthing grew closer. “You don’t have to keep seeing a baby doctor. You have to wait for your pregnancy to develop,” she insisted. “You don’t have any problems anyway.”

Early on in my ninth month, however, I became a little suspicious, but Gabby did such a good job of allaying my concerns. Gabby had many excuses why she couldn’t take me to see the doctor, but she constantly told me that I shouldn’t worry. She said she had another close friend, Nina Stokin, who was a maternity nurse and would be here in a jiffy if I needed special attention.

Almost as soon as I began to have labor pains, Gabby told me they were nothing about which I should concern myself, that they weren’t real, that this was common. Although she herself had never been pregnant, she constantly talked about her friends who had been and therefore claimed firsthand knowledge. She could be very sweet and convincing. It was hard to believe that, all along, she and Daddy were scheming. Every whisper between them should have lit my hair on fire.

Finally, because I complained so much, she had Nina stop by to examine me. Nina was a tall African American woman, almost as tall, I thought, as Daddy. Although she didn’t smile much, she spoke with a confident tone that eased my concerns. She was just as confident as Gabby. She told me I was having Braxton-Hicks contractions, which were false labor pains women have before “true” labor.

“They’re just your body getting ready for the real thing,” she said.

I told her I had already had them at the beginning of the month. She finally smiled and assured me that I was still a good three to four weeks away from delivery and that being late was very common these days. She made pregnancy sound like some sort of modern phenomenon, and again, she reassured me that all was going as expected.

“I know three other young girls about your age who had babies. Seemed more like ten months, but of course, they probably lied about when and how they got pregnant.”

I ignored her insinuation.

“The doctor told me I’d give birth about now, didn’t he, Gabby?”

“Turns out, he’s not all that good a maternity doctor,” she said. “I didn’t want to tell you and get you upset. Nina said she heard some bad things about him, didn’t you, Nina? That’s the real reason I stopped taking you to him immediately after she told me.”

Nina just grimaced.

“Don’t we have to find a new one, then?”

“Nina’s as good. How many would you say you delivered, Nina?”

“Not counting my own, twenty, at least.”

“See? Nothing to worry about,” Gabby said.

They went off to have some wine and chat before Nina left.

Of course, I soon had good reason to doubt Nina, despite her assurances. The very next day, in fact, the pain increased, and the contractions were closer together. They began to last longer, too. I cried and complained, but Gabby and Daddy were drinking more since his return from his recent trip. They partied with Nick downstairs in our finished basement into the early hours and practically had to drag each other up the stairs when he was set to leave.

Hours later, I screamed.

Trevor came running in. I was already sitting on the edge of the bed.

“What’s happening?”

“My water broke,” I said.

He turned on the light, saw it, and ran for Gabby. She was quite dazed, still quite drunk, but the sight of what was happening woke her enough for her to call Nina. Nina told her things to do until she arrived. And Little Paula waited for her, waited to enter this world.

While the birthing was happening, Trevor was so terrified that he couldn’t bring himself back into the bedroom. After nearly five hours, Little Paula was born in my very bed. Several times, I thought I would die.

At the end, I managed to say, “I thought you said I was having false labor.”

Nina ignored me, cared for the baby, and left as soon as she could. She didn’t even wish me luck. Again, I missed the signals between her and Gabby, signals that would have confirmed she was part of their plan.

After Little Paula and I were settled in, Trevor came to see me. I was cradling our baby. Nina had left some instructions before she had gone home, and Gabby and Daddy couldn’t wait to get back to sleep.

“How are you?” Trevor asked.

“Exhausted,” I said. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

I turned the baby toward him.

“Yes,” he said. I knew what he was thinking. “It’s almost as if Mama is here,” he added.

I smiled and nodded.

Little Paula was sleeping, occasionally whimpering.

“She’s probably having a nightmare that she was born,” Trevor said. “I’m sure I did.”

We both laughed, even though the memories of our own infancy were better left smothered.

I closed my eyes. Trevor kissed me on the cheek and, despite Daddy’s warning, got into bed beside me. He put his arm around me, and I cradled my head against his shoulder. He kissed my forehead. I saw the smile on his face, but I was afraid to smile, too. It almost didn’t seem right to be happy with Mama gone. I would forever blame myself. Both of us blamed ourselves.

Trevor had convinced me that Little Paula was going to restore both of us, bring light to the dark pain of sorrow. So comfortable and secure were we in each other’s arms, I let myself believe it. But neither Trevor nor I could imagine, after the first happy night with Little Paula, how threatened our lives as a very, very young family would be.
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ONE

When Little Paula started her uncontrollable crying a week or so after she was born, I knew, even without the confirmation of a doctor, that she had colic. However, nothing I had read on the internet, no comments I saw from other new mothers, and not even medical journals I had read seemed to have a definitive cause for it or a perfect cure.

Some thought it was simply acclimation to the world outside the womb, which could make babies irritable for some time. Others thought they might be reacting to gas, having something called acid reflux. Some suggested allergies. I tried all the remedies described, especially laying her on her tummy, carrying her constantly, and making sure to hold her upright after she fed. I massaged her, gave her a pacifier, and even sang and hummed to her for hours.

Her crying even kept our cats, Moses and Becky, from coming upstairs. Maybe they thought she was another cat. They hadn’t been behaving like themselves since Mama died, anyway. They’d stay away for days sometimes. Trevor went looking for them when they didn’t return recently. If he had found them killed by some coyote or some other animal, he didn’t tell me. I didn’t want to look hard at him and see the truth. There was almost no other reason they wouldn’t have come home by now. Daddy certainly didn’t care or wonder. They were more Mama’s pets than his. Besides, Little Paula was taking up most of my time and concern. There was a great deal I didn’t think about, including my own appearance.

Last night, Gabby came into my bedroom and said she would give me some hours of relief and take Little Paula into her and Daddy’s room for a while.

“Get some sleep,” she said. “It doesn’t do the baby any good if you’re exhausted.”

“Are you sure?” I had some trepidation, but I really was exhausted and had just finished breastfeeding her.

“Your father told me to tell you that,” she said, which was a little surprising. Up until that moment, he rarely seemed to care about any difficulties I was having. He never came to look in on the baby and me and said almost nothing about her, about how beautiful and perfect she was. I thought maybe he didn’t like the thought of being a grandfather.

If he had known Mama’s true plan for us from the start, he either ignored it or, after some small attempts, just gave up caring. Most of the time, he returned home too tired to argue or wanting to save his energy for partying. However, we knew that from the first day Trevor and I were brought from the Wexler foster home to Mama and Big John Eden’s home and were adopted, Big John was opposed to us sleeping in the same bed. Trevor was nearly six, and I was little more than four, but he still didn’t think it was right. Mama told him he was being ridiculous. There really wasn’t much choice when it came to where we would be, anyway: Mama already had turned the other available guest room into a classroom for us. She was determined to homeschool us. She had been a grade-school teacher and was confident she could give us a better education than what we would get in the “inferior” public schools.

There was one other possible bedroom in the house, but when Mama was alive, that was kept locked most of the time, and we were told almost from the first moment we arrived that it was the Forbidden Room. More than ten years later, when Mama and Trevor caught me out behind the garage with our neighbor’s grandson, Lance, she had put me in the Forbidden Room and locked the door. That alone was terrifying. Big John was on a cross-country trip, though his being home wouldn’t have helped. He surely would have been quite angry, too, and wouldn’t have interfered. In fact, he might have beaten me with that thick belt he wore, something he always threatened to do.

Inside the Forbidden Room, Mama had told me to go to the unmade, stripped bed and wait. Neither I nor Trevor had ever seen her so enraged. Whatever she had given me to drink put me in such a daze that I didn’t realize where I was or what was happening to me. I spent two nights in a row like that. I had forgiven Mama for it and forgiven Trevor for what she made him do to me while I was in that room in my stupor.

As we grew older, and Mama still didn’t give us separate bedrooms, there was no longer any doubt that Big John understood what Mama’s intentions were. Neither of us ever heard him specifically say it, but it was like one of those blemishes or scars on someone’s face that you pretend not to see. There is blindness that provides comfort.

I quickly realized that what terrified Mama was that I could become pregnant from being with someone else, someone she would consider outside our family.

Mr. Longstreet, our neighbor, had his grandson Lance visiting from New York City because his parents were in a somewhat nasty divorce proceeding. He was very handsome, and I dreamed of him wanting me to be his girlfriend and returning often to see me. Of course, if I had been a little more experienced, I might not have been so surprised to learn that he did have a girlfriend back in New York and was after me for one thing only.

Mama had been beside herself when Trevor revealed I was to rendezvous with Lance. Trevor didn’t like betraying me, but there was never a doubt in my mind that he wanted to please Mama more.

Mama wasn’t wrong about Trevor’s and my relationship. There was always something very special between us. From the first day we were brought together at the foster home, both of us having been given up by our mothers, we stayed close to each other and practically ignored the existence of the other children. The Wexlers’ daughter, a woman we called Nanny Too because she had been a nanny and now basically ran the foster home, was annoyed by this. She said we were so close that we shared a shadow.

We were ecstatic when Mama Eden decided she wanted us both. We weren’t just getting a mother; we were escaping. And together!

Since we had been so close when we lived at the foster home, we thought nothing of having the same bedroom and sharing so much in Mama Eden’s family house. She had met and married Big John after her parents were killed in an accident in their pickup truck on one of the winding Pocono mountain roads. She had resigned her teaching position as soon as she realized she was financially able to do so because of her inheritance. She had hated her job.

Mama tried hard to convince us that her family was built into our house, that their spirits roamed it and their concern for us would never weaken. I was always a little suspicious about there being family spirits in the house, but I wasn’t afraid. After all, considering what we had already suffered in our lives, how could two little children feel any more secure and comfortable than we were?

We trusted her with everything, but I didn’t want to be forced to have a baby, especially when I discovered what was in the Forbidden Room. I found that it was a room meant to be a bedroom and nursery, though not for my use originally. Her mother had become pregnant at a late age, and the intent had been to have a live-in nanny. There was a crib in the room, of course. Even before I looked into it the second day of my imprisonment, I felt the shock of what I would discover in that crib. It was as if I had always known what was there. Trevor admitted later that he had known.

No one was better at keeping a secret than Trevor.

Mama said the remains of the undeveloped baby, carefully bundled like a living infant, were the result of her mother’s miscarriage, something Mama had caused with a so-called herbal medication to ease her mother’s pain in her pregnancy. Her mother had miscarried in the bathroom in the Forbidden Room, and the room afterward had been turned into a shrine. Big John let it remain a shrine. I think he knew that she would have asked him to leave if he hadn’t.

So afterward, after my two days of punishment, when she had insisted I return to sleeping with Trevor, I resisted. I knew what she wanted and knew what she had told Trevor to do, but I didn’t want to get pregnant and maybe have as horrible a miscarriage as her mother had had. I had read that pregnancy for a girl my age was difficult. Undoubtedly, I was quite afraid of Mama’s rage, but I wanted to sleep in Big John’s den on the sofa bed, at least until he returned from his latest trip. I was hoping Mama would calm down by then.

Mama had broken her ankle falling from a ladder in a terrible rainstorm. She had intended to go onto the roof and fix a bad leak or at least plug it up temporarily. In a cast and on a crutch, she confronted me starting down the stairs with my bedding and tried to force me to return to Trevor’s and my bedroom. She poked me with her crutch, attempting to drive me back, and in the process, she fell backward on the stairs and injured her head so badly that she died in the operating room.

Big John had his friend Nick Damien’s sister Gabrielle come live with us. We didn’t know at the time that Big John had been having an affair with her. Mama certainly didn’t know. He had buried Mama’s unborn sister in our Cemetery for Unhappiness, a patch of land on our property that Mama had designated as a place to bury terrible thoughts and comments so they would never haunt Trevor or me again.

I was surprised when Trevor voiced how guilty and responsible he felt over Mama’s death. I had thought he would blame it all on me. But although Trevor didn’t expect my relationship with Lance to go as far as it almost had, he admitted he had done more than I had to bring the other boy into our lives. He was responsible for setting up our internet connections, which Lance and I used for secret messages, so I understood why Trevor felt he had disappointed Mama, too. Whenever I debate with myself about my pregnancy, about my willingness to go forward, I conclude now, and probably will until the day I die, that our having Little Paula was the only way to redeem myself when it came to what had happened to Mama. Trevor believed that from the very first moment.

Trevor, who had his driver’s license by the time I had gone into my eighth month, woke up one morning, turned to me, and said, “Let’s go show Mama what we’ve done.”

We drove to the cemetery and stood by her grave so she would know that what she had always wanted was going to be. We were going to create a new family. I understood Trevor had made special promises to Mama, promises I had never known about.

The morning after Gabby had relieved me of caring for Little Paula, I awoke, surprised I had slept so late. Trevor had gone downstairs for breakfast and was already gone. He was attending the public school, which I was unable to do because I had become pregnant. Big John wasn’t going to continue homeschooling, so Gabby had enrolled him. After he started, Trevor sent a chilling wave through me one day when he said, “Big John forbade me ever to mention you, and so no one knows you exist.” Before I could ask, he added, “You know why.”

It’s a strange feeling to have, the feeling that so few people knew you were alive on this same earth. It empties you in ways you never experience otherwise. Sometimes I’d look in the mirror and wonder, Am I still here? During the days when Big John was on a trip and Gabby was at work at the insurance company, I’d hear no living voice other than my own in the house. I was talking to myself the way I remembered Mama often did. I even spoke to the imaginary ancestors, too, although I really wasn’t sure that the creaks and moans in the house were their responses.

Whenever Trevor came home in the afternoon, I would vehemently insist that he sit and tell me about his day, every detail. Of course, I was most interested in how he saw the other students and how they saw him. He said they were suspicious.

“Of what?” I asked, thinking someone had found out about me.

“Of my doing well, being normal, because I was homeschooled all my life. It’s going to take time to make friends,” he concluded. “And Big John has already made it clear that I can’t invite anyone here, not even to play basketball or go with me into our woods. He said I can’t go to anyone’s house, either, because they would then expect to be invited to mine.”

“It’s all because of me,” I concluded, feeling bad for him.

“Because of both of us,” he said, but he didn’t sound despondent or unhappy about it. He looked happy, even proud. I was already three months pregnant.

While he was in school and Gabby and Daddy were working, I had to clean the house and use my free time to move ahead in the textbooks Mama had for us both in the homeschool classroom. I still dreamed of joining Trevor at the public school someday, somehow. However, Big John often threatened to throw out all the books, the computer, the microscope, and the desks so he could make it a guest room.

“We have friends we’re going to want to stay over someday,” he said. He seemed to growl more than talk these days. It was as if Mama had laid a punishment on him in the form of us, of me especially, and he was resentful of our very existence. I never spoke back, but my look probably spoke pages.

Perhaps she knew you were having an affair, I thought, looking at him. Maybe, if you want to call us a punishment, we are. She used us for her revenge.

Trevor and I enjoyed the days when Big John was off on a trucking job. Gabby was kind enough to us, but it was easy to see that she was almost as terrified as we were of disobeying any of Big John’s rules when he was gone. She was so attentive to my needs and complaints during my pregnancy during the early months that I could never have imagined her cooperating with Big John when it came to getting Little Paula out of our lives.

That morning, Trevor was already gone before I rose, and hadn’t even said goodbye. In fact, there was no one in the house. The moment I woke, the silence was like a clap of thunder. I sat up quickly and listened, and then, thinking Gabby was with Little Paula, I went to the bedroom she shared with Big John.

Knocking softly, I called, “Gabby?”

Greeted by silence, I opened the door and saw there was no one there. Now in more of a panic, I went to the top of the stairs, listened, and called, “Gabby?”

I hurried down the stairs to the kitchen. No one. To the living room. No one. It was spring. Gabby might have taken Little Paula out to see if fresh air would help soothe her, I thought, really hoped. But there was no one on the porch and no one at the side or rear of the house. I ran everywhere in my bare feet and nightgown, screaming for someone, and then I retreated into the house and sat stunned at the kitchen table.

I wept and put my head down on my crossed arms. What was happening? Shuddering and feeling a little chilled, I went upstairs, washed my feet, changed into a blouse and jeans, and went down again, this time waiting by the living-room window. I couldn’t eat; I didn’t even want to have water, but I did. Hours and hours went by. I dozed off, and then, finally, I heard Gabby’s car pull into the driveway. I leaped up and hurried to the rear door.

Big John and Gabby got out of the car, but there was no sign of Little Paula.

“Where’s my baby?” I screamed.

“Gone to where she’ll have a real home. And now,” Big John said, “you can be a teenage girl again, finish school, and either get a job or get married. You want to grow up fast, grow up fast. You should thank us.”

He walked right past me, nearly bowling me over. I looked at Gabby. She tried to smile but lowered her head and followed him in. I collapsed on the step, embraced myself, and didn’t move until Trevor returned from school. The realization was spinning around in my head and hadn’t stopped. Little Paula was gone forever.

“What are you doing sitting out here?” Trevor asked when he came home from school and got out of what had been Mama’s car.

“They gave away Little Paula,” I said, and finally released my tears.

“Gave away? What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and continued to cry.

He walked past me and into the house.

When I entered a moment later, Gabby was sitting in the kitchenette having a cup of coffee. Big John was having a beer. Trevor was standing off to the side by the doorway, his head down, looking ashamed.

“Where’s my baby?” I asked as firmly as I could.

“I told you,” Big John said. “You’d best do what I say now. I’m not gonna take to no whinin’ and cryin’. We heard enough of that to last a year these past days.”

Gabby looked up at me. “It’s best, honey. You go up and rest. I’ll find out what you do about… about the breastfeeding.”

“Breastfeeding? Who am I breastfeeding?”

“No one, but there are things to do,” she said.

“Go on,” Big John said. “Do as you’re told.”

I looked at Trevor, who looked like he wanted to swallow his lips, and then I walked past him and up the stairs. Normally, anyone my age would surely not want to get pregnant and have a baby. They might even be grateful for what Big John and Gabby had done. I hadn’t really thought hard and deep about what it would mean, but after Little Paula was born, I didn’t regret her. Suddenly and completely, she had become my world. I was sure that only someone who’d had a part of her body lopped off would understand the dark emptiness that was rushing over me.

And what about our promise to Mama? I didn’t like being forced to keep it, but it had been done.

Trevor came into the bedroom. I was in a tight fetal position, sobbing softly.

“There’s nothing we can do about it now,” Trevor said. “They’re the adults. They make all the decisions for us in this house.”

“They’re not adults. They’re monsters,” I said. “Mama must be spinning in her grave.”

He nodded and sat on the bed. Then he reached for my hand and gave me his determined glare.

“What?”

“Someday,” he said, “somehow, we’ll get her back, back where she belongs.”

I stopped sobbing and looked at him. “Promise?”

“It’s a promise we’re making to Mama.”

“Yes,” I said, and sat up. Excitement was rushing over me. “You’re right. That’s what we’ll do.”

“For now,” he said in his sly, Trevor kind of way, “let’s let them think they’ve gotten away with it. Let them think we’re settled; we’ve accepted what they think must be. It’s late in the school year, but maybe you will go to school for a while, while we plan.”

“I couldn’t now. All I would think about is Little Paula.”

He shrugged his famous shrug. “Maybe you’ll find another boyfriend.” He smiled.

“Did you find another girlfriend already?”

“No. But sometimes,” he said with a surprisingly melancholy tone, “sometimes, when I look at how happy and excited most of the other kids in my class are, I wish Mama had let us go to public school from the start and we were…”

“Were what?”

“Normal,” he said. “Like have friends and go to parties and sporting events, everything we didn’t have.”

“Did you know they were going to do this? You did, didn’t you?”

“I had a suspicion.”

“Why didn’t you warn me? I wouldn’t have let her leave my side.”

“They’d only find another way. What could I do? I’d have to quit school and guard the door.”

“But…”

“Patience,” he said. “Once they’ve failed at doing it once, they’ll never do it again. We have special protection. You’ll see, Faith.”

I should have been surprised to hear him say such a thing. I should have been a little angry, in fact. Little Paula was gone. Even if she was gone for only a short time, it was still painful.

And how could he mourn about our lost youth? That was selfish.

But I wasn’t surprised or angry.

I was suddenly even sadder, so sad that I was no longer sure if my tears were for Little Paula or for myself.
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TWO

Later that afternoon, Gabby rushed out and got me a firmer new bra with pads to soak up any milk leaking from my breasts. Nina told her to have me put cold gel packs in my bra to help relieve the aches.

“Nina said you should sleep on your back and use an extra pillow to support your breasts when you’re on your side. You’ll use this, too,” she said, taking something out of a box.

“What is it?”

“A manual breast pump. Nina said that manual feels the most natural.”

“Natural?”

“She breastfed her own two children at the start and then went to bottles so she could work. So she knows.”

I glared at her. None of it would feel natural. How could taking a three-week-old baby from her mother lead to anything natural?

“Why didn’t she at least come here to see how I was? I told you days ago that I still have some bleeding and headaches once in a while. I thought she was your good friend and cared.”

“She is. She’d just… just rather not be involved anymore,” Gabby admitted.

“Why not?”

“Don’t ask me to state the obvious, Faith. You’re a very smart girl.” She smiled. “This will all pass in a few weeks, and then we’ll talk about what to do next.”

“Next? You mean my going to school?”

“We’ll talk about it later. He’s got to do a run tomorrow. He’ll actually be gone nearly two weeks. Maybe you’ll be all better by then and he’ll be willing to talk about it.”

“Better?”

“This will be over,” she said sharply, not liking to repeat herself or sound ugly. “Just eat and do what you do normally. My advice is to pretend none of it happened.”

“Like you two pretend? How do I do that? It happened to me.”

She glared, told me the directions for the pump were in the box, and walked out.

I looked at the pump. This was to be my baby’s lips? I wanted to heave it down the stairs, but I felt the pressure building in my breasts and instead read the directions. Maybe it was my desperate imagination, but I envisioned Little Paula when I began to use it. Somewhere, wherever she is, she’s feeding now, too, I thought. Could she possibly be missing me as much as I was missing her? Was there the same emptiness in her heart? Surely, she was crying. Maybe whomever they gave her to was regretting accepting her and would show up on our doorstep with her. I imagined the scene with Little Paula screaming and reaching out for me.

“This was a terrible mistake,” whoever held her would say. Both Big John and Gabby would look ashamed. I nearly fell asleep pumping my breasts and holding on to the dream.

Afterward, truly feeling exhausted again, I rested for nearly a half hour before I went down and saw that Gabby was sitting in Big John’s den, watching her favorite soap, General Hospital. She had recorded it because she had to watch it when Big John wasn’t here. Sometimes we watched it together, especially when she was home for one reason or another during the week. I used to wonder how she kept her job, because she wasn’t sick. Whenever she raved about one of the actors in the show, Tristan Rogers, I would threaten to tell Big John.

Teasing Gabby had been fun before she cooperated with Big John to steal my baby. She was like the big sister I never had, often talking about makeup and clothes. Sometimes I thought Trevor felt the same way about her because she was so kind to him, often bringing home something she thought he could wear to school. Now, with the way she behaved, not putting up any resistance to Little Paula being given away, neither Trevor nor I would ever accept her as our stepmother if Big John married her… unless, of course, she realized how terrible it was and how terrible it made us feel and then talked Big John into bringing Little Paula back.

Was that the fantasy Trevor often accused me of having? Our surname was Eden. We’d joke about it sometimes and call ourselves Adam and Eve. Perhaps because we were so sheltered from the outside world, we were just as naive and vulnerable to serpents.

She turned, hearing me in the kitchen.

“All go well?” she asked.

I looked at her. “Do you think this is all like your soap opera? Today’s episode?”

She turned away.

“If you don’t wise up,” she said without looking at me, “Big John will find a way to get you back into a foster home.”

Right now, I wished he would, I thought, only the chance that Trevor and I would be separated was great. Anyway, we were legally adopted. How would he explain giving us up? Tell people that I ruined his life by getting pregnant? I didn’t think so. Ironically, he was as trapped by having us as we were by having him as a father.

I gazed angrily at Gabby sitting so comfortably in Big John’s chair. He was so big that his body was etched in the cushion. Sitting in his chair was like putting on his glove. She curled herself snugly, pulling her legs up and in. Maybe in her imagination she was sitting on his lap.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“He’s gone to have some minor work done on his truck for tomorrow’s trip,” she replied. “I have a roast in the oven with some of Big John’s favorite potatoes. Maybe you can do the salad. Nick always did our salads at dinner,” she mused.

She told me that so often that I began to wonder if she really didn’t miss that life. She wasn’t cut out to be a homemaker, maybe not even a wife. Surely, she’d overcook the roast.

Gabby turned, her face softening. Her real name was Gabrielle. She was a buxom woman with raspberry-red hair. She was only an inch or so taller than Mama had been. When Daddy first brought Nick and her over to party in the basement, I thought that because she had so many freckles even at thirty, she had never gotten married and had short-lived romances. Men assumed there was something childish about her, perhaps. But I liked her back then. She had a smile that reminded me of a full-blown dandelion, one that caught and held the sun.

Would I ever see the sun in her again?

“My mother wanted us to have that baby,” I said, practically blurted.

Her eyes widened, and she turned completely around, nearly jumping in the chair.

“What? That’s ridiculous.”

“To you, maybe.”

“She told you that?”

“Not in those exact words, but both of us knew it was what she wanted.”

I could see her grinding the information through her brain.

“Big John never told me anything like that. I know you’re not really brother and sister, but… you’ve been brought up to think you are.”

She shook herself as if she had just had a chill.

“The very thought of me and Nick having a baby…”

“It’s not the same thing,” I said. “Where did you take Little Paula? We have to bring her back. She belongs here. Mama wanted her to live here and keep our family going.”

She turned completely back to the television screen and once again curled up snugly in Big John’s chair.

“You did a terrible thing,” I said, my eyes hazy with tears.

She didn’t turn around. She made the television louder.

I walked out of the house.

Trevor had the hood up on Mama’s car and was leaning over with a wrench in his hand.

“What’s wrong with the car?”

He paused.

“Nothing. Big John’s always after me to tighten hoses and such. Maintenance. Remember how he made me work beside him on his eighteen-wheeler’s engine, greasing and oiling? Before Mama died, he told her I had the makings of a really good mechanic.”

“How can you still think of that, think of wanting his praise?”

“I’m just recalling it. There were good days, too.”

I nodded reluctantly. As difficult as it was to recall them now, after what he had done, there were.

“Anyway, he says a car is a responsibility, not a joy toy, and he told me if I didn’t take care of it, he’d stop me from driving.”

I stared at him. Trevor had shot up this last year and was either six feet tall or close to it. Maybe because Big John made him do so many of the heavy chores around the house, his shoulders were thicker and his torso leaner and beginning to ripple with muscle. I liked looking at him when he was naked and didn’t know I was looking. I had the feeling he liked looking at me that way, too, unseen.

“Oh, Big John says to do it,” I muttered. “That’s gospel around here.”

“I figure we should keep on his good side for now, at least, Faith.”

“I hate him,” I said. “He has no good side.”

He nodded and returned to what he was doing. I walked around the garage. For some reason, I wanted to look at the place where I had met Lance that night, because in my mind it was where all this had begun. There was nothing especially evil or ugly to see when I envisioned our rendezvous. In fact, the memories titillated me, especially when I recalled his hands exploring my body, my nipples erect and tingling, and my thighs weakening and relaxing as his fingers glided over them to get at my panties. I could almost hear myself moan, or was I moaning right now at the memory?

“Hey!” I heard. Trevor had stepped toward me, wiping his hands with a piece of an old gray towel. “What are you doing? What are you looking at?”

“Dreaming of running away,” I said. He stepped up to me, put his arm around my shoulders, tempting me to lay my head against his.

“That won’t get Little Paula back to us.”

“I know. I asked Gabby again what they did with Little Paula. She wouldn’t answer. I thought she would be more sympathetic. She was so nice to me after Mama died. And to you, too.”

“Working her way in,” he said. “She’s a conniver.”

“What do you mean?”

He didn’t answer.

“Trevor?”

“I met someone at school whose mother works for the same insurance company Gabby does.”

“Who?” I asked, stepping away. It was just the tone in his voice when he had said “someone.”

“Christina Grant. Her father’s an accountant. Maybe because of that, she’s a math genius or something.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Is she pretty?”

“Hardly. She’s short, almost a dwarf, with hair that looks like she dips it into an inkwell every morning before coming to school, strands leaking down the side of her head and over her forehead. When she talks to you, her eyes give you the feeling you’re getting an X-ray.”

“Sounds like you talk to her a lot.”

He smiled. “I’m lazy. I steal her math problem solutions.”

“She probably has a crush on you.”

He shrugged.

“Anyway, when I mentioned Gabby, she told me Gabby has her job only because she had an affair with the manager of the insurance company, a married man. Her mother doesn’t like Gabby. She says her mother calls her an empty sock. Not to her face, of course. I didn’t reveal that it bothered me.”

“You gave her the Trevor shrug?”

He laughed. “Yeah, something like that.”

“I’d better get into that school soon, or you’ll get into trouble,” I said.

He really shrugged this time. Why wasn’t I surprised?

“There’s a little more than two months left to the school year, Faith. Maybe they’ll want you to wait until the fall. I mean, you still have to go through some stuff.”

“Right. Stuff.”

“And then what will you do when we get Little Paula back? You can’t go to school and care for her. And you certainly can’t expect Gabby would give up her job to stay with her.”

“Why did you even say I would?”

“I wanted you to be less sad.”

“Eventually, I will, even after Little Paula’s back.”

He nodded, but not with confidence.

“We’ll find someone else to help, maybe,” I said. “A nanny.”

“And pay her with what money?”

“Mama must have left us money,” I said, my voice straining. I couldn’t stand to hear anything negative, anything discouraging. “She planned for us to have a family. Didn’t she?”

“Maybe there’s money for us; maybe there isn’t. We don’t know anything about the costs and expenses of the house. We have a lot to learn that Big John isn’t showing or telling us.”

He paused.

“I know it’s unfair for you to bear most of the burden. Believe me. I think about what it would be.”

“I don’t care if we can’t afford someone. I’ll sacrifice school until we figure it out. As long as we get Little Paula back.”

“Right,” he said. He didn’t sound as confident as he had the first time.

“Were you just saying all that to keep me calm? I will run away if we don’t get her back,” I threatened. “Whether or not you come with me.”

“Okay. Don’t get yourself wound up. I wasn’t just saying it. We’ll get her back,” he said with more firmness.

I looked toward the fieldstone wall that supposedly was built by Mama’s grandfather, who had piled on rock after rock with hands she said had palms as rough as tree bark. The wall ran from the main road parallel to our house and a little farther than a half mile behind it. He had stopped six inches from someone else’s property.

“Funny how Mr. Longstreet hasn’t come by since Mama’s death,” I said, referring to our neighbor. “I liked him. Still do.”

“Maybe he’s afraid Big John blames him for stuff.”

“Stuff again? What? Lance?”

“Let’s not rake up what’s buried in the Cemetery for Unhappiness, Faith. Don’t look for trouble,” he said. “Just be patient.”

“Patient?” It stung. “You don’t live without seeing anyone. You go to school,” I said, and started into the forest, walking very quickly, practically jogging. I went right up to the stone wall and looked at Mr. Longstreet’s house, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. Although I should have been ashamed of my being so naive and nearly spoiled by his grandson, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting to revive some of those exciting memories.

Trevor walked up behind me.

I glanced back at him and then looked at the house. “I’m going over to say hello and see how he is.”

“Better not. I really don’t know why he hasn’t come around. Big John might have threatened him and warned him to stay away from us.”

“I don’t care.”

I started over the wall, and he put his hands on my waist.

“Please, Faith. If you make more trouble now, we’ll have a harder time getting Little Paula back.”

I paused. Maybe he was right. I turned and sat on the wall, facing him.

“Really, Trevor. How are we going to do this? How are we going to get Little Paula back? Are you just trying to keep me from doing something like visit Mr. Longstreet and causing more trouble, or do you have a real plan?”

“I have some ideas, but I don’t want to say anything yet.”

We locked eyes.

“You do have some ideas,” I said.

Trevor and I really did have trouble lying to each other. Whether Mama was right about our spiritual ties or not, this much was true.

He reached for my hand. “Let’s go back and put on the best performances of our lives every day for now, Faith. When their guard is down, they’ll reveal what we need to know.”

“Lie and deceive, just like them?”

“It’s not like Mama is here, and neither of us really wants to deceive and be false,” he added. “It’s different now. You can see that, right?”

“Yes. Okay,” I said.

We started back together. Before we reached the house, Big John drove his truck in. Trevor paused, and we watched him get out, holding a puppy, cradling it in his arms; it looked like a golden retriever.

“Is he kidding?” I said. “That is supposed to replace Little Paula?”

Trevor smiled. “Mama wouldn’t let him have another dog after a bear killed Critter, remember? She told him she’d end up caring for it because he was gone so much with trucking stuff. I’m sure he’s gotten it for himself more than to make us feel better about losing Little Paula.”

“I’ll…”

“Go along with it, Faith. Remember what we’re trying to do.”

“Okay,” I said, frustrated.

We continued to the house. It wasn’t going to be difficult accepting and loving the puppy. Big John wanted him to have the same name as his other dog, Critter. He was adorable. Nevertheless, I was so tempted to be sarcastic and continue my rage. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, “What do you think? I’ll breastfeed him?”

But I smothered any negative thoughts. I even managed some smiles. Trevor was better at it than I was, but I was good enough to wonder if I really would accept the loss of Little Paula.

“He’s adorable,” Gabby said. “How did you get him?”

“Fred Eckert’s purebred had eight puppies. He had a ‘Puppies for Sale’ sign up. He gave me a discount because I use him for the truck so much,” Big John told her. He looked at us. “You two better take care of him real good while I’m away.”

Well, Mama would have corrected, but I said nothing.

“Sure,” Trevor said.

He handed Critter to me. Maybe I had a natural love for babies of all kinds now, but I couldn’t help being happy about him. Later, I would chastise myself for loving anything, ever, until Little Paula was back.

Big John went back to his truck and brought in the dog food, a collar, a leash, and a bowl that had CRITTER written on it.

“How did you get a bowl with his name on it so fast?” Trevor asked him.

“It’s not new. I had it in the truck since the day Critter died. Your mother wanted me to bury it in that Cemetery for Unhappiness of hers. Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “She had those crazy ideas before you two got here. Had me believin’ every creak in this house was one of her relatives, moanin’ or somethin’. It’s a wonder I’m not kooky between things she done and what you two done.”
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