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If Clare expected to get out of today’s special event, she would have to make a total pain of herself. That was Randall’s opinion.

“It isn’t fair,” Clare said for the tenth time. They were leaning against the pickup, waiting for their mother. “I wouldn’t mind being stuck in that fake village if I did fun stuff like you.”

“Funerals aren’t supposed to be fun,” Randall said. “Anyway, driving the horses over the same road all day gets really old. I only do it because I’m paid.”

Clare didn’t quite believe that. She had caught glimpses of him up front on the buslike wagon that transported visitors around the re-created island village. Sometimes he looked as if he enjoyed pretending to be an early-nineteenth-century carter.

If only Len, her other brother, were here. Len wasn’t old enough for a real job like Randall, so he’d have known what she was up against. But Len was in Michigan, probably having a blast with Dad, who was out there to help run Grandpa’s carpentry business while Grandpa was healing from his accident. Dad and Len had even taken Toby with them, leaving Clare dogless as well as practically friendless.

“If they paid me—” Clare started to speak, then stopped in mid-sentence. Just last night she had announced that she wouldn’t choose to be a pretend nineteenth-century girl even if they paid her.

Randall grinned, remembering, too. It was after Mom had made the tactical mistake of asserting that plenty of girls would be thrilled to wear a period costume and act out a part. Clare had challenged her to name one, just one who would, especially on a hot day, especially since in olden times girls probably all died of boredom. Mom, tight-lipped, had gone out to shut the chickens in the coop for the night. Clare had retreated to her room.

“Tell you what might be your best bet,” Randall said now.

The screen door slammed behind Mom.

Clare said, “Hurry! She’s coming.”

“There’s laws against child labor,” Randall said. “It might be breaking the law. How about that?” He sounded impressed with his own resourcefulness. “As for today,” he added, “look at the bright side. At least the funeral will be a break from carding wool.”

With forced cheerfulness, their mother apologized for the delay. She tossed a bag inside the capped bed of the pickup.

No one talked during the short drive through the fog, which thickened as they neared the coast. By the time they reached the parking area, even the sign welcoming visitors to Cossit Island Village was blotted out.

It was still a good hour before the public would be allowed to cross the bridge and causeway that spanned the water, but the gate was already open for the staff. They were on the causeway when a voice behind them said, “Not to worry. It’ll burn off with the sun.” The speaker was Alex Nettleton, who was in charge of special events.

Mom stopped to let him catch up. “If the sun doesn’t make it, will you postpone?”

Alex shook his head. “We have busloads scheduled to come. Anyway, a little fog or drizzle adds a touch of gloom. Nice ghostly effect for the graveside.”

Clare giggled. The trick today would be to keep from laughing out loud in the midst of Alex’s scripted reenactment.

“Still using the hearse?” asked Randall. It had already been removed from the indoor exhibit, the axles greased in readiness. Spare and black, it had a flimsy look to it, as if it had been cut out of cardboard to make a life-size toy.

“Oh, yes,” Alex told him. “It’s always a big hit. Jim Spears will be driving. He’s got the long face and the gray hair to go with the costume.”

Randall didn’t comment. Clare knew he had wanted to try out that rig.

The lights were on inside the Visitors Center, a cluster of buildings that included the museum, rest rooms, offices, library, and food facilities. Everyone passed through the main hall to gain entrance to the village and its outlying mills and farm. On her occasional visits Clare used to enjoy her special status as a staff child. She could wave herself past the ticket counter and take off on any of the roads that branched out from the center.

But that had been before she had no choice about being here.

Most of the time Dad worked at home repairing and restoring antiques. Jobs for Cossit Island Village usually took him here after hours. That meant that when Clare and Len weren’t in school, they could hang out with him and even have friends over. Most of the time but not now.

While Mom and Alex detoured to check their mailboxes, Randall headed out for the Amos Truffleman farm, where he would ready the team of horses for their day’s work. Clare watched enviously as he vanished into the fog. Then, slowly, she followed after a group of costumed interpreters setting off for the village center. Like Clare’s mother, each of them would assume the role of an early-nineteenth-century villager. Yet Clare knew that many of them dropped the act to instruct the public.

Mom fell into step beside her. Just past the meetinghouse they forked left toward the village green. On a clear day the houses rimming the common faced one another in a neat array, but today the farther ones loomed ghostlike across the grass.

Inside the Grimes homestead Mom lit the lamp and two candles. Clare thought it was still too gloomy, but Mom said that most New England villagers seldom had even this much light on a dark day. Who cares? thought Clare. How was she supposed to see?

Then visitors began to arrive, and she settled into the day’s work.


Once she was carding wool and Mom was spinning and answering the same questions over and over, Clare decided Randall was right. She might as well make the most of the funeral. It beat being cooped up in the Grimes homestead the whole day.

At eleven o’clock Clare’s mother launched the interactive hour. With the spinning wheel safely beyond the reach of careless hands, she demonstrated spinning with a drop spindle and let visitors experiment with the process. Clare passed around an extra pair of cards for people to try using to prepare raw wool for spinning. As usual she had to warn them not to scratch themselves on the wire bristles.

One pushy kid grabbed a double helping from the wool basket.

“You don’t need that much,” Clare told him.

“It’s for my sister, too,” he said. He ducked behind other visitors, pulled a smaller child forward, and stuffed the wool into her hands.

Clare opened her mouth to tell him off. Instead, seeing what he was up to, she shut it again. The kid was a natural. With quick, thin fingers, he pulled a wisp of cloudlike wool from his sister’s clutches and twirled it out until it was transformed into a strand that stretched from one outspread hand to the other. When he could reach no farther, he broke it off, wound it around his sister’s arm, and started to spin out another fine thread. Admiring onlookers exclaimed.

“How old are you?” Clare asked softly.

“Ten plus.” He didn’t even glance at her. He was concentrating on his spinning.

So he already knew how to spin. Without benefit of spindle. Big deal. “Do you have sheep?” she asked.

He shook his head.

His mother was probably one of Mom’s crafts friends. Just as well, thought Clare, that she hadn’t mixed it up with him.

A visitor trying to card got stuck and asked her to demonstrate again. When she turned back to Wonder Boy and his little sister, they were gone.

“Didn’t that boy spin wool that wasn’t carded?” asked the person Clare had helped. “So why bother carding?”

Exactly, Clare felt like answering. But she had heard her mother explain the process so often that she just responded with the short version about how carding made the spinning smoother.

“That boy,” another woman remarked, examining the lumpy strand that she had just spun with a drop spindle, “he’s amazing!”

The man with her said, “We saw him over at the tinsmith’s. He got the hang of making a candleholder just from watching, then cut his own piece without a pattern or anything and hammered it into shape just like that.”

A new group pushed into the Grimes parlor, eager to take part in the hands-on demonstration. Mom began to instruct all over again. Clare glanced at her watch, which wasn’t there. Of course not. She wasn’t wearing anything modern, not even her shorts, which she sometimes kept on under her historically correct clothes.

Noting Clare’s glance at the nonexistent wristwatch, Mom decided to close the Grimes homestead for the noon hour. Usually when they were this busy, she didn’t break for lunch, but today she directed visitors toward the public food area and other exhibits remaining open.

“I feel like swimming,” Clare said as Mom locked the door behind them.

“It’s too clammy for me,” Mom replied. “Fog casts a chill in spite of the heat. I’d feel like it if the fog burned off.”

“People must’ve swum in the olden days,” Clare said.

“Of course. Probably in their shifts, though.”

They made their way into the staff dining room. Later in the summer there would be fresh vegetables grown on the island, but for now it was supermarket-type salad with chopped iceberg lettuce and sandwiches made of the good bread baked in the village and ordinary fillings from cans and jars.

Clare was halfway through her tuna cheese melt when Alex slid in beside Mom and asked if he could borrow Clare.

“What’s up?” Mom asked him. “We had a mob this morning.”

“Well, there’s a mob in the schoolhouse now, and it’ll get worse. We’re trying to persuade parents not to bring young kids to the funeral. But of course we can’t provide day care, so we’re in the usual bind.”

“You want me to baby-sit?” Clare exclaimed. “I thought I was supposed to be at the funeral.” She couldn’t believe she was saying this, and in such an aggrieved tone.

Mom cast a sharp glance her way.

Alex said, “It’s for getting kids ready, the ones that are going. They have to be prepped. You know.”


Clare did know. She had helped out in the schoolhouse a few times. It had been kind of fun showing kids who were clueless how children behaved in the olden days.

She gulped down the rest of her lunch. She hoped that Wonder Boy would be there. If he started to take over, she’d be on his case so fast.
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He was there, kneeling on a bench and writing on a slate. Over in the play corner his little sister, oblivious of the clamor around her, emptied out the replica of an early-nineteenth-century Noah’s ark. The wooden animals were so worn from handling that they could have been taken for the original toys.

Jackie Ziegler and the assisting interpreters fended off children helping themselves to fistfuls of information brochures, welcomed newcomers, and tried to get them all to lower their voices while waiting for a turn at the dress-up racks.

Clare pushed through. She could fit out the kids faster than the grown-ups did. No nonsense about this color or that, long or short, bonnet or scarf. Just size up each one, yank a costume off the peg, and send the kid along to its parent to have the strings tied.

In no time Clare had restored a kind of order. There were never enough bonnets to go around, so she doled out head scarves for most of the girls. That left spare bonnets to use as bribes.


Even though the boys’ costumes were more uniform, many boys were reluctant to don them. As soon as Randall’s horse-drawn bus-wagon stopped to let off passengers, Clare dashed outside and shouted for him to come down off his driver’s seat and show himself. Grinning broadly, Randall obliged. Clare shoved the most resistant boys to the doorway.

“Go ahead,” she told them. “Ask him what it’s like to be dressed like that.”

They stared at Randall as he stood with reins in hand. Then one of them said, “You cool with that?”

“Way cool,” he replied. Raising his voice, he called, “Anyone for the blacksmith shop?”

Clare shoved the boys inside and handed them breeches and vests. She was showing them how to wear these garments when out of the corner of her eye she saw Wonder Boy slip a wooden animal into his pocket. She looked around. Had anyone else noticed? There were plenty of adults amid the throng of children. But no one reacted.

She went back to her place in front of the pegs. As the costume supply dwindled, she removed a small girl’s costume and a larger boy’s outfit. Just in case that brother-and-sister pair suddenly woke up to the fact that other kids were being outfitted for the funeral, she flung the clothes onto the nearly empty shelf above her.

Some adult suggested that the costumed children all sit in the schoolroom so that parents could take their pictures. During the jostling for positions on the benches, with the littlest kids in the front rows, Clare retrieved the costumes she had set aside and took them over to the play corner.


This time, with everyone’s attention on the schoolroom, there was no doubt at all about what Wonder Boy was up to. With deft, quick movements he fingered a small rag doll; then with seeming carelessness he dropped it into his backpack. Clare suppressed a gasp. His little sister handed him an elephant from the ark, which he slipped into his pocket. Now, as Clare moved closer, he picked up a tiny butter churn in one hand and a pitcher in the other. By the time she reached him, these toys as well had vanished from sight.

“You’d better put them back,” she said softly.

“So you’re spying?” he retorted, his voice even lower than hers.

“I saved these costumes for you,” she told him. “In case you want to wear them to the funeral.”

“Depends whose funeral,” he said.

“They’ll tell you about it,” she answered. “Anyway, if they find out you’ve taken those things, you’re in big trouble.”

“What’ll they do?” he asked.

Clare had to improvise. “First they’ll tell your parents.”

He smiled. “I don’t think so.” He sounded almost triumphant.

“What do you mean?” she asked sharply.

The little sister handed him Mr. and Mrs. Noah, which he studied for a moment before depositing them in the backpack. His eyes all challenge, he said, “We don’t have parents. We’re in foster care. We might be adopted.”

Clare said, “My mother was adopted. She got an awesome family.”

“How nice for her,” he said, tucking another rag baby into his pocket.


“Stop taking things that don’t belong to you.”

“I’m not taking them from anyone that cares. This place probably has tons more in boxes. I’m taking them for her.” He nodded toward his little sister.

Clare held out the girl’s costume. “Want to wear this pretty dress?” she asked, already beginning to put it on her. “Just look at you!” she exclaimed as she brought the bonnet down over the child’s mass of black curls.

The boy said, “Probably your mother was a baby when she was adopted.”

Clare nodded, recalling the family snapshots of Mom newly arrived from Vietnam. “There!” she said to the little girl. “You look perfect.”

“So she didn’t know what was going on, your mother.”

Clare shrugged. She said, “You’d better put that stuff back before you’re caught.”

“You going to tell?” he demanded.

She didn’t reply. She wished she knew what this kid was up to. She handed him the vest and the straw hat. “These are for you to wear. If you want to,” she told him.

Jackie was telling visitors that there would be an orientation before the procession started. The schoolroom began to empty.

“A baby,” Wonder Boy continued, “like some toy. They must’ve paid a lot for her.”

Clare had never thought about that. All she knew were the basic facts, that Mom’s birth parents were Vietnamese and African American and their baby had gladdened Grandma’s and Grandpa’s hearts.

“If you don’t want to wear the costume,” she told him, “I’ll give it to someone else.” But when she reached for the things, he shoved the hat onto his head and clutched the vest.

Leaving to join the others, she thought: He’ll steal those things, too.
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Out on the road people milled about. What struck Clare was the curious mix of styles, which spanned nearly two centuries. Several adults were complaining about the funeral as a special event. The organizers should have planned something more appropriate for children.

Alex explained that the special events calendar was arranged almost a year in advance. Parents and tour group leaders might plan their visits around preferred programs like a corn-husking frolic or a quilting bee or a wedding. Anyway, some exhibits would remain open during today’s special event, so there were other options for the afternoon.

But adults who attempted to haul their kids off to more cheerful pursuits met resistance. Whose funeral? some of them asked. What did they die of? Do we get to see the body?

The meetinghouse bell began to toll. It silenced the crowd.

“Count the rings,” the interpreter said. “Ordinarily the bell is rung when someone dies, and the number of rings informs everyone within hearing what manner of person or persons has passed away.”

“Six,” said a boy in partial costume. “Does that mean six people or six years old?”

“Good guesses,” the interpreter responded. “Actually six bells means that a woman has passed. Now listen.”

The bell tolled three more times. “And a child. In this instance the bell might have been rung for a man, because the other deceased is midway between boyhood and manhood.”

“I can’t believe I paid for this special event,” said one disgruntled visitor. “Can I get my money back?”

The interpreter assured her that she could return her ticket or tickets at the Visitors Center. A few others, on the verge of following, stayed to hear the interpreter’s pitch.

Today’s funeral enactment, he told them, was to say farewell to a mother and son who drowned when their fishing dory fetched up on a ledge off Shoddy Cove and overturned on a rising tide. Actually the accident might have happened on a day just like this, with zero visibility. Every seacoast community experienced tragic losses of this sort, and burials followed quickly once the bodies were recovered.

As if on cue, somewhere behind the village a boat’s foghorn squealed once, then again. Visitors giggled. The interpreter reminded everyone that this was a solemn occasion. Today’s program would be conducted according to the custom of most New England rural communities, where the eulogy and prayers were held in the home and at the graveside. To shorten the time and to cut down on the considerable walk for today’s enactment, the procession would gather people as it passed through the village and move on to the burial. After the service friends and neighbors and visitors would be welcome in the Amasa Pritchard house for the funeral supper.

“We also have a surprise,” he added. “At least we hope it will surprise you, as it would have surprised most mourners here in the 1830s. When we gather for refreshment, we’ll answer your questions. But right now we hope you will just follow our lead and walk with us into the past.”

The foghorn blast was repeated, more distant this time. A child piped up. Was this a fire drill? Many of the older children laughed, then suddenly fell silent as hoof-beats and the creak of wagon wheels caught their attention. The hearse loomed into sight, its driver garbed in black, the single horse tossing its head and clinking its shiny trappings.

Someone wanted to know why everyone else’s costumes weren’t black. The driver explained that in early-nineteenth-century rural New England most friends and neighbors attended funerals in their everyday dress.

Children swarmed around the hearse, some of them rising on tiptoe for a glimpse of the two pine boxes draped in black. The interpreters tried to clear a space, promising that at the burying ground all would have a chance to file past the coffins. The main spokesman asked visitors to follow at a respectful distance, making room for villagers to join the ranks of mourners. Accompanying adults, he added, were responsible for their children.


Clare scanned the crowd for Wonder Boy’s accompanying adult. Or had he made up all that adoption stuff to distract her from the stealing?

An interpreter, rushing past, said in an undertone, “Get with it, Clare. Round up some of these youngsters. Keep them in line.”

She was trying to keep her clutch of kids together when Wonder Boy elbowed a few aside and thrust his little sister into their midst. Skirted and bonneted in the oversize costume Clare had picked for her, she looked as if she had walked out of one of the primitive paintings of early-nineteenth-century children exhibited in the Visitors Center. “Watch her!” he commanded, pulling away from her.

“Wait a minute,” Clare retorted. “She’s your responsibility.” Where was the accompanying adult?

“I know she is. She’s why I’ve got to take care of something. I’ll be back.” With these words he took off.

The girl let out a whimper of dismay. Instantly she was surrounded by older kids, who stuffed candy into her hands and promised to keep her company until her brother caught up.

The hearse lurched forward. “We’re going on an adventure,” one of them told her.

“We’re, like, in a play,” said another. “A video.”

They swept the child along with them, allowing Clare to bring up the rear of her group and keep track of them all.

She glanced back, but there was no sign of the boy. The procession paused in front of the broom and basket shop and was joined by two craftspeople in working garb. Wisps of corn tassels adorned the vest of the broom maker.

Clare turned to peer through the fog. She considered dropping out of the procession and going back for the boy. She saw something move behind the fence of the Hutchinson homestead. Was he lurking there, biding his time? Checking out her hunch, she stepped over to the fence and peered through the slats. All she saw were a gray goose and gander. She waited a moment longer. There was no sign of the boy. Even if she caught him in the act of stuffing his backpack and pockets with objects belonging to the Cossit Island Village living museum, what then? It just annoyed her that he thought he could leave her stuck with his little sister while he helped himself to whatever he wanted.

When she retraced her steps, she found that the procession had left her behind. Forget Wonder Boy, she told herself. Hitching up her clammy skirt, she charged up the road.
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