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  THE HARROWING ADVENTURES OF NEW EDEN









  
  Chapter 1
Hiding in Bushes and Hand-Me-Downs
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Ed Gwartney Elementary School was quiet that Friday afternoon. The hustle and bustle of end-of-day pickup was over, without a whisper of traffic left on the street. Every student had either been picked up, bussed out, or walked home.All except for one little girl who sat preoccupied with a scribbled notebook upon her lap, still waiting for her mother to collect her. Her name was JudithMarie Marshall but only people who didn’t know her very well called her Judith.Those who knew her best called her Jude. To everyone else, she was Judy. 
As the minutes ticked by, Judy continued to read and doodle under the watchful eye of Mrs. Guzman, whose job it was to ensure all students got home safely. When she wasn’t on after-school duty, Mrs. Guzman was the brand-new 4th-grade teacher at Ed Gwartney Elementary. As such, she was yet unfamiliar with the less-than-exceptional reputation of Judy’s family among school staff. Judy hoped to preserve Mrs. Guzman’s ignorance as long as possible until she could make her own first impression in her class next year.  
“Is your mom usually this late?” asked Mrs. Guzman. Her hand was placed horizontally across her forehead, shading her eyes from the oppressive summer sun.
“No.Never.” Judy hated to lie.
Judy swept her straight, almost straw-like strawberry blonde hair out of her eyes to glance at the teacher, who gently stood guard over her. Judy wore her hair down most days, except when she twisted it into a messy bun and secured it with the friendship bracelet Josh had made for her ninth birthday. Judy didn’t particularly like wearing her hair down, aside on occasions like today when she needed her trusses to hide, but her mother insisted little girls looked prettier that way, so Judy obliged.
Mrs. Guzman looked down where Judy sat cross-legged underneath the shade of a Valley Oak, her homework still balancing precariously on her cross-legged lap. Judy was a slender girl, short for her age, one of the shortest in her class, in fact. Not that Jude minded being the shortest. She thought it lucky, as it was less obvious to anyone who didn’t already know that she had to repeat a grade.Judy was almost certain Mrs. Guzman was unaware. She tried to catch Judy’s gaze, but Jude averted her eyes, allowing her hair to fall over the seemingly permanent blush of her cheeks, which now glowed even brighter.
Once the teacher had looked away, Judy brushed the hair from her face again and adjusted the cuff of her shorts beneath her scribbled notebook. Judy counted it as a blessing that at least she wasn’t wearing hand-me-down clothes from her brothers, as she usually did. No, today she was proudly wearing an outfit of her very own: khaki shorts and a white collared top. Her mother had even bought them from the little girls’ section, so they fit her quite nicely. Of course, she would’ve preferred to wear something brighter and more girly, but her mother insisted clothes like that were much too expensive and at any rate, little girls should do their best not to draw too much attention to themselves.
Mrs. Guzman, with her head tilted to the left and her face slightly scrunched, looked down at Judy again. It was the same look one would give an abandoned puppy or a kitten with only one eye. “It’s thirty minutes past pick-up time. We should try calling her.” She offered her cell phone to Judy. 
How does she know I’m the only kid in school without a phone, thought Judy. Which wasn’t true, of course. Many of her peers were without phones, including her older brother, but Judy dreaded another teacher feeling sorry for her. She had done her best to cultivate a reputation at the school for being a smart, well-adjusted, well-behaved, regardless-of-the-trouble-at-home, got-it-all-together type of girl. Being too poor to have a phone on top of being the last kid picked up, yet again, certainly wasn’t helping.
Judy thought of a way to excuse her mother’s tardiness. “My brother got sent homesick today,” she told Mrs. Guzman, who was still scanning the front of the school for anyone looking to pick up their child. “She might be busy taking care of him.”
It certainly was possible that Judy’s mother was taking care of her poor, sick child who she’d sent to school despite him having a terrible stomachache, but Judy highly doubted it.
“There’s no need to call her. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” And Judy was sure. Her mother would never be late enough to warrant a call from the principal. That would be more of a hassle for her mother than it would be to simply show up on time. No, Judy was sure she’d see her mother’s ghastly tank of a vehicle come barreling to the front of the school any minute. Still, time passed awkwardly until the grumbling sound of her mother’s muscle car finally screeched on the street in front of them.
Judy’s face became an even deeper shade of red as the loud, elongated monstrosity with flaking paint came to a halt just past the school’s pick-up zone. Judy hastily gathered her books, stood up, and started toward the vehicle. With any luck, she could open that squeaky passenger door, slip in the front seat, and be done with this whole mortifying scene. As she started toward the most embarrassing car on the planet, Mrs. Guzman reached out to stop her. No, thought Judy. Mrs. Guzman is going to talk to my mom. The teacher waved to the small woman in the rusted beater and asked Judy through gritted teeth, “Is that your mother?”
“Yeah, that’s her,” Judy replied, watching in horror as her mother finished parking.The back end of her car stuck out into oncoming traffic like a broken thumb. The driver’s side door squeaked open and out stepped Mrs. Jenna Marie Marshall.
Jenna was a short, slender woman with long silky strawberry blond hair loosely pulled back into her haphazard take on a French twist, secured with an over-sized claw clip. She wore a long flowing floral dress that was more expensive than it looked, and sandals decorated with ornate jewels. She had no makeup on—a fact she took great pride in. 
Judy would’ve puked from dread at the prospect of her mother meeting her new teacher under such circumstances, if she’d had anything in her stomach. The cafeteria served hamburgers that day; gray, dry, weird-smelling hamburgers on dark brown buns with a fruit cocktail consisting almost entirely of squishy, off-color grapes.
She was soon distracted from those familiar afternoon hunger pangs when her mother came gliding up to the front of the school with a smile, her dress flowing regally behind her. “There you are! I’ve been driving around trying to find you for ages!”
Holy cannolis. She’s really going to try to lie her way out of this, thought Judy.
“I couldn’t see you all hidden away in those bushes!”
Judy smiled as she wondered what bushes her mom could possibly be talking about. There wasn’t a single bush in front of the school, only trees. Tall trees that couldn’t have obscured her view from the road.
As much as Judy hated lying herself, she hated it even more when her mother lied.But before she could muster any words, Mrs. Guzman responded for her. “It is over a hundred degrees today. I thought it best we both waited in the shade away from the road. Pickup time is 1:30 every Friday for the remainder of the school year. I’m not sure you were aware of that.”
“Yeah. Yep. Good old early-out Friday,” Judy’s mother said while decidedly not looking at Mrs. Guzman. “I must’ve driven past the school three times looking for you.”
By now, Judy stared at her feet trying to quiet the shame creeping up her throat.She was momentarily distracted again by the glimpse of the sock poking out of a hole in the top left side of her right, hand-me-down shoe. She would have to remember to ask Josh if he could fix it for her again.
The three of them stood in silence for a moment. Mrs. Guzman glared at Judy’s mom, Judy’s mom stared blankly at Judy, and Judy distractedly stared at her shoes until finally, Mrs. Marshall proclaimed, “Welp, it’s hot as heck out here. We better get going! You have a good one!”
She beckoned Judy toward her. Judy complied, giving Mrs. Guzman a side glance out of squinted eyes accompanied by pursed lips and a nod of her head. It was similar to the awkward greeting adults sometimes give acquaintances they’d rather not talk to at the grocery store.
Mrs. Guzman, sensing Judy’s embarrassment, sighed deeply before nodding. “Have a good weekend, Judy,” she said. Judy’s mom put an arm around her daughter and led her to the eyesore parked sloppily up the street.






  
  Chapter 2
Cargo Shorts and Corndogs
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As soon as they’d driven out of eyeshot of Mrs. Guzman, Jenna’s smile faded into an angry grimace. She glared at her daughter in the passenger seat. “Judith MarieMarshall, don’t you ever embarrass me like that again!” she yelled through gritted teeth. “Do you think it’s funny to hide in the bushes and make that teacher think I was late picking you up? And late by what? Two minutes... if that!” 
Judy felt another familiar feeling in her stomach—a mix of guilt and anger that tended to buildup from inside, only to slam against the back of her fake smiling teeth. Her eyes welled with the kind of tears that accompany emotions not easily explained. She choked out, “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll stand by the road next time.”
They soon pulled into the driveway of a modest home positioned at the end of the street. Though the house itself was in a state of disrepair, the home’s lot sat directly in front of a makeshift play land for neighborhood children, with mounds of dirt and forts that had been built over the years. Judy and her brothers had never been allowed to play there, but it sure looked fun. The woods that sat behind the field were strictly off-limits for everyone after toxic fungi was found in some of the trees. Judy often wondered why they wouldn’t just chop down the diseased trees so the neighborhood kids could explore, but such musings were of little importance to the ear of the adults in her charge. At any rate, no one seemed certain who the lot with the woods even belonged to, anyway.
Judy’s mom grabbed her sparkling new black leather handbag from the center console of her tank before stepping out and slamming the door behind her. Judy followed suit, carefully grabbing her hand-me-down backpack, the bottom of which threatened to rip and send her personal belongings tumbling to the ground at any moment. She walked closely behind her mother down the concrete walkway to the faded brown door of the cluttered and darkly lit house.
“Go to your room and do your homework,” her mother commanded as she carefully placed her purse between the legs of her favorite chair and the wall. It seemed a pain for her to put it there, and Judy often thought it was just for show. Judy couldn’t help but roll her eyes as Jenna then carefully placed a small blanket over the designer handbag, a new addition to her “purse-hiding” routine. Judy’s eldest brother, Danny, had taken a dollar out of their mother’s wallet without asking when he was ten to buy Judy’s last chocolate bar, so she’d get an award at school. Even though Danny no longer lived with them, she’d been hiding her purse there ever since. Jenna often talked about how they had broken her trust by going behind her back and that they could never rebuild it. Judy straightened her face as her mother finished the ritual. 
“Do you think I could get a snack before I go to my room?” Judy asked hopefully. 
“Dinner is in a few hours. You can wait,” her mom predictably replied.
Judy nodded and walked down the hall to her room. She left the door open, as was the rule of the house. Privacy was for grownups. She’d already finished her homework while hiding in the bushes, waiting for her mom, who was only two minutes late, but it seemed best not to mention that. She laid her books and worksheets out on her bedroom floor and sat beside them, daydreaming.But she was quickly interrupted by a soft tap-tap on the door.
“You decent?” She heard the familiar voice of her older brother and best friend, Josh. Tall for thirteen, Josh was maturing quickly: a deeper voice, a few scraggly hairs on his chin, more muscle tone—stuff like that. He had dirty blonde hair styled in an overgrown buzz cut, though he’d have preferred to wear it much longer in the back.
“Hey!” said Judy. “I thought you were sick! What’re you doing up?” 
“Eh, I started feeling better a few hours ago.” Josh walked into the room with his eyes squeezed shut and his arms extended, feeling his way through the doorway as if he were blind.Judy stared, confused, until she realized why.
She laughed. “Oh, my gawd, dude! Open your eyes, I’m not getting dressed or anything.”
“Well, you never answered if you were decent or not, and you can never be too safe with this family’s open-door policy.I wouldn’t want to see a Jude butt and die of grossness.” 
“You know I change in the bathroom,” she replied, throwing a balled-up scrap of paper at her brother’s head. He was quick to catch it.
The bathroom was the only room in the house where the children could close the door. However, they couldn’t lock it. The lock broke years before when Danny figured out a way to jam it from the outside and trapped their mother in there for nearly an hour. Jenna finally struck the lock with the lid from the toilet tank to escape. She broke the lid, too. After that, Judy and Josh didn’t see Danny for a while.
Josh plopped down on Judy’s bed, throwing the balled-up paper at his sister and nailing her right between the eyes. “Oh hey,” Josh blurted out. “I snatched this for you from the kitchen. I know it was hamburger day at school.” Sticking out his tongue and pretending to gag, he pulled a semi-smashed corndog from one of his beige cargo pockets and offered it to his sister. Josh almost always wore cargo shorts. He only had two pairs, so Judy would hand-wash one in the sink while he wore the other pair. That way, he’d always have clean shorts. Josh thought she did this out of the kindness of her heart, but really, she did it because boys his age need all the help they can get to not smell something awful.
“Yes! Thank you.” Judy grabbed the microwaved delicacy from his hand. She had just about finished it and was moving on to eating the crunchy bits on the stick when they heard the faint screech of worn-out brakes followed by the slam of a truck door. Their eyes darted toward each other.
“Oh shoot! Dad’s home.”
“Why’s he home this early?” Judy asked.
“Maybe he came straight home after work and is totally sober and in a good mood!”
“Or... maybe he got laid off again, and he’s just now getting home from the bar,” Judy countered. “He hates seeing me on the best of days. I’m gonna be stuck in this room all weekend if he’s laid off!” Judy never faked a smile in front of Josh, so the feelings that usually got stuck behind her teeth found their way out whenever she was with him.
“I’m sorry, Jude. Why’d you think you bother him so much?” Josh said, half-laughing. He always seemed to laugh at the most inappropriate times.
“Well, when you’re the third child of a man who never wanted kids in the first place—and a girl to boot—that man tends to resent you a little bit.” It was an answer Judy had cultivated over many years of analyzing her father’s less-than-paternal attitude toward her.
Josh shrugged. “I don’t know. He didn’t want me either and he doesn’t resent me... not that much anyway.”
“Well, he had you after everyone found out he wasn’t Danny’s real dad. He didn’t want everyone to think he had no one to carry on his name. So, he did want you, or at least needed you to keep up appearances. Me, though. I was an accident, and not a happy one!”
“Mom seems happy you’re a girl sometimes,” shrugged Josh. “Didn’t you guys just go on a shopping spree or something? For school clothes?”
Judy ran her fingers along the collar of her shirt. “I wouldn’t call it a shopping spree,” she answered.“But yeah, she got me, like, three new outfits. The other clothes are for winter though.”
“She bought you winter clothes when it’s a hundred degrees out?” Josh laughed. “Yeah, maybe she doesn’t like you, either.”
“That’s not funny,” laughed Judy. “Hey, as long as Dad doesn’t decide she spent too much money on me, and make her take the clothes back, I’m happy with whatever I get!” 
Josh shrugged again as he pulled another corndog from his pocket. He almost choked on his first bite when they heard the booming voice of their father coming from the living room.
“Judith Marie! Get in here! Now!”






  
  Chapter 3
Painted Rocks and Adventure Maps
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Judy quickly made her way down the hall, her body working on autopilot to get to the living room before her dad called her name again. Her father didn’t like having to repeat himself. Judy wished she could will her feet to stop, to turn and run the other direction, hop out the window, and never come back. Maybe she would run away to live in the woods and become a superhero after eating radioactive fungus. She, of course, could never—and would never—do such a thing, but the secret option helped squelch her feelings of impending doom. As she turned the corner into the living room, her mother sat to her right in a chair no one else was allowed to use. Her knees were pulled to her chest in a childlike way. She was facing the television, as she often did. 
Across from her stood Judy’s father, Carl Marshall, a man of average height and weight, and a below-average amount of graying hair around the crown of his head. He wasn’t a very old man, but the hard lines on his face told the story of a life that hadn’t been one of leisure. Aside from Danny, his skin was darker than the others in the family, tanned from years of working in the sun. Today, Judy noticed his clothes looked cleaner than usual. There was no sheen of sweat on his face, no dirt on his boots. He’d been laid off all right and that beer in his hand told her he was about to take it out on her.
“What’s this I hear about you giving your mom a hard time?” 
Judy searched her troubled mind, but she hadn’t the foggiest idea of what he was talking about. She looked at her mother, who was quite obviously pretending to watch TV as though she had nothing to do with what was about to happen.
His rage grew in response to Judy’s blank expression. “You think you can make your mom look bad in front of that teacher?” he asked.
Ah, thought Judy. The bush-hiding incident. She wondered what creative edits she’d made when relaying the story to her father this time.
“You hide in the bushes and scare your poor mother half to death. Then you cry to your teacher that she forgot you? She’s been home the past two days waiting on your poor, sick brother hand and foot, and you decide to pull a stunt like that?”
Anger slammed into the back of Judy’s teeth again. She looked at her mother once more, who sat smugly satisfied in her favorite chair.
“Don’t look at her. She’s not gonna save you,” growled her father. 
Yeah, no kidding, thought Judy. “Dad, I didn’t...” Judy tried to defend herself—or at least try to diffuse the situation. However, her efforts were cut short by the sound of a beer can whizzing past her head. It exploded against the wall behind her. The frothy contents splattered in Judy’s hair, dripping down her neck and the side of her face. Her father clenched his fists and took a stumbling step toward her. Judy stood frozen in shock. He’d never done anything like this before. Yell, scream, cuss, punish, sure, but this... never.
She flinched as Josh came whirling around the corner, jumping in front of her and grabbing the first thing he saw that could be used as a weapon: a pink polka-dotted umbrella sitting on the shelf by the front door.
Carl was startled at first, then tickled by the sight of his son carrying a pink umbrella like a weapon. Then he noticed something he hadn’t before. Thirteen-year-old Josh had gotten quite tall and had shed the look of a child. He was becoming strong and formidable. Carl stared into his son’s eyes. Josh didn’t appear the slightest bit afraid, though he almost certainly was.
“You two get out of my sight. You disgust me,” their father said, finally breaking eye contact with his son. Josh stood his ground a moment longer, reveling in this subtle shift of power.
Judy pulled on his arm. “Let’s go, Josh. Josh! Let’s get out of here!”
“Yeah,” said Josh, his jaw remaining tightened. “Let’s get out of here.”
*****

“I hate him!” Josh yelled, slamming the bedroom door behind him. “Did he hit you?” He lifted Judy’s chin to inspect her face.
“Just missed,” Judy said, drying herself off with a t-shirt from the floor.
“I should’ve killed him!” He let go of his sister and paced around Judy’s room, his fists clenched.
“Don’t say that. You don’t hate him, and you shouldn’t have killed him. But thanks, though.”
Josh nodded. He never liked talking about feelings, but she was right. He didn’t hate his father, though he should. As if sensing an enormous, emotional, sappy hug coming from his sister, he decided it best to change the subject.
“I think it’s time we get out of here for a while,” said Josh, as he dug through his pockets. 
“We could have a campout in the backyard,” suggested Judy. 
A small sewing kit fell out of Josh’s pocket as he continued his search. Judy was reminded of her shoe that still needed mending. She picked up the kit to return it to her brother with a request for his services, but before she could speak, Josh said something entirely out of left field. “I think it’s time we took Danny up on his offer. We could both use an adventure.”
“Adventure? Offer?” asked Judy, handing the sewing kit to her brother. “What are you talking about?
“Don’t freak out,” warned Josh.
“Why would I freak out? What are you talking about?”
“I’ve been talking to Danny.”
“What? How have you been talking to Danny? We aren’t allowed to talk to him. Not since he moved.”
“He started messaging me a while ago,” answered Josh.
“Messaging you? On what? You don’t have a phone and social media is blocked on school computers. You didn’t steal Mom’s phone, did you?” Judy’s heart sank. As if they weren’t in enough trouble.
“No, relax. See this is why we didn’t tell you.” 
“What?” Judy felt like she might throw up.
Josh, who seemed not to notice the upset this news was causing his sister, continued confidently. “He’s been writing to Mrs. Gladsdale next door, and she’s been leaving the letters for me under that big painted rock by her driveway. When I write back to him, I put my letter under the rock, and she mails it for me. That way, Mom and Dad don’t find out.”
“What the heck does Mrs. Gladsdale’s rock have to do with anything? How does she know where Danny is, but we don’t?”
“Danny must’ve paid her off,” shrugged Josh. 
“With what?” asked Judy.
“Don’t be doody, Judy. Danny handled it, and I didn’t ask questions. Maybe if you didn’t ask so many questions, he’d have messaged you,” said Josh.
Judy felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. The notion of her brothers’ rejection was somehow more upsetting than having a beer can thrown at her head. Even Josh, with his oblivious nature, finally noticed how much he had upset his sister.
“Danny said you hate secrets. They hurt your stomach, and you hate to lie. And if Mom and Dad found you with the letters, you’d be in a lot more trouble than we would.” This explanation, though full of sense, didn’t make her feel much better.
“I wouldn’t mind secrets if it meant getting to talk to Danny. And I could have hidden the letters! Mom and Dad would have never found them.”
“Oh yeah? Where would you hide them? Your room? Your backpack? Mom searches both. She’d have found them.”
“She goes through your stuff, too! Where did you hide them?”
“I keep ‘em in my pocket.” He tapped the side of his cargo shorts. “I’m pretty sure you don’t have any sweet cargo shorts like me, so....”
Judy rolled her eyes. He had her there, but she was still certain she’d have been able to keep the secret from their mother. As she went to tell Josh as much, the booming voice of Carl came barreling down the hall again. 
“You think I need this aggravation when I get home, Jenna?” Judy and Josh fell hushed, listening intently to what was sure to be a one-sided argument between their parents. They heard the muffled cries of their mother. Her plan to portray herself as the victim had obviously backfired spectacularly. Judy couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for her.
“He’s going to be done yelling at her soon,” said Judy. “Tell me all about this secret adventure before she opens that door and tosses you out of here.” 
Josh nodded. “Danny said there’s a great big tunnel system in the woods on the other side of the field behind the house.” Josh laid a packet of letters on top of Judy’s bedspread, flipping through them until he found the one with a hand-drawn map on the back. “See? Here’s the entrance.” Josh pointed to an X written underneath a drawing of a tree. “The tunnels go all the way through the woods.”
“It looks massive,” said Judy. “But I thought the woods were toxic from the fungus.” 
“That’s what I said! But Danny said he just made that up to keep kids away from his tunnels,” shrugged Josh. “Anyway, we planned on sneaking away to check them out on the first day of summer vacation. Of course, we were going to invite you too, Jude,” Josh added after seeing the look of disappointment creeping across his sister’s face.
Judy smiled, then added, “Didn’t kids actually get sick from the fungus though? How could Danny have made that up?”
“I don’t know,” answered Josh. 
“You didn’t think to ask?”
“No,” said Josh, pointing again at the map to discuss a plan. Judy interrupted. “That doesn’t make any sense, Joshua. How did he build these tunnels himself? How does no one know about them?”
“You’re overthinking it, Jude.”
“I’m pretty sure you’re under-thinking it. We should write to Danny for an explanation and tell him everything that’s happened tonight and see what he says.” 
“We don’t have time for that, Judith.”
“Judith? ‘Scuse you, but I’m just being smart before we run away to some fungus-filled secret tunnel system you learned about from a rock.”
Josh squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. “Listen. You said yourself, Mom is gonna be in here any second to send us to bed without dinner after what just happened. We don’t have time to wait for Danny to respond. I can leave a letter for him under Mrs. Gladsdale’s rock before we leave, and you can ask him all your questions once he gets there.”
“So, we’re just going to run away and wait in a hole in the ground until Danny gets your letter and comes to save us?”
“You got a better idea?”
“No, but we…” The door to Judy’s room burst open. 
“Why is this door closed?” yelled Jenna. Josh jumped up from the bed. Judy quickly grabbed the scattered papers and stuffed them down the back of her shorts. “And what is all that on the bed? What are you hiding?” Jenna barreled down on Judy. Josh’s face went pale. “Show me whatever you’re hiding,” demanded Jenna. Judy blushed, shaking her head, her hand protecting
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