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“Uncle Neil. I think it’s time to pull the plug on your expedition.” Complained my insufferable niece, Denise. “You can’t find something that never existed.”

“Nonsense!” I asserted. “I feel we’re very close. I was heartened by the discovery of the remains of Percy Fawcett. It won’t be long now.”

“Yeah, of course,” drawled the equally insufferable husband of Denise, Billy. A used car salesman. “I always think of a fountain of youth when I find a rotting pile of bones in a jungle.”

I scowled at Denise. “I told you we should have left that... that salesman back in the states!” That was our little troupe. Myself, my niece, her miserable husband and our photographer. Hey, if there are no pictures, it didn’t happen, right? Each of us carried a radio in case we got separated. They were short-range. I didn’t want to be tracked by competitors.

Our trek through the jungles of the Amazon Basin has taken longer than expected. I should have picked a more scholarly crew, but all the professors I could have brought were all glory-stealing mongrels who would deprive me of my proper glory in locating the lost city of Z and the fabled fountain of youth. I was following the writings, and some say ravings, of Percy Fawcett who had also set out to find this lost city using a native guide who claimed to have been there.

Denise shook her head. “Be fair, Uncle Neil. You needed someone who could help bring the equipment and you don’t trust anyone. So Billy was the obvious choice.”

“Sorry, Dr. Tiercel,” groaned Billy. “But I really didn’t think I was signing up to be a pack mule. I may not have all those lofty degrees that you have, but I have to agree with Denise that we’re not going to find anything out here.” He took off his broad brimmed hat to wipe sweat from his brow.

“We can’t quit now,” I pleaded. “I feel we’re so close.”

Billy set his pack on the ground. “I’ll be honest with you, doc. Feelings don’t cut it. There’s no solid evidence that there’s anything more here than snakes and spiders.” He swiped a spider from his sleeve.

Billy turned towards our photographer. “What do you think, Eric?” Eric had also been conscripted into carrying some gear since the last of our guides abandoned us.

Eric shrugged. “I’m not paid to think. I’m just here to document this little expedition. As long as I’m paid, what do I care?” He swiped at some mosquitoes buzzing his face. Eric was probably mid-fifties with a muscular frame. He’s known for his photography of exotic locations.

Billy scowled at Eric. “Lousy mercenary. Let me tell you what I think. I... aaaiii!” Billy stepped on a rock, twisted his ankle and went tumbling down a rocky slope.

Denise ran after him, “Billy!” She got halfway down the hill when she came to a sudden halt. She stood for a moment, peering into the distance.

“Help...” mumbled Billy.

“Uncle!” shouted Denise, pointing in the distance. “Come here! Look!”

I hurried as best as I could over the rocky terrain. “What do you see, Denise?”

“Help...”

Grinning with excitement, Denise pointed. “Uncle, look! The two pointer stones your book describes! They’re here!”

“Help...”

I stepped near Denise. “I’ll be damned. You’re right.” Sticking up above the jungle were two rocky peaks jutting into the air. According to the map in Fawcett’s book, the pointer rocks could only be seen while facing north within half a click from the lost city. Could we have actually found it? The fountain should be found by drawing a line between the peaks, and at a point of approximately thirty percent between the points, you look straight down and... and...

“Help...”

I shouted down the hill, “Will you please stop that caterwauling? I’m trying to think.”

“I... I can’t move my leg.”

I turned to Denise. “Can you tell him to shut up? I’m trying to think.”

Denise shouted, “Can you be quiet a second, honey? I’ll be down there in just a minute.”

“Help...”

Despite the noise, I focused on the peaks and tried to mentally calculate the thirty percent mark. I looked down and saw a small pile of rubble showing through the jungle.

In my excitement, I almost lost my footing and slipped. “Denise! I think I found the fountain! Look! Just right down there!”

“I see it!” cried Denise. “That’s wonderful, uncle. You and Eric go on down to it. I have to tend to my big baby hubby.”

“Help...”

I started down the hill. “Come along, Eric. Get ready to film the historic moment.”

Being careful where I stepped, I hurried down the hill. To get to my target destination, I would have to cross a ravine at the bottom of the slope, then climb up to an escarpment covered in thick undergrowth. I could hear Eric behind me grunting and groaning as we began to climb out of the ravine.

I lost sight of what I had hoped to be the fountain. Tumbled stones of an ancient city had fallen across my path. The jungle had fallen away to stone paving with grass growing between the stones. The ruins of tumbled buildings surrounded us. This once great city has been totally reduced to rubble by the encroachment of the jungle.

And there it was. In a clearing of the stones and jungle, there was the fountain jutting from the jungle floor. The main shape of the fountain was ruined and would no longer hold water. There obviously used to be a pool surrounding the stone sticking up, with a stream of water trickling down the side. It’s the fabled fountain!

I picked up my radio and said, “Denise! I’ve found it! Hurry to the city center!”

“Rodger dodger, uncle. We’re on our way. Billy didn’t even have a sprain.” 

In the background, I could hear Billy before Denise cut him off, “I swear my leg was broken!”

I walked up to the fountain and let the water trickle over my fingers. “Behold, Eric! The fabled fountain of youth! Think of what this means!” A cut I had gotten on my finger earlier in the day slowly disappeared as he fountain’s water trickled over it.

Eric took some pictures. He said, “Be careful, doc. That could just be an ordinary fountain. We should have that water tested.”

I shook my head. “Nonsense. These markings clearly match the inscriptions described in detail in Fawcett’s book.

“Uncle! We’re coming!” I looked up to see Denise and what’s-his-name climbing over some fallen stones. I should wait for them to arrive at the fountain, but I just have to find out.

I cupped my hand and caught a handful of water. As I brought it to my lips, Eric said, “Hey doc. Maybe you should wait before you drink any of that.”

I shrugged. “Why wait? I’m thirsty.”

“Uncle!” shouted Denise as she ran towards me. “Don’t drink that yet! We need to test it first!”

“Nonsense!” I shouted back. All the water had drained from between my fingers. To hell with it. I stuck my mouth over the hole the water was bubbling from.

Gah! The water tasted nasty with a strong mineral taste and metallic tang. My stomach started churning, and I felt nauseous. 

“Uncle!” shouted Denise upon her arrival at the fountain. “Have you lost your mind? That water could be poisonous.”

I held my stomach as I felt sick. Have I made a terrible mistake?

As Billy hobbled up, he pointed at me and said, “Denise look. He does look younger.”

Eric grinned. “Well then, I’m going to try it too!”

Denise said, “I have to test it!”

Eric pushed past her. He filled his mouth several times with water from the fountain. He grinned and said, “I can’t wait to be young again!” He stopped smiling as his eyes grew large and he held his stomach. “Bleech!” His face turned beet red, and he collapsed onto the stones.

We all watched in horror as Eric was reduced to a throbbing, gelatinous mass of quivering tissue. Denise screamed. I slipped out of consciousness.
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I felt myself slowly growing conscious. It wasn’t so much as awaking from a long sleep as it was just a growing awareness. I slowly started to notice things, like the too-bright lights above me. Lying in an uncomfortable bed. Realizing I must be in a hospital because of that infernal machine that goes beep. Other annoying things, like the inflation of what must be a blood pressure cuff, along with an antiseptic smell. And I’m always cold.

And then the voices. The constant barrage of voices from all sides. At first, they were muffled and otherwise indistinct. The voices slowly began to coalesce into understandable words, the constant prattling of nurses. 

I desperately wanted to wake up. Wake up from this seemingly endless nightmare. What was the last thing I remembered? Oh... it was drinking from the fountain of youth. The fountain of youth! I’d found it! I also remember watching a member of our team violently disintegrate into a blob of flesh after he’d drank deeply from the fountain. I’d only taken a sip. It was ghastly tasting.

I struggled to regain consciousness... until... until I heard the voices of my niece and her idiot husband.

“I don’t see any change,” said the idiot husband who had a little boy’s name.

“Billy, the doctors did say to expect a slow recovery,” chirped my niece. “Remember, they don’t really know what caused the coma in the first place. They think my uncle has always been this way.”

“No one would believe us.”

Denise chuckled. “Would you?”

Sounding serious, Billy said, “I heard from your uncle’s law firm this morning that Eric’s family is going to file suit against his estate.”

Against my estate? Am I dead?

Denise laughed. “Let them. The agreement Uncle Neil had him sign is ironclad.”

Billy said, “They want to see a body.”

“I’m not going to hand over a rotting bowl of goo to them. Besides, that’s still buried in the Amazon jungle,” said Denise matter-of-factly.

I groaned. I couldn’t help it. It just came out.

“Your uncle is stirring. How do you break the news to him?” asked Billy.

“Me? I think it should be you,” declared Denise.

“How do you figure that? It’s your uncle!” snarled Billy.

Without seeing it, I could tell Denise had just placed her hands on her hips and said, “Well, if you hadn’t stupidly fallen off the mountain and hurt your precious ankle, we would have been there to stop him from drinking the water!”

“So it’s my fault?” exclaimed Billy.

I rolled over and glared at both of them. “Can I go back to being dead?”

Denise ran up to me and gave me a hug. “Uncle Neil! You’re finally awake!”

Billy grinned at me. “Good to see you awake, Neil.” I never gave him permission to call me by my first name.

I tried, but I still couldn’t raise myself up. Frowning at Denise, I said, “Why do I get the idea that something is wrong?”

As if on cue, a doctor entered my room. He smiled cheerfully at me and then turned to Denise. “It looks like your daughter has fully awakened. In a couple of days there should be no problem in taking her home.”

Looking concerned, Denise said, “We can’t take her home today?”

The doctor’s expression turned serious. “Oh no. We have to run tests to ensure there’s no brain damage or other issues.” The doc listened to my chest and took some readings from the machine that goes beep.

Denise ruffled my hair... I have hair? She smiled at me. “You’ll be back home soon.”

The doctor said, “I’ll be back later to check on her progress.” He left the room.

In a loud whisper, I growled, “Just what the fuck is going on?”

Looking embarrassed, Denise looked up and said, “Nurse. May we have some privacy, please?”

“Of course, Ma’am.” The nurse left.

I sat up in my bed and folded my arms. “Okay, spill it.” I paused a moment. Sarcastically, I said, “Mom” 

Denise smiled weakly. “Oh yeah. That. I adopted you. Wait, wait. It was either that or hand you off to some other family while I took your estate, sold it and vacationed in the Bahamas. Even though I was the heir, the estate has been transferred to you. Well, to a trustee. You’ll get your estate on your twenty-first birthday. Don’t get mad at me. This was all drawn up by your legal team.”

“Back up! Back up!” I shouted. “That’s all well and good, but twenty-first birthday? What’s happened to me? What the hell’s going on?”

Denise took a deep breath. “You better sit down for this.”

I scowled at her. I was already sitting in a bed.

“Well, uncle. You did it. You found the fabled fountain of youth. You are fifteen years old along with some unexpected side effects. You are now a girl. Hey, Billy and I are going to leave if you’re just going to throw things at us. Anyway, you’re now a fifteen-year-old girl. That causes all kinds of problems. Neil Tiercel is now legally deceased. I’m the heir to your holdings. Your legal team created a new entity for you. After your adoption, you are now legally Nell Fenwick, since it was actually Billy that adopted you. Your legal team put your estate with a trustee.”

Shaken to the core by this news, I asked, “Why a trustee? I can manage my own affairs.”

Denise shrugged. “They were afraid you’d fall in love with some stupid high school football player like I did and run away.”

“Hey!”

“I love you, honey.”

I narrowed my eyes at Denise. “And why would I have any contact with a high school football player?”

Denise smiled weakly at me. “Child Protective Services said I have to enroll you in high school or they’ll take custody of you.”
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What a fucking mess!

I had thought that at most, the fountain would return me back to my college days. I never dreamed of this level of physical change. And poor Eric whats-his-name. Denise, along with that stupid husband of hers, has surmised that since he drank so much of the fountain’s water, it de-aged him past the point of his birth. 

Part of what they buried in the jungle was a placenta. They took a picture, and it was a disgusting mess. The water itself was a poisonous mix of minerals and chemicals like cyanide.

And now I’m a fifteen-year-old girl. And my own niece’s daughter to boot. I looked out the backseat window of her car as she drove us to her home. I guess my home as well. My own home has been put off-limits by the trustee. 

I’m banned from using my private jet or my yacht. They’re up for auction to pay taxes, along with my “final” expenses. When I suggested to Denise that she should have just let me die, she called me silly. She thinks I should be excited about the prospect of being a teen girl.

Oh, and the doctor said I could expect to have a period in the next three weeks. On the way out of the hospital, multiple teen boys stared at me.

Look in the mirror, smile and say, “I’m a teen girl.”
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Billy drove the car up into the driveway of his and Denise’s house. Denise turned around to look at me, seated in the back seat. She grinned. 

“Here we are! Home sweet home. When were you here last, uncle... er Nellie?”

I shook my head and snorted. “Well, ‘Nellie’ has never been here, but as your uncle, I was here last Thanksgiving. I think you were expecting me to die or something because I had a cough.”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Nonsense, Nellie. So you’ve met Riley already?”

I folded my arms and leaned back. “That insufferable little brat?”

Denise frowned at me. “Now, now. That’s no way to talk about your new sister. And roommate. You two get to be roommies.” She grinned.

I grunted. “Or we can move into my old house, and we can each live in a separate wing and never have to see each other.”

Shaking her head, Denise said, “That’s no way for a family to live. Look. We’re going to have fun. Come on. Let me show you around the house.”

In a low voice, Billy said to Denise. “I’ve had fun before, and being around your uncle isn’t.”

As I opened the back car door, I said, “I heard that.”

In an angry huff, Denise grunted, “You two knock it off.”

She reached for my hand, but I pulled it away. She flashed me a hurt expression, so I sighed and held my hand out
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