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    Chapter One
The Prison-door.

A bunch of dudes with beards—seriously, a lot of them—were hanging out in front of a building. They were all wearing kinda gloomy clothes and gray hats with pointy tops. There were women too, some with hoods, others without. The building itself was made of wood, and the door was super solid, with thick oak planks and iron spikes hammered all over it.
 The founders of a new colony, no matter how perfect they envisioned their community, always realized they needed a cemetery and a prison pretty quickly. Following this pattern, the first settlers of Boston probably built a jail somewhere near Cornhill, about the same time they picked out a burial ground on Isaac Johnson’s land. That area eventually became the main cemetery around King’s Chapel.
It's pretty clear that, fifteen or twenty years after the town was founded, the wooden jail was already showing its age—weathered and looking gloomy. The rust on the heavy iron door was the oldest thing around, it seemed. Like everything related to crime, it had never really felt young.
In front of this not-so-pretty building, between it and the street, was a patch of grass full of weeds like burdock and pigweed. This kind of stuff clearly thrived in the soil that had seen the start of civilized society—a prison.
But on one side of the entrance, right near the door, was a wild rose bush. In June, it was covered in delicate flowers, almost like they were offering their scent and beauty to anyone going in—the prisoner—or coming out—the condemned. It was like Nature was saying, “Even I feel for you.”
 This rose bush, somehow, has stuck around through history. But did it just survive the wilderness after all the huge pines and oaks disappeared? Or, like some people believe, did it grow where Ann Hutchinson stepped when she walked into the prison? We’re not gonna try to figure that out.
Finding it right on the edge of our story—which is about to come out of that not-so-great doorway—we just had to pick one of its flowers and give it to you. Hopefully, it’s like a little symbol of something good you might find along the way, or a bright spot at the end of a story about people messing up and feeling sad.
Chapter Two
The Market-place.

The patch of grass in front of the jail, on Prison Lane, was packed with people—a ton of Boston folks—on a summer morning, like, two hundred years ago. Everyone was staring at the heavy oak door with iron bands.
Normally, seeing so many serious faces would have meant something huge was going down. Like, maybe someone important was about to be executed, because the courts and everyone else agreed they were guilty. But back then, things were different.
It could be just a lazy servant getting the lash, or a kid who totally messed up and his parents handed over to the authorities. Maybe a religious weirdo—an Antinomian or a Quaker—was gonna be run out of town with a whipping. Or an Indian, hopped up on booze, causing trouble, getting chased back into the woods with stripes.
Even old Mistress Hibbins, the grumpy widow of the judge, might be facing the gallows for being a witch. Whatever it was, everyone was super serious. Religion and law were basically the same thing back then, and everyone took public punishments really seriously—even the mildest ones felt intense.
If you messed up, you wouldn't get much sympathy from the crowd. A punishment that would be embarrassing now might have felt just as serious as a death sentence.
 It was a thing to notice, on that summer morning when our story kicks off, that the women in the crowd were totally fixated on what was gonna happen next. Back then, things weren't as polished as they are now, so nobody stopped the ladies in their skirts and hoops from heading out and squeezing into the crowd closest to the scaffold.
These women were built different—stronger, both physically and emotionally—than their descendants six or seven generations later. Each generation seemed to get a little softer, a little less vibrant, and a bit smaller.
The women standing around the prison door weren't that far removed from a woman like Elizabeth, who was a pretty good representation of what women were like back then. They were her fellow countrywomen, fueled by hearty food and a pretty straightforward way of thinking.
The sun was shining on broad shoulders, full chests, and rosy cheeks, all shaped by life on a distant island and not yet faded by the New England air. Plus, these women talked loud and didn’t hold back—something that would surprise us today, whether it was what they said or how they said it.
 “Listen up,” said a woman, looking tough, around fifty. “I need to get something off my chest. It would seriously help everyone out if we older women, church members in good standing, handled cases like Hester Prynne’s. What do you think, ladies? If she stood trial right here, with all of us five together, do you think she’d get the sentence the magistrates gave her? Honestly, I doubt it!”
“People are saying,” another chimed in, “that Reverend Dimmesdale, her pastor, is really upset that this mess happened to his church.”
“The magistrates are good guys, but they’re way too easygoing—that’s the truth,” added a mature woman. “At the very least, they should have branded her forehead with a hot iron. Hester would have felt that, I’m sure. But she—that bad girl—probably won't care what they put on her dress! Seriously, she could cover it with a brooch or some other crazy accessory and walk around like she owns the place!”
“But,” a younger wife said softly, holding her child’s hand, “no matter how she covers it up, she’s always gonna feel the pain.”
“What are we even talking about, marks on her dress or her forehead?” another woman yelled, the meanest and most heartless of all these judges. “She’s shamed us all, and she should just die. Isn’t there a law for that? There is, in the Bible and the law books. So if the magistrates didn't enforce it, they shouldn't be surprised if their own wives and daughters mess up!”
 “Seriously, goodwife?” a guy in the crowd called out. “Is that all there is to women—just fear of the noose? Wow, that's rough! Quiet down, everyone, the jail door’s locking, and here comes Mistress Prynne.”
The jail door swung open, and out stepped a figure, like a dark shadow coming into the sunlight. It was the town-beadle—grim and serious—with a sword and his official staff. He totally embodied the strict Puritan laws, and it was his job to enforce them, especially on offenders. He reached out with his staff, then put his hand on the shoulder of a young woman, pulling her forward. But she pushed back, standing tall and showing real strength, and stepped out into the air, like she was totally in control. She held a baby, about three months old, who blinked and turned away from the bright light—because until now, its whole world had been the dimness of a dungeon or some other dark corner of the prison.
 When the young woman—the mother of this child—finally stepped into view, her first instinct was to hold the baby close. Not really out of love, but to hide something sewn into her dress. But then she realized one little secret wouldn't cover up another.
She took the baby onto her arm, her face flushed, but she had this fierce, proud look, and she didn’t look away from the crowd. On her dress, right over her chest, was a big letter A, stitched into the bright red fabric. The embroidery was wild and amazing, all fancy swirls of gold thread. It looked like the perfect finishing touch to her dress—seriously stunning, even for the time. It was way more extra than the colony’s rules allowed, though.
 The young woman was tall, seriously elegant, on a grand scale. She had dark, super glossy hair that practically glowed in the sun, and a face that was beautiful, with regular features and a rich complexion. Plus, she had this intense vibe from her high brow and deep black eyes. She was totally lady-like, like women used to be; more about poise and dignity, not that fleeting, delicate grace you see now.
And she looked extra lady-like coming out of the prison, honestly. People who'd known her before, expecting her to be totally crushed, were shocked to see her beauty shine so bright, creating a kind of glow around her misfortune and shame. It was almost painfully beautiful to watch.
She'd made her outfit in prison, designing it exactly how she wanted. It felt like an expression of her spirit, a wild, reckless vibe. But what really caught everyone's eye—it was like a spell—was that SCARLET LETTER embroidered and illuminated on her chest. It made her seem separate from everyone else, like she was in her own world.
 “She’s seriously good with a needle, no doubt,” one of the women said. “But has any woman ever pulled off a move like that? Seriously, what's it but laughing in the faces of our judges? Making a big deal out of something they meant as a punishment, you know?”
“It’s a shame,” grumbled the oldest, toughest lady. “We should take that fancy dress right off her shoulders. And that red letter she stitched so perfectly? I’d give her a piece of my old, scratchy flannel to replace it, for real.”
“Oh, chill, everyone,” their youngest friend whispered. “Don’t let her hear you! She felt every single stitch in that letter, deep down.”
The stern beadle waved his staff.
“Move back, folks, move back, in the King’s name!” he shouted. “Clear a path; and I promise you, Mistress Prynne will be out where everyone—men, women, and kids—can see her awesome outfit, from now until way past noon. Bless this righteous Colony of Massachusetts, where bad stuff gets dragged out into the sunlight! Come on, Madam Hester, let’s show off that scarlet letter in the town square!”
 A path opened up through the crowd, fast. Leading the way was the beadle, followed by a bunch of serious-looking dudes and women with not-so-friendly faces. Hester Prynne headed towards where she’s supposed to face her punishment.
A pack of excited schoolboys, who didn’t really get what was going on except it was a half-day off, ran ahead, constantly turning to stare at her. They checked out her face, the baby in her arms, and that embarrassing letter on her chest.
It wasn't far from the prison to the marketplace, back then. But for Hester, it felt like a long trek. Even though she acted tough, every step with the crowd watching felt like they were kicking her heart right there in the street.
But, like, there's this amazing thing about us: we don't really feel the full pain while it's happening. It's more about the ache that lingers afterward.
So, Hester Prynne kept her head high and walked through it all, finally reaching a platform at the edge of the marketplace. It was right under the roofline of Boston’s oldest church and looked like it had always been there.
 This thing was actually part of a punishment system. It's mostly just history now, something we talk about, but back in the day, people thought it was just as powerful as the guillotine in France—you know, the thing the French revolutionaries used. Basically, it was a platform for the stocks, and above it was a frame built to clamp down on someone's head and put them on full display. It was like, the ultimate embarrassment, made real. I mean, it's messed up to stop someone from hiding their face when they've done something wrong, right? That was the whole point of this thing.
But in Hester Prynne’s case, like in other situations, her sentence was just to stand on the platform for a bit, without the head-clamping part—that was the really brutal part of this whole setup. She knew what she had to do, so she climbed up a set of wooden steps and was shown to everyone in the crowd, about shoulder-height above the street.
 If there’d been a Catholic in that group of Puritans, he might’ve seen this gorgeous woman—her clothes and how she carried herself were totally picture-perfect—and the baby she held close. It could’ve reminded him of the Divine Motherhood that so many famous painters have tried to capture. Something that would echo that sacred image of perfect motherhood, whose baby would save the world. But here, the deepest sin was messing with the most sacred thing about being human. It made the world even darker because of this woman’s beauty, and made the baby she’s had even more lost.
 It was definitely a mix of shock, the kind you always feel seeing someone else’s mess, especially before society gets totally numb to it. The people watching Hester Prynne’s situation hadn’t lost their innocence yet. They could’ve handled seeing her die, no questions asked, but they weren't cold enough to just laugh at something like this.
Even if they had wanted to make fun of it, they wouldn't have gotten away with it. The Governor and his advisors, a judge, a general, and all the town ministers were sitting in a balcony of the meeting-house, looking down at the platform. When people that important were part of the show, it was clear that whatever happened would actually mean something.
So, the crowd was serious and quiet. Hester was doing her best to hold it together, with what felt like a million eyes staring at her, all focused on her chest. It was almost too much to take. She’s a passionate person, and she’s braced herself for the worst insults. But this quiet, serious mood of the crowd was way more intense. She almost wished they’d just laugh at her instead.
 A huge wave of laughter exploded from the crowd—every person, girl, boy, all chiming in. Hester Prynne could have totally thrown them a shade with a sarcastic smile. But she was stuck with this awful punishment. Sometimes, she just wanted to scream, you know? Just let it all out. Or jump off the scaffold. Or just lose it completely.
 Sometimes, though, the whole scene—and she was totally the main focus—just kind of faded out for her, or at least got blurry, like a bunch of weird, ghostly images. Her mind, especially her memory, was super active. It kept pulling up other stuff than this rough street in a small town on the edge of the Wild West. Other faces than the ones looking down at her from under those tall hats.
Even the smallest memories popped up—stuff from when she was little, school days, games, little fights, and all the little things about her life before. They all came rushing back, mixed with memories of the big stuff later on. Each picture felt just as real as the next, like they were all equally important, or just a big joke. Maybe it was her mind’s way of dealing with things, showing her these crazy images to escape the harshness of what was actually happening.
 It was like, the pillory gave Hester Prynne this whole perspective shift, showing her the whole path she’s been walking since she was a little kid. Standing up there, feeling totally exposed, she saw her hometown back in Old England. It was this old, run-down gray stone house, pretty rough around the edges, but still had this faded family crest above the door—a reminder of fancy ancestors. She saw her dad’s face, all bald with this long, white beard hanging over his Elizabethan collar. And her mom’s, too, with that look of worried love she always remembered, that would still stop her in her tracks even now. She saw her own face, all bright and young, shining in the dark mirror she used to stare into. There was another face there, too—a man older, with a pale, thin, scholarly look, his eyes a little blurry from reading tons of books. But those eyes could still totally see right through you. She thought of him as this bookish, cloistered guy—a little crooked, actually, with one shoulder a bit higher than the other. Then she remembered these twisty, narrow streets, tall gray houses, huge cathedrals, and old, quirky buildings from a city over in Europe. That’s where she started a new life, still with that same crooked scholar. A new life, but kind of built on old stuff, like moss growing on a crumbling wall.
 Suddenly, there was the bustling town square of the Puritan settlement. Everyone was there, staring—really staring—at Hester Prynne. She was on the scaffold, holding a baby in her arms. And there was that letter—a big, bright red "A"— stitched onto her chest with fancy gold thread!
 Could it really be? She held the baby super tight, and it let out a cry. She looked down at the scarlet letter, even touching it with her finger, just to make sure the baby and the shame were real. Yep!—that was her life, her reality—everything else was gone!
Chapter Three
The Recognition.

The intense feeling of being watched, judged by everyone, finally eased when Hester spotted someone on the edge of the crowd. It was an Indian, dressed in his own clothes. But Native Americans weren't unusual visitors to the English settlements, so Hester wouldn't have paid much attention, especially not now.
Standing next to the Indian was a white man. He was dressed in a weird mix of civilized and wild clothes. He was short, with a face full of lines, though he didn't look old yet. He looked really smart, like he's worked his mind so much that it shaped his body. Even though he tried to hide it with his mismatched clothes, Hester noticed one shoulder was higher than the other.
The second she saw his face and that slight difference in his build, she held her baby closer, so tight the poor thing cried out. But she didn’t even hear it.
 When the stranger arrived in the marketplace, he spotted Hester Prynne before she even noticed him. It was a casual glance at first, like someone who usually looks inward, and doesn’t really care about what’s going on around them unless it connects to what’s in their head. But then his gaze sharpened, became intense. A wave of horror flashed across his face, like a snake slithering quickly over it, pausing for a moment in plain sight. His face darkened with a powerful feeling, but he instantly controlled it with a strong effort of will – so much so that, except for that one moment, it looked calm. After a bit, the tremor faded almost completely, sinking back into his core. When he locked eyes with Hester Prynne and realized she recognized him, he slowly and calmly raised a finger, made a gesture in the air, and touched it to his lips.
He then nudged the shoulder of a townsman standing next to him and spoke to him, polite and formal.
“Hey, good sir,” he said, “who is this woman? And why is she here, being publicly shamed?”
“You must be new around here, friend,” the townsman replied, looking at the questioner and his intense companion, “otherwise you’d definitely have heard about Mistress Hester Prynne and her bad behavior. She’s caused a huge scandal, I’m telling you, at godly Master Dimmesdale’s church.”
 “You’re serious?” replied the other. “I’m a total stranger, and I’ve been wandering around, totally against my will. I’ve had some seriously rough luck on the sea and land, and I’ve been stuck with those heathen people way down south for a while now. This Indian brought me here to get me out of it. So, like, can you tell me about Hester Prynne—did I get her name right?—what did this woman even do to end up on that platform?”
“Seriously, friend; I bet it’s a huge relief for you, after all the trouble and being out in the wilderness,” said the townsman. “You’ve landed in a place where they actually look for bad stuff and punish it, right in front of everyone—like, in our godly New England. That woman, Sir, you need to know, was married to a certain educated man, English by birth, but he’s been living in Amsterdam for a while, and he was planning to come over here and settle with us in Massachusetts. He sent his wife ahead of him, while he took care of some stuff back there. But, like, for the last two years or so, no one’s heard from this educated guy, Master Prynne; and his young wife, you know, being left to her own devices—"
“Ah!—aha!—I get it,” said the stranger, with a sarcastic smile. “A guy as smart as you’re talking about should have figured that out from his books. And who, by your say-so, Sir, is the dad of that baby—it looks like it’s three or four months old, I’d guess—that Mistress Prynne is holding?”
“Honestly, friend, that’s a total mystery; and the Daniel who can solve it hasn’t shown up yet,” answered the townsman. “Madam Hester absolutely won’t talk, and the judges have been racking their brains without any luck. Maybe the guilty person is standing around watching this whole mess, totally unnoticed by everyone, but forgetting that God is watching.”
 “The smart guy,” said the stranger, with another smile, “should come check it out himself, you know?”
“Totally, if he’s still around,” replied the townsman. “Look, our Massachusetts authorities—they noticed this woman is young and pretty, and probably got lured into this, right? Plus, her husband is most likely chilling at the bottom of the ocean. So, they haven’t been harsh enough to use the full force of our laws. The punishment is death, seriously. But, being super merciful and feeling for her, they’re making her stand in the pillory for three hours. Then, for the rest of her life, she’s gotta wear a mark of shame on her chest.”
“That’s a good call!” said the stranger, nodding seriously. “She’s gonna be a walking lesson about sin until that letter’s carved on her headstone. Still, it’s kinda wild that the guy who messed up with her isn’t standing on the scaffold too. But he will be exposed! He will be exposed! He will be exposed!”
He bowed politely to the chatty townsman, then whispered something to his Native American helper, and they both made their way through the people.
 Hester Prynne was still standing on her platform, staring at the stranger. Her gaze was so intense, it was like everything else just disappeared. Only him and her were real.
Meeting him like this—under the blazing sun, with everyone looking—was probably worse than anything. Her face was burning with shame. The scarlet letter was right there on her chest. And she held her child, born from her sin. A whole crowd had gathered, like it was a party. They were all staring at a face that should have been seen only in the cozy light of a fireplace, in the happy shadows of a home, or hidden under a veil at church.
It was awful, but she felt safe with all those people watching. It was better to stand like this, with a whole crowd between them, than to face him alone. She was hiding in plain sight, and she was terrified when the protection of the crowd would be gone.
She was so lost in her thoughts, she barely heard a voice behind her. It called her name, loud and serious, so everyone could hear.
“Hester Prynne, listen to me!” the voice said.
 It was noticed that directly above the platform where Hester Prynne stood was a balcony, kind of an open gallery, attached to the meeting-house. That's where announcements were made back then, with all the official fanfare. Governor Bellingham was sitting there to watch what was happening, surrounded by four sergeants with halberds – like a personal guard. He had a dark feather in his hat, fancy embroidery on his cloak, and a black velvet tunic. He looked like he’s seen a lot, with deep lines etched on his face. He was the perfect head of a community that grew and thrived, not because of youthful dreams, but because of strong, steady energy and the wisdom of older folks who didn’t expect too much. The other important people around him had a serious, official vibe – it was a time when authority felt like a sacred thing. They were probably good, just, and wise people. But honestly, you couldn't pick a group of people who were less able to understand a woman’s heart and sort through all the good and bad inside, than these serious-looking folks Hester was looking at. She knew she’s probably getting more sympathy from the crowd; when she looked up at the balcony, she went pale and started to shake.
 The voice that got her attention belonged to Reverend John Wilson—a total legend, the top clergyman in Boston. He was a serious scholar, just like most of his peers, and a really kind, approachable guy too. But honestly, he didn’t put much effort into that side of himself. It was more of an embarrassment than something he was proud of.
There he was, with a ring of gray hair peeking out from under his cap. His gray eyes, used to reading in dim light, were blinking in the bright sunshine, just like Pearl's. He looked like those old, serious portraits you find at the front of really old sermon books. He had as much right to suddenly jump in and mess with people’s guilt, feelings, and pain as one of those portraits would.
 “Hester Prynne,” the clergyman began, “my younger brother—you’re probably familiar with his sermons—and I have been talking about you.” Mr. Wilson put a hand on the shoulder of a young man standing nearby. “I tried to convince him that you should confess your sin, right here, in front of everyone—the judges, the townspeople, everyone. He knows you well, so he could figure out the best way to get through to you, whether it’s being gentle or firm. He could make you admit who got you into this mess.”
The young man shook his head. “It’s not right to force a woman to spill her secrets out loud, especially in front of so many people.”
“I tried to explain to him,” the clergyman continued, “that the real shame was committing the sin in the first place, not admitting it.” He looked at Hester. “What do you say, Hester? Who was it?”
There was a buzz in the balcony. Governor Bellingham spoke up, his voice serious but respectful.
“Master Dimmesdale,” he said, “you really need to help this woman find her way to a better place. You should encourage her to feel sorry for what she did and to tell everyone about it.”
 The directness of the appeal grabbed everyone’s attention and fixed it on Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. He was a young clergyman, fresh from a big English university, bringing all the knowledge of the time to our wild forest. His speaking skills and religious passion already hinted at a bright future. He was a really striking guy, with a white forehead that seemed to tower above you, big, sad brown eyes, and a mouth that, unless he squeezed it tight, would tremble, showing both nervousness and a ton of self-control. Even though he was smart and well-educated, there was something about this young minister—a worried, startled, almost scared look—like he felt totally lost and out of place in life, and could only relax in his own quiet space. So, whenever he could, he stuck to the quieter paths, staying simple and childlike. When he did come out, his thoughts were fresh, fragrant, and pure, which, as many people said, felt like hearing an angel speak.
That was the young man that Reverend Mr. Wilson and the Governor had openly introduced to everyone, asking him to speak to the mystery of a woman's soul—something sacred even in its mess. The tough situation made the blood drain from his face and made his lips shake.
“Speak to the woman, my brother,” Mr. Wilson said. “It’s important for her soul, and therefore, as the Governor said, important for yours too, since you’re in charge of hers. Tell her to confess the truth!”
Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale lowered his head, as if in silent prayer, and then stepped forward.
 “Hester Prynne,” he said, leaning over the balcony and looking straight into her eyes, “you hear what this good man’s saying, and you see the weight I’m carrying. If you think it’s what you need to feel at peace, and if it’s going to help you find your way, I’m asking you to tell us who your fellow sinner is. Don’t stay quiet out of pity or because you’re being kind. Trust me, Hester, even if he had the guts to come down from wherever he is and stand right here with you, on this pedestal of shame, it would still be better than hiding a guilty heart forever. What good will your silence do him, except to push him—basically force him—to add lies to his sin? God gave you this public shame so you can fight the evil inside you and the pain outside. Don’t deny him—who might not even have the strength to do it himself—the tough but necessary truth being offered to you right now!”
The young pastor’s voice was sweet, deep, and a little shaky. It wasn’t just what he said, but the way he felt that really got to everyone, bringing the crowd together in sympathy. Even the baby at Hester’s breast felt it; it turned its blank stare towards Mr. Dimmesdale and raised its tiny arms with a confused, almost sad little sound. The pastor’s plea felt so powerful, people were sure Hester Prynne would finally reveal the guilty name; or that the guilty person himself, no matter where he was, would be pulled out by an inner force and have to come up to the scaffold.
Hester shook her head.
 “Seriously, woman, don’t push your luck with Heaven’s grace!” Reverend Wilson shouted, his voice way harsher this time. “That little kid’s got a voice, right? To back up the advice you’ve already heard. Spill the name! Maybe that, and some serious regret, can get that scarlet letter off your chest.”
“No way,” Hester Prynne replied, looking, not at Mr. Wilson, but into the worried eyes of the younger preacher. “It’s way too ingrained. You can’t just take it off. And honestly, I wish I could share his pain as much as I’m feeling it!”
“Come on, speak up!” another voice called out, cold and strict, coming from the crowd around the platform. “Tell us who the dad is! Give your kid a father!”
“I’m not saying anything,” Hester answered, going totally pale, but responding to the voice she knew way too well. “And my kid will find a heavenly Father; she’s never gonna know an earthly one!”
“She’s not gonna say it,” murmured Mr. Dimmesdale, who’s been leaning over the balcony, hand on his heart, waiting to see what would happen. He stepped back, taking a deep breath. “Wow, that’s some serious strength and heart from a woman! She’s not saying a word!”
 Seeing just how messed up the poor girl’s head was, the older minister—who’d really prepped for this—started talking to the crowd about sin, like, all kinds of it, but always coming back to that embarrassing letter. He went on and on for over an hour, really hammering home the symbol. It got seriously scary in everyone’s minds, almost like it was glowing red from the pits of hell.
Hester Prynne just stood there on the shame platform, staring blankly, totally checked out. She’s already been through it—everything she could handle, anyway. Her personality wasn't the kind to just faint from too much pain. Instead, her spirit just built up this hard, numb shell around itself, while she was still alive and breathing.
So, the preacher’s voice just pounded at her, but it didn't get through. The baby started crying and screaming during the worst of it. She tried to quiet it, like, automatically, but didn’t seem to really feel bad for it.
With the same tough look, she was led back to jail and disappeared behind the iron gate. People who were watching said the scarlet letter glowed an eerie red down the dark hallway inside.
Chapter Four
The Interview.

Back at the prison, Hester Prynne was seriously wound up, totally on edge. The guards had to keep a close eye on her, just in case she hurt herself or did something crazy with the baby. As night fell, they couldn't calm her down, no matter what they said or threatened. So, Master Brackett, the jailer, called in a doctor.
He was a really smart guy, knew all about medicine—the Christian kind, anyway. Plus, he knew a ton about herbs and roots from the Native people in the forest. Honestly, they really needed a pro, not just for Hester, but especially for the baby. It was feeding on her, getting all her stress and sadness. Now, the little one was having painful spasms, a clear sign of the hard time Hester had been going through.
Right after the jailer went in, that guy showed up—the one who’s been catching Hester’s eye. He was staying in the prison, not because he's done anything wrong, but because it was the easiest way to keep him safe until the officials could talk to the Native leaders about getting him back. His name was Roger Chillingworth.
The jailer led him in, and he stopped for a second, surprised at how quiet things got. Hester had totally frozen, like she was a statue, even though the baby kept moaning.
 “Seriously, dude, leave me alone with my patient,” said the practitioner. “Trust me, jailer, you’ll have some peace in your house for a bit; and, I promise you, Mistress Prynne will be way easier to deal with than she’s been.”
“No way, if you can actually pull that off,” answered Master Brackett. “Honestly, the woman's been totally wild. I was close to just whipping the devil out of her, I swear.”
The stranger had walked into the room super quietly—like, a classic professional move. He didn't change up his vibe even when the jailer left, and he was face-to-face with the woman, who’s been totally checking him out in the crowd, like they have some deep connection. First thing he did was focus on the kid; her cries were serious, so he had to ditch everything else to calm her down. He checked her out carefully, then pulled out a leather case from under his clothes. It was full of medical stuff, and he mixed one thing with a cup of water.
“My old experiments with alchemy,” he said, “and living for over a year with people who really know their herbs, have made me a better doctor than a lot of folks with fancy degrees. Here, woman! The kid’s yours—she’s not mine—and she won’t even recognize my voice or face as her dad’s. Give her this drink yourself.”
Hester pushed away the medicine, staring at him with a really worried look.
“Are you trying to take it out on this innocent baby?” she whispered.
 “Seriously?” the doctor said, his voice a mix of annoyance and reassurance. “What could possibly be wrong with you, that would hurt this poor, messed-up baby? The medicine is totally good for them; and if it were my kid—like, my own—I couldn’t do any better.”
She still didn’t say anything, totally out of it. So, he gently took the baby and gave it the medicine himself. It worked fast, just like he promised. The baby’s cries faded; the shaking stopped; and, like little kids do after they feel better, it drifted off to a deep sleep. The doctor—and he was a real doctor—turned his attention to her. He checked her pulse, looked her right in the eyes—a look that made her feel uneasy, familiar but cold—and then, satisfied, mixed up another drink.
“I don’s know Lethe or Nepenthe,” he said, “but I’ve picked up a bunch of new stuff out in the wilderness. This is one of them—a recipe an Indian taught me, in exchange for some lessons of my own, that were as old as Paracelsus. Drink up! It might not be as good as feeling totally at peace. I can’t give you that. But it’ll chill you out, like pouring oil on a stormy sea.”
He handed her the cup. She took it, staring at him with a slow, serious look; not exactly scared, but full of questions about what he was up to. She glanced at her sleeping baby.
“I’ve thought about dying,” she said, “wished for it, even prayed for it—though I don’t know if someone like me should even pray. But if death is in this cup, I want you to think twice before you watch me drink it. Look! It’s right at my lips.”
 “Drink up,” he said, still totally chill. “Seriously, Hester Prynne, do you know me that little? Are my plans always so basic? Even if I’m plotting revenge, what better way to get to what I want than to let you live? Give you meds to keep you safe, so this burning shame can just keep blazing on your chest.” As he spoke, he put his long finger on the scarlet letter, and it suddenly felt like it was burning Hester's chest, super hot. He saw her flinch and smirked. “So, live, and wear your doom for everyone to see—for the people, for your kid, and for the dude you used to call your husband. And, to keep you going, drink this.”
Hester Prynne didn’t argue or hesitate. She finished the cup, and when the man gestured, she sat on the bed where her child was sleeping. He pulled up the only chair in the room and sat down next to her. She was shaking, because she felt like—after doing everything he needed to do to help her feel better, whether it was kindness or just messed-up cruelty—he was about to deal with her like the person she’d hurt the most.
 “Hester,” he said, “I’m not asking why or how you ended up here, or should I say, on this pedestal of shame that I found you on. It’s not that complicated. It was my mistake, and your vulnerability. Me—a guy who just thinks, a bookworm from huge libraries—already falling apart, having wasted my best years chasing knowledge—what did I have to do with someone as young and beautiful as you! I was born looking weird, so how could I even think that being smart would hide my looks in a girl's imagination? People call me wise. If wise people ever helped themselves, I could have seen this coming. I could have known that the second I stepped out of that dark forest and into this town full of Christian folks, I’d see you, Hester Prynne, standing there, a statue of disgrace, right in front of everyone. Seriously, from the moment we walked down those old church steps together, a married couple, I should have seen that scarlet letter burning at the end of our path!”
“You know,” said Hester—even though she was feeling down, she couldn't stand this final, quiet dig at the mark of her shame—"I was honest with you. I didn't feel love, and I didn't pretend to.”
“Yeah,” he replied. “It was my fault. I said it. But until that point in my life, I’d been living for nothing. The world felt so empty! My heart was big enough for tons of people, but it was lonely and cold, without any warmth. I wanted to feel something! It didn’t seem crazy—even though I was old, gloomy, and looked strange—that a little happiness, which is out there for everyone to grab, could be mine too. So, Hester, I pulled you into my heart, into its deepest place, and tried to warm myself with the warmth your presence created there!”
“I messed up badly,” Hester murmured.
 “We messed up,” he said. “I started it, when I dragged you into this messed-up relationship with my fading life. So, as someone who’s actually thought about things, I’m not looking for revenge, I'm not plotting anything bad against you. We’re pretty even, Hester. But, who’s the guy who did us both wrong?”
“Don’t ask me!” replied Hester Prynne, staring him down. “You’ll never find out!”
“Never?” he asked, a sly, confident smile on his face. “Never know him? Trust me, Hester, there aren’t many things—whether it’s in the real world or in your own head—that someone can’t figure out if they really put their mind to it. You can hide it from everyone else. You can keep it from the ministers and judges, just like you did today when they tried to pry the name out of you and give you a partner on your platform. But, I've got a different way of looking at things. I'll find him, like I've hunted for truth in books, like I've chased gold in alchemy. There's a feeling that will let me know he's out there. I'll see him shake. I'll feel a sudden chill. Sooner or later, he's going to be mine!”
The scholar's eyes were burning into her, and Hester Prynne pressed her hands to her heart, terrified he’d read her secret right then and there.
 “You won’t reveal his name? It doesn’t matter, he’s mine,” he repeated, with a confident look, like destiny was totally on his side. “He doesn’t wear a mark of shame, unlike you; but I’ll read it on his heart. But don’t worry about him! Don’t think I’ll mess with Heaven’s plan, or hand him over to the law to my own detriment. And don’t you think I’ll scheme against his life, or even his reputation, if he’s a man of good standing. Let him live! Let him hide in outward respectability, if he can! Still, he’s mine!”
“Your actions seem like mercy,” said Hester, totally confused and freaked out. “But your words make you sound terrifying!”
“There’s one thing, my former wife, I need you to do,” the scholar continued. “You’ve kept the secret of your lover. Keep mine too! Nobody in this country knows me. I won’t tell anyone you were ever my wife. I’ll set up camp here on this remote edge of the world. As a wanderer, isolated from the everyday, I’m finding a woman, a man, a child—and I feel a deep connection with all of us. Whether it’s love or hate, right or wrong, it doesn’t matter! You and your son belong to me. My home is wherever you are, and where he is. But don't betray me!”
“Why do you want this?” Hester asked, pulling away—she wasn't sure why. “Why not just announce yourself and ditch me already?”
 “It could be,” he replied, “because I’m not gonna deal with the embarrassment of being married to someone who’s cheated. Or maybe it's something else. Whatever. My plan is to live and die without anyone even knowing I existed. So, basically, act like your husband is already gone, like no one will ever hear from him again. Don’t acknowledge me—not with words, gestures, or even a look! And seriously, don’t breathe a word of this, especially to the guy you know. If you mess this up, just know I'm calling the shots. His reputation, his job, his whole life—it's all in my hands. Don't even think about it!”
“I’ll keep your secret, just like I’ve kept his,” said Hester.
“You swear it!” he rejoined.
And she took the oath.
“And now, Mistress Prynne,” said old Roger Chillingworth, as he was going to be known from then on, “I’m leaving you. Alone with your baby and that scarlet letter! So, how is it, Hester? Does your sentence make you wear it even when you’re sleeping? Aren’t you worried about bad dreams and creepy nightmares?”
“Why are you smiling at me like that?” inquired Hester, feeling weirded out by the look in his eyes. “Are you like the Black Man who hangs around the forest? Did you trick me into a deal that’s gonna ruin my soul?”
“Not your soul,” he answered, with another smile. “No, not yours!”
Chapter Five
Hester at Her Needle.

Hester Prynne’s time in prison was over. The prison door swung open, and she stepped out into the sunshine. It felt like it was just for her, highlighting the scarlet letter on her chest.
Her first steps alone felt worse than the public shaming they’d described. Back then, she's been fueled by nerves and sheer stubbornness, turning the whole thing into a weird, defiant moment. It was a one-off thing, so she’d used every ounce of strength she had.
Even the law—that stern, powerful force—had held her up through it all. Now, it was different. This was her new reality, a daily thing. She had to face it, using her own strength, or she's gonna break down.
She couldn’t borrow strength from the future anymore. Each day would bring a fresh wave of pain. The next day, and the one after that—all the same, a crushing weight to bear.
The days stretched out ahead, the years piling on, always with the same burden. She could never just drop it. The shame would just keep growing.
 Basically, she’d lose herself completely. She’d become this go-to symbol for preachers and moralists. They’d use her to show off their ideas about women—how fragile and full of “sinful passion” they are.
Young, innocent people would be told to look at her, with the scarlet letter blazing on her chest. They’d see her—the kid of good, respectable parents—the mom of a baby who’s gonna grow up to be a woman—the one who used to be innocent. They’d see her as the real deal when it came to sin.
And when she died, that shame she carried would be the only thing marking her grave.
 It’s kinda wild, right? Like, she had the whole world open to her—not stuck by any rules because of what she’d done, not trapped in that tiny, forgotten Puritan town. She could’ve gone back to Europe, totally changed her look, started over like it was a whole new life.
Plus, the forest was there, dark and mysterious, where her wild side could just blend in with people who didn’t care about the laws that had judged her. But it's still crazy that she stayed put, in the one place where she was basically a walking embarrassment.
But there’s this feeling, this inescapable pull, like fate itself, that makes people stick around, like ghosts, where something huge and defining happened in their lives. And the darker that memory is, the stronger that pull gets. Her sin, her shame—that’s what had taken root in the ground. It was like a second birth, even stronger than the first, that turned that forest—which nobody else could stand—into Hester Prynne’s home, wild and gloomy, but the only one she’s ever known.
Everything else felt foreign, even that village in England where she had a happy childhood and was a pure young woman—like old clothes she's outgrown. The chain that held her here was solid, heavy, and cut into her soul, but she could never break free.
 It could be, anyway—probably was, though she kept it locked away, getting all pale whenever it tried to bubble up from her heart, like a snake slithering out. Maybe another feeling kept her stuck in this whole, messed-up situation.
There was someone she felt connected to, in a way—a bond that wasn’t recognized here, but would bring them together when it really mattered, in front of everyone. It would be their wedding, their place to face what they’re doing.
The devil kept pushing that idea into her head, just laughing at how she’s grabbing onto it, then trying to ditch it. She barely looked at it, just slammed the door on it. What she told herself—what she ended up believing, figuring was her reason for staying in New England—was only half-true, mixed with a whole lot of denial.
“This is where I messed up,” she’s thinking. “And this is where I’m paying for it.” Maybe, just maybe, the constant shame would eventually cleanse her soul, and she’d find a kind of goodness even better than what she lost—a saintly purity, earned through suffering.
 Hester Prynne, so she didn't bail. Out on the edge of town, on the peninsula, but not near anyone else, there was this tiny cottage with a thatched roof. Someone built it a while back, but it got abandoned because the land was useless for farming, and it was too far out for the settlers' social scene. It sat right on the shore, looking out at the forest hills across the water, to the west. A bunch of scraggly trees—the only kind that grew around—didn't really hide the cottage; they just kinda hinted that something should be hidden there, or at least ought to be.
With what little she had, and with permission from the magistrates (who were still keeping a close eye on her), Hester set up shop there with her baby. A weird, suspicious vibe immediately surrounded the place. Kids who were too young to understand why she was shut off from everyone else would sneak close to watch her sewing at the window, or standing in the doorway, or working in her garden, or heading into town. Spotting the scarlet letter on her chest, they'd scatter with a weird, contagious fear.
 Hester’s life was seriously lonely—no one dared to be seen with her. But she wasn’t worried about going hungry. She was super talented at needlework, and it was enough to keep her and her baby fed, even in a place where there wasn’t a ton of work for that kind of skill.
Remember, it was pretty much the only thing women could do back then. The letter on her chest was proof of her amazing talent—the kind of work fancy ladies at court would have killed for to jazz up their silk and gold dresses.
Usually, Puritan clothes were plain and dark. But even those serious folks needed nice things sometimes. Big events like ordinations and when new leaders were chosen needed to feel important. So, there was a certain style—dark, but still carefully put together.
Official guys had to look the part: fancy ruffs, intricately embroidered cuffs, and gloves dripping with detail. Rich or important people could rock that look, even though regular folks weren't allowed to be that extra with their clothes.
 Funerals were always happening, too. Whether it was for the clothes of the deceased or to show how sad everyone was with black fabric and white linen, people often needed Hester Prynne’s help. Baby clothes—because babies back then wore fancy outfits—were another way for her to make money.
 Gradually, her stuff became totally trendy. Maybe people felt bad for her, having such a rough life. Or maybe they were just morbidly curious about anything, even if it was kinda basic. Whatever the reason – it’s still the same now – she just had this thing. People wanted it. She had tons of work, and she got paid well for it.
Even vanity got in on it. Fancy people wore her clothes for special events. You’d see her needlework on the Governor’s collar, on military scarves, even on the minister’s band. Babies rocked her designs in their caps. And sometimes, her work ended up stuck in coffins, just rotting away.
But it’s never been said that anyone asked her to make a wedding veil – you know, the one a bride wears. That one little thing showed how hard society was on her, because of her past.
 Hester didn’t want much—just enough to get by, plain and simple, for herself and her kid. Her clothes were basic, dark, and kinda drab, except for that one thing—the scarlet letter—which she was stuck wearing. Her daughter’s clothes, though? Totally different. Super creative, almost like something out of a dream, which really brought out the little girl’s charm. We’ll talk more about that later. Besides taking care of her kid, Hester gave away pretty much everything extra to people even worse off than her, even when they were rude. She spent a lot of time making simple clothes for those in need. It’s like she was trying to pay her dues, sacrificing her own happiness by putting in so many hours on tough work. Deep down, she had this rich, luxurious side—a love for beautiful things, which, aside from her amazing needlework, she didn't really get to explore. Women find a special joy in sewing, something guys just don’t get. For Hester Prynne, it might have been a way to express—and calm—the passion of her life. But like everything else, she pushed it away as a sin. This constant worrying about something so small didn't seem like real, honest regret, but something else—something potentially really messed up, hiding underneath.
 So, Hester Prynne ended up having a role to play in the world. Despite her strong personality and unique abilities, she couldn't just shake off the mark she carried—it was way worse for a woman's heart than what Cain had on his forehead. But in every interaction, she felt like an outsider. Every look, every word, even the silence around her, made it clear she was banished, totally alone, like she lived on another planet or felt things differently than everyone else.
She was close to the moral stuff going on, but also separate from it, like a ghost checking out a familiar fireplace, but unable to be seen or felt. She couldn't share in the happy moments or grieve with the sadness—and if she somehow did show sympathy, it just caused terror and disgust. Seriously, that's all she got from the world—scorn and bitterness.
It wasn’t exactly a sensitive time, and even though she knew her situation and wasn't going to forget it, it felt like a fresh wave of pain every time someone touched a vulnerable spot. The poor people she tried to help often yelled at the hand offering support. Even the fancy ladies she worked for would drip negativity into her heart—sometimes with this sneaky, twisted way women can turn ordinary things into poison, and sometimes with just a straight-up harsh comment that felt like a blow to an open wound.
 Hester had really practiced keeping her cool. She never reacted to the shade, just a blush creeping up her pale cheeks, then fading back down. She was patient, like a total martyr, but she didn’t even pray for the people throwing shade. She was afraid her forgiving thoughts would somehow turn into a curse, you know?
 Again and again, in countless ways, she felt the endless waves of pain that had been so cleverly planned for her by the never-ending, always-working judgment of the Puritan court. Ministers would stop on the street to offer words of warning, drawing a crowd with a mix of smiles and frowns around the poor, sinful woman. If she went into a church, hoping to share the Sunday smile of the Universal Father, she’d often find herself the focus of the sermon. She started to dread kids; they’d picked up a vague idea from their parents that there was something scary about this gloomy woman, silently moving through town, with only one child ever with her. So, after letting her pass, they'd follow her from a distance, yelling high-pitched cries and saying a word that didn't even mean anything to them, but was still awful to hear coming from their lips. It felt like everyone knew her shame—like nature itself was spreading the story! It would have hurt even more if the trees rustled it or the summer breeze whispered it—if the winter wind shrieked it out loud! Another weird kind of pain came from the look of a new person. When strangers stared at the scarlet letter—and they always did—it felt like they were branding her all over again. Sometimes, she almost wanted to cover the symbol with her hand, but she never did. But then, a familiar gaze was just as bad. That cool, knowing stare was unbearable. Basically, from beginning to end, Hester Prynne always felt this awful pain when someone looked at the mark. The spot never got used to it; it seemed to get even more sensitive with each day’s torture.
 Sometimes, though—like, once every few weeks or even months—she’d feel an eye on the mark, a real person looking. It was a quick moment of relief, almost like someone understood half her pain. But then it all flooded back, even worse, a deeper ache. Because in that tiny space of time, she’s messed up again. Was Hester the only one who’d done wrong?
 Her imagination was kinda messed up, and if she’d been a softer person, intellectually and morally, it would’ve been even worse, considering how lonely and painful her life was. Walking around, with those solitary footsteps, in her little world—the one she was outwardly connected to—it sometimes felt to Hester—even if it was just her imagination, it was too strong to ignore—that the scarlet letter had given her a new kind of sense. She was freaked out by the idea, but couldn’t shake it, that it gave her a weird understanding of the hidden sins in other people’s hearts. She was terrified by what she was seeing. What was it? Could it be just the bad angel whispering, trying to convince her—the woman who was only halfway his—that pretending to be pure was a total lie, and that if everyone showed the truth, a scarlet letter would pop up on a bunch of other people besides Hester Prynne? Or, did she have to accept these hints—so vague, but still clear—as reality? Nothing else in her awful life felt as awful or disgusting as this feeling. It confused her as much as it shocked her, because it happened at such random, inappropriate times. Sometimes, the red mark on her chest would give a sympathetic pulse, as she passed a respected minister or magistrate—the ideal of piety and justice, who people in that old-fashioned time looked up to as if he was practically an angel. “What’s about to go down?” Hester would ask herself.
 Looking up, she’s gonna see nothing human, except for this real-life saint! Again, this whole mystic vibe would pop off, as she meets the judging look of some older woman. Apparently, everyone says this woman’s been icy cold her whole life.
That chill inside her, and the burning shame on Hester Prynne’s—what do they even have in common? Or, she’s gonna get this electric jolt, a heads-up: “Hey Hester, look! A friend!” She looks up and catches the eye of a young girl glancing at the scarlet letter. The girl looks away, her cheeks flushing with a quick, shy blush, like her goodness got a little tainted by that look.
O Fiend, whose charm was that crazy symbol, couldn't you leave anything—anything at all—for this poor girl to admire? Losing faith like that is seriously one of the saddest things sin can do. It proves that even though Hester’s messed up, and stuck with this harsh law, she’s still fighting to believe that no one else is as guilty as she is.
 Seriously, the gossips—they were always cooking up some wild story, right?—had this take on the scarlet letter. They said it wasn’t just red fabric, dyed like, normally. Nope. They swore it was glowing red-hot, like burning with hellfire. You could see it blazing whenever Hester Prynne went out at night.
And honestly? It burned Hester so deep, you gotta wonder if there was more to the rumor than we'd want to believe now.
Chapter Six
Pearl.

We haven't really talked about the baby yet. That little kid—whose innocent life popped up, thanks to some crazy twist of fate, like a gorgeous, forever flower, from a really messed-up passion. It was so weird to the sad woman as she watched her grow, seeing her beauty get brighter every day, and her smarts shining all over this kid's face. Her Pearl!—That’s what Hester called her. Not because she looked calm or pure, like a pearl would. But because the baby was so precious—everything Hester had, her only treasure! Seriously, it was wild! People marked this woman’s sin with a scarlet letter, and it was so powerful and awful that no one could feel sorry for her unless they were messed up too. But God, because of the sin people punished, gave her this beautiful kid. The baby belonged right there on that dishonored chest, connecting her mom to all of humanity, and eventually becoming a blessed soul in heaven. But these thoughts made Hester Prynne feel more worried than hopeful. She knew her deed was bad; she couldn't believe the result would be good. Every day, she anxiously watched the kid grow, always scared she’d see something dark or strange, something that matched the guilt she came from.
 There was nothing physically wrong with her. Seriously, she was perfect. Her shape, her energy, how easily she moved—it was like she belonged in Eden, totally worthy of being left there to mess around with the angels after everyone else got kicked out. She had this natural cool that doesn't always go with being conventionally beautiful. Even her clothes, no matter how basic, looked amazing on her, like they were made for her.
But little Pearl wasn't wearing simple stuff. Her mom, for reasons that's gonna make sense later, got the most expensive fabrics she could find and let her imagination run wild with Pearl’s outfits whenever they went out. Seriously, the kid looked amazing in those clothes, and she was already gorgeous, so the fancy robes just made her shine even brighter—like a spotlight on a dark room.
And get this: even when she was wearing a ripped, dirty dress from playing outside, she still looked perfect. Pearl was like a bunch of different kids all rolled into one, from a cute little peasant baby to a tiny princess. But she always had this intense vibe, this depth to her—she never lost it. If she ever got faded or pale, she wouldn’t even be Pearl anymore!
 Her changing appearance pretty much showed what was going on inside. She seemed deep and complex, but—or maybe Hester was just worried—she didn’t really fit into the world she was born into. The kid just couldn’t follow rules. Bringing her into existence had broken a big law, and the result was someone with beautiful, brilliant parts, but totally chaotic. Or maybe they had their own kind of order, making it hard to see how things connected or made sense. Hester could only guess at the child's personality—and she wasn’s really sure she was getting it right—remembering what she’s been like during that huge time when Pearl was growing, absorbing her soul from the spiritual world and her body from the earth. Hester’s intense emotions had been the way those feelings got to the baby. Even though they were pure to start, they’d picked up all the colors of her life: deep reds and golds, a fiery glow, dark shadows, and raw energy. Most of all, the battles Hester fought back then lived on in Pearl. She saw her own wild, desperate, defiant attitude, the way her moods shifted, and even some of the sad, gloomy feelings that had haunted her. They were brightened by a young child’s spirit now, but later on, they could bring on some serious storms.
 Back then, family discipline was way stricter than it is now. A frown, a harsh word, or even the rod—people used that stuff, claiming it was in the Bible—not just for when kids did something wrong, but to build good habits and character. Hester Prynne, though, the only mom to this one kid, wasn't likely to be too hard on her. Remembering her own mistakes and tough times, she tried early on to be firm but gentle with the little one she was responsible for. But it was just too much for her. After trying smiles and frowns, and seeing neither one really worked, Hester had to let Pearl just do her own thing. Physical control worked, for a bit. But when it came to anything else—trying to teach her something or get her to feel a certain way—it was a crapshoot whether Pearl would even pay attention, depending on her mood. Hester learned to spot a certain look that told her it was pointless to argue, reason, or beg. It was a look that was so smart but also weird, sometimes even mean, but usually with a wild energy. Hester would wonder if Pearl was even a regular kid. She seemed more like a playful spirit, having fun in the house for a while, then just disappearing with a teasing grin.
 Whenever that look flashed in her wild, bright, super-black eyes, she felt distant, like she wasn't really there. It was like she was floating, and could just disappear—like a random sparkle, showing up out of nowhere and then vanishing. Seeing it, Hester would dash over to the kid—to chase after the little sprite who was always taking off—to grab her close and shower her with tight hugs and kisses. Not really because she was overflowing with love, but to make sure Pearl was real, not just a dream. But Pearl’s laugh, when she was caught, was so happy and musical, it actually made Hester even more unsure than before.
 Totally heartbroken by this crazy, confusing vibe that kept popping up between her and her everything—the person she’d poured her heart into, who meant the whole world to her—Hester would sometimes just lose it and cry. Then, like, you never knew how it would play out—Pearl might scowl, ball up her tiny fist, and make this super serious, unimpressed face. She'd often burst out laughing again, louder than before, like she couldn't even grasp human sadness. Or—but this was rare—she'd have a full-on meltdown, sobbing about how much she loved her mom, saying broken words, like she was trying to prove she had a heart by crushing it. But Hester couldn't really rely on that intense feeling; it would just disappear as quickly as it came. Thinking about all this, Hester felt like she’d summoned a spirit, but messed up the magic, and couldn't get the key phrase to control this new, weird intelligence. Her only real peace was when Pearl was sleeping soundly. Then she knew she was safe, and felt hours of quiet, sad, amazing happiness—until, like, Pearl would wake up with that strange look in her eyes!
 How fast—seriously, it was crazy!—did Pearl get to an age where she could hang out with other people, beyond just her mom’s smiles and baby talk? It would have been amazing if Hester Prynne could have heard her clear, sweet voice with all the other kids, and picked out her own little girl's voice in all the noise. But that just wasn't gonna happen. Pearl was born an outsider. An imp, a sign of sin—she didn't belong with the other kids. It was wild how she seemed to know she was alone; that there was this invisible wall around her; just how different her situation was. Hester never went out in public without her. Everywhere they went in town, Pearl was there—first as a baby in her arms, then as this little girl, her mom's tiny sidekick, gripping her finger tight and keeping up with three or four steps for every one of Hester's. She’d see the other kids in the town, hanging out on the grassy streets or at their houses, doing whatever the strict Puritan rules allowed—maybe pretending to go to church, or pretending to punish Quakers, or playing “scalp the Indians,” or scaring each other with fake magic tricks. Pearl would watch, and stare, but never try to be friends. If someone talked to her, she wouldn't say anything back. Sometimes the kids would crowd around her, but Pearl would get super mad, picking up rocks to throw, yelling in a high-pitched, jumbled mess that made Hester nervous—it sounded like a witch's curse in some language she didn't know.
 Honestly, those little Puritans were seriously intense—like, the most intolerant group ever. They got this weird vibe, something totally out of the ordinary, about Hester and Pearl. They just dismissed them, and often straight-up roasted them. Pearl felt it, and she hated them back, a kid's full-on, burning hatred.
Those bursts of anger were actually a comfort to Hester. At least she could understand what Pearl was feeling, instead of those random, frustrating mood swings. Still, it freaked her out to see a bit of her own darkness reflected in Pearl.
All that animosity and passion? Pearl inherited it, fair and square, from Hester’s heart. Mom and daughter were both shut off from everyone else. And in Pearl, Hester saw those same restless feelings that had troubled her before Pearl was born, but were slowly calming down thanks to motherhood.
 At home, around her mom’s cottage, Pearl didn’t need a huge group of friends. Her imagination was always buzzing, sending out vibes and connecting with everything around her, like a lighter sparking a flame. A stick, a pile of rags, even a flower—they were all puppets in Pearl’s magic, changing in her mind to fit whatever story she was playing out. Her voice did it all, for a ton of imaginary people, young and old.
The pine trees, dark and serious, groaning in the wind, instantly became Puritan elders. Even the ugliest weeds in the garden were their kids, and Pearl would stomp them down, no mercy. It was wild, how she threw herself into different characters, jumping from one to the next, always supercharged. It was like watching the Northern Lights—a crazy, flickering show.
You might see this kind of imagination in other kids, too, especially ones who are naturally clever. But Pearl didn’s have a lot of real-life friends, so she spent more time with the characters she made up. The weird thing was, she felt kinda hostile towards all these creations of her own mind.
 She never made any friends, always just tossing out dragon's teeth. And from them popped up a whole bunch of armed enemies. She’d rush into battle against them.
It was seriously heartbreaking—like, imagine how a mom would feel, knowing she caused it—to see someone so young always expecting the world to be against her. And to see her training so hard, getting ready for the fight she knew was coming.
 Hester Prynne would often stop what she was doing, staring at Pearl. Then she’s just cry, letting out a pain she really wanted to hide. It just burst out, like a mix of words and a groan—"Oh, God, if you’re still my Father—what is this thing I’m bringing into the world?” Pearl would hear her, or somehow just know about her sadness. Then she’d turn her bright, beautiful little face to her mom, smile with this playful, smart look, and go right back to playing.
 There's one thing about the kid's behavior that hasn't been mentioned yet. The very first thing she noticed when she came into the world was—what?—not her mom’s smile. Other babies do that, right? They respond with that tiny, almost-smile, that little mouth thing. Everyone debates whether it was really a smile later on. Not Pearl! The first thing she seemed to notice was—let's just say it—the scarlet letter on Hester’s chest!
One day, as her mom leaned over the crib, the baby’s eyes caught the sparkle of the gold embroidery around the letter. She reached out her little hand and grabbed it, smiling—not hesitantly, but with a knowing look. It made her look way older than she was. Then, Hester Prynne gasped and clutched the letter, trying to rip it off. It hurt so much, that little hand’s touch! Again, as if her mom’s worried move was just a game, little Pearl looked right at her and smiled!
From that point on, Hester never felt safe—not even for a second. She couldn’t really enjoy anything. Sometimes weeks would go by where Pearl didn’t even glance at the letter. But then, bam! It would happen out of nowhere, like a sudden shock. Always with that weird smile and that look in her eyes.
 Once, this weird, elvish look flashed in the child’s eyes, while Hester was checking out her reflection in them—like moms do. Suddenly—because women alone and with heavy hearts get tripped up by strange things—she thought she saw not her own face, but another one, in Pearl’s tiny black eyes. It was a face, kinda creepy, full of sly smiles, but still looked like someone she knew well, though rarely with a smile, and never with any meanness. It was like an evil spirit had taken over the kid, and was just popping out to tease. Hester was haunted by that same feeling a bunch of times after.
One summer afternoon, when Pearl was old enough to run around, she was having a blast picking wildflowers and tossing them, one by one, at her mom’s chest. She’s bouncing up and down like a little elf whenever she hit the scarlet letter. Hester’s first instinct was to cover her chest with her hands. But, whether it was pride or just accepting things, or a feeling that her punishment was best served by this crazy pain, she held back and sat straight, pale as a ghost, looking into Pearl’s wild eyes. The flower attack kept coming, almost always hitting the mark, and covering her mom’s chest with hurts she couldn't heal, not here, and she didn't know how to look for it anywhere else. Finally, when she ran out of flowers, the kid froze and stared at Hester, with that little, devilish look peeking out—or, at least, Hester thought it was—from the deep, dark pit of her black eyes.
“Hey, kid, what are you?” her mom asked.
“Oh, I’m your little Pearl!” the kid replied.
 But as she said it, Pearl laughed and started bouncing around, like a little sprite about to zoom up the chimney.
“Are you really my kid?” asked Hester.
She wasn’t just being casual, though; for a moment, she was really serious. Pearl was so smart, her mom almost wondered if she knew the secret of how she was born and might spill the beans.
“Yeah, I’m little Pearl!” the child repeated, still goofing around.
“You’re not my kid! You’re not my Pearl!” said the mom, kind of joking around, because sometimes a playful urge would hit her even when she was hurting bad. “Tell me, then, what you are and who sent you here.”
“Tell me, Mom!” said the child seriously, coming up to Hester and snuggling into her knees. “You tell me!”
“Your Heavenly Father sent you!” answered Hester Prynne.
But she said it with a pause that the child totally noticed. Whether it was just her usual weirdness or if a bad spirit was pushing her, she raised her tiny finger and touched the scarlet letter.
“He didn’s send me!” she yelled, for real. “I don’t have a Heavenly Father!”
“Shush, Pearl, shush!” said the mom, holding back a groan. “He sent us all into this world. He sent even me, your mom. So, way more you! Or, if not, you strange and fairy-like kid, where did you even come from?”
“Tell me! Tell me!” repeated Pearl, no longer serious, but laughing and dancing around the floor. “You have to tell me!”
 But Hester couldn't figure it out, because she was totally lost in her own doubts. She remembered—with a smile and a shiver—what people in the nearby towns were saying. They were trying so hard to find out who Pearl’s dad was. And because of some of Pearl’s weird quirks, they started saying that poor little Pearl was a demon baby. Apparently, ever since way back in Catholic times, those things had shown up on Earth because of their mom's sins, to do something nasty and evil. Luther, according to the gossip from his monk enemies, was one of those hellish kids. And Pearl wasn't the only child people thought had a shady origin—New England Puritans thought that too.
Chapter Seven
The Governor’s Hall.

Hester Prynne went to Governor Bellingham’s place one day. She brought gloves she’d fringed and embroidered, made exactly how he wanted. He was planning to wear them for a big state thing. Even though he wasn’t the top dog anymore—a popular vote knocked him down a bit—he was still important and had a lot of influence with the colonial leaders.
 Hester had a way bigger reason than just wanting to drop off a pair of embroidered gloves that made her seek out Governor Bellingham. Word was getting around that some of the town’s most serious folks – the ones who were super strict about religion and government – were trying to take Pearl away from her. They figured, since Pearl was supposedly a demon child, it was their duty to protect Hester’s soul. But, if Pearl could grow up to be good and saved, wouldn’t she be better off with someone who could give her a better chance? Governor Bellingham was supposedly one of the main people pushing for it.
It sounds kinda wild, right? Nowadays, this would just be a small-town issue handled by the selectmen. But back then, even serious stuff got debated by the big shots. It was a time when things were way simpler. They even argued about a pig once, and it ended up changing the whole way the government worked!
 Worried, for sure—but also super confident and feeling like she was totally in the right, even against the whole world—Hester Prynne headed out from her quiet cottage. Little Pearl was, naturally, with her. She was old enough to skip along beside her mom, and she was always on the move, from sunrise to sunset, and could’ve walked way further than they needed to. Still, sometimes, just because she felt like it, she’d demand to be picked up. But then she's be just as bossy about being put down again, and she'd zoom ahead on the grassy path, tripping and tumbling all over the place. We’ve talked about Pearl’s amazing, gorgeous looks—a beauty that just glowed. She had a bright complexion, eyes that were intense and sparkly, and hair that was already a deep, shiny brown, practically black in a few years. There was fire in her, through and through; she felt like an unplanned burst of passion. Her mom, when picking out her clothes, let her imagination run wild, putting her in a bright red velvet dress with crazy, fancy gold stitching. That much color, which would’ve made someone with paler cheeks look washed out, totally suited Pearl’s beauty and made her like a tiny, bright flame dancing on the earth.
 It was a wild thing about this outfit, and honestly, about Pearl’s whole vibe, that it totally reminded you of the scarlet letter Hester Prynne had to wear. It was like the scarlet letter, but alive! Hester, as if the red shame was burned into her brain, had carefully made it look like that; spending tons of time being extra clever to make Pearl look like the emblem of her guilt and pain. But really, Pearl was the letter, and that's why Hester was so good at making her look like it.
As they walked into town, the Puritan kids stopped playing—or what they called playing, those gloomy little ones—and started talking seriously:
“Look! There’s the woman with the scarlet letter, and… seriously, there’s a tiny version of the scarlet letter running with her!” one said. “Let’s throw mud at them!”
But Pearl, who was a total daredevil, frowned, stomped her foot, and shook her little hand, making a bunch of threatening moves. Then, she just bolted at the group of kids and scared them away. She was like a tiny, fierce disease—scarlet fever or some kind of half-grown angel of judgment—sent to punish the younger generation. She screamed and shouted, too, so loud that the kids probably jumped out of their skins. After winning, Pearl just came back to her mom and smiled up at her.
 They finally got to Governor Bellingham's place. It was a huge wooden house, like you still see in older towns – all mossy and falling apart, kinda sad from all the stuff that's happened inside. But back then, it looked fresh and happy, sunshine streaming from the windows. It felt like a real home, untouched by death.
Seriously, it was bright! The walls were covered in stucco mixed with bits of broken glass. When the sun hit it, it sparkled like someone had tossed diamonds all over the place. It was more like Aladdin’s palace than the house of a serious, old Puritan.
Plus, there were these weird symbols and drawings all over it, totally in style for the time. They were set into the stucco and had become super solid, meant to impress people for years to come.
Pearl stared, totally mesmerized. She started jumping around and demanded they just rip off all that sunshine and let her play with it.
“No, little Pearl,” her mom said. “You gotta find your own sunshine. I don’t have any to give you.”
 They headed for the door—it was arched, with skinny towers on either side. Each tower had lattice windows and wooden shutters. Hester Prynne grabbed the iron hammer hanging by the entrance and gave a knock. A bond-servant answered. He was a free-born Englishman, but now a seven-year slave.
For those seven years, he belonged to his master, just like property—as much as an ox or a stool. He wore a blue coat, the usual thing for servants back then, even way back in England’s old halls.
“Is Governor Bellingham around?” Hester asked.
“Yep,” the bond-servant replied, eyes wide at the scarlet letter—he’s new to the country and had never seen anything like it. “The Governor’s in. But he’s got some ministers and a doctor with him. You can’t see him right now.”
“I’ll come in anyway,” Hester said. The bond-servant, probably guessing she was a big deal because of her confident look and the sparkly symbol on her chest, didn’t stop her.
 The mother and little Pearl were let into the entrance hall. Governor Bellingham had designed his new house to feel like a fancy place back home—you know, like the houses of well-off guys. It was a big, pretty high hall that stretched all the way through the house, making it easy to get around.
Windows in the two towers at one end lit up the room, creating little nooks on either side of the doorway. The other end was brighter, even with a curtain, thanks to one of those huge windows you read about in old books. There was a comfy, deep seat there too.
A big book—probably about English history or something—lay on the cushion. Just like we toss pretty books on our coffee tables these days, for show. The hall had some serious chairs with carved oak flowers, and a matching table. Everything was from the Elizabethan era, or even earlier—real heirlooms from the Governor’s family.
A big pewter tankard sat on the table, a reminder of old-school English hospitality. If Hester or Pearl had looked inside, they would’ve seen the last bits of ale.
 A bunch of portraits lined the wall, showing off the Bellingham family’s ancestors. Some were decked out in armor, others in fancy ruffs and robes. They all had that serious, stern look you always see in old portraits. It was like they were actual ghosts, not just pictures, judging everyone living.
In the middle of the oak paneling in the hall hung a suit of armor—not an old family heirloom, but brand new. It was made by a skilled armorer in London, the same year Governor Bellingham arrived in New England. There was a steel helmet, a breastplate, a gorget, and greaves, plus gauntlets and a sword. Everything, especially the helmet and breastplate, was so polished it practically glowed, reflecting light all over the floor. This wasn’t just for show; the Governor had worn it in lots of important drills and training sessions, and it had even glittered at the head of a regiment during the Pequod war. Even though he was a lawyer, used to talking about Bacon, Coke, Noye, and Finch, this new country had turned Governor Bellingham into a soldier, a statesman, and a ruler.
Little Pearl—who loved the armor just as much as she’d loved the house's shiny front—spent a while looking into the polished surface of the breastplate.
“Mom,” she shouted, “I see you in here! Look! Look!”
 Hester glanced at the child, just playing along; and she noticed that, because of this weird curved mirror, the scarlet letter looked huge and extra noticeable—it was totally the biggest thing about her. It felt like she was hidden behind it, honestly. Pearl pointed up, too, at a similar picture in the mirror above; she grinned at her mom, with that mischievous look she always had. The mirror bounced that look back, making it even bigger and brighter, so Hester Prynne felt like it couldn’t be her kid’s image, but some little imp trying to copy Pearl.
“Come on, Pearl,” she said, pulling her closer. “Let’s check out this garden. Maybe we’ll see some flowers; even prettier ones than in the woods.”
Pearl ran to the window at the end of the hall and looked down a path lined with short grass and some sad little bushes. It was clear the owner had given up trying to make it like an English garden—the soil was rough and everything was a struggle. You could see cabbages growing right there; and a huge pumpkin vine had stretched across the yard, dropping one of its giant pumpkins right under the window—like a warning to the Governor that this giant veggie was as fancy as New England could get. There were a few rose bushes, and some apple trees, probably the ones planted by Reverend Mr. Blackstone, the first settler. That legendary dude who supposedly rode around on a bull—a real character in our early stories.
 Pearl, spotting the rose bushes, burst into tears, wanting a red rose and refusing to calm down.
“Shhh, sweetie, shhh!” her mom said, sounding really serious. “Don’t cry, little Pearl! I hear voices out there. The Governor’s coming, and a bunch of other guys too!”
Sure enough, you could see a group of people making their way down the garden path towards the house. Pearl totally ignored her mom trying to stop her and let out a wild scream, then went quiet. It wasn’t because she was being obedient, but because she was super curious about these new arrivals.
Chapter Eight
The Elf-child and the Minister.

Governor Bellingham, rocking a loose gown and comfy cap—that’s just how older guys liked to chill at home—was leading the way, showing off his land and talking about all the cool upgrades he planned. A huge ruff, way down under his gray beard, like something from King James’s time, made his head look a bit like John the Baptist in a bowl. His look was pretty stiff and serious, like he's been freezing for ages, but it didn’t really match all the fancy stuff he’d clearly put into his place. It’s a mistake to think our serious ancestors—even though they saw life as a tough test and were ready to give up anything for what they believed—felt bad about enjoying the good things in life, or even a little luxury, if it was available. Pastor John Wilson, the respected clergyman whose white beard peeked out behind Governor Bellingham, didn't preach that way either. He was talking about how pears and peaches could grow here, and maybe even purple grapes on a sunny wall. Raised in the wealthy English Church, the old pastor had a real taste for the good life. Even though he could be strict from the pulpit, or when calling out someone like Hester Prynne, his kind heart in private earned him way more love than any of his fellow preachers.
 Behind the Governor and Mr. Wilson came two other guests: Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, who you might remember from Hester Prynne’s public shaming; and Roger Chillingworth, an older dude who was a really skilled doctor and had been living in town for a few years. Everyone knew this smart guy was both the doctor and a friend to the young minister, who's been seriously run down lately from working way too hard as a pastor.
The Governor, ahead of his guests, went up a few steps and opened the big window to the hall. He spotted little Pearl right away. The curtain’s shadow fell on Hester Prynne, partly hiding her.
“Who’s this?” said Governor Bellingham, surprised by the little girl in red. “Seriously, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything like it, not even back in King James’s time, when I thought it was a big deal to get into a fancy mask ball! There were always tons of these tiny figures during the holidays; we called them the children of the Lord of Misrule. But how did this little guest get in my hall?”
“Wow!” said good old Mr. Wilson. “What’s this little bird with scarlet feathers? It reminds me of figures I’ve seen when the sun shone through a stained-glass window, making golden and crimson patterns on the floor. But that was back in the old country. Hey, kiddo, what's your name and why is your mom dressing you up like this? Are you a Christian kid—huh? Do you know your catechism? Or are you one of those naughty elves or fairies, which we thought we’d left behind in merry old England, along with all the other stuff from Papistry?”
“I’m my mom’s kid,” said the little girl in red, “and my name is Pearl!”
 “Pearl?—Ruby, more like!—or Coral!—or Red Rose, at the very least, looking at your color!” responded the old minister, reaching out to pat little Pearl on the cheek, but missing. “But where’s your mom? Oh! I see,” he added, turning to Governor Bellingham and whispering, “This is the kid we talked about; and look, there’s the mom, Hester Prynne, her mother!”
“Really?” cried the Governor. “We probably figured a kid like that would have a mom who’s a scarlet woman, a real icon! But she’s showing up at a good time; we’ll sort this out ASAP.”
Governor Bellingham stepped through the window into the hall, followed by his three guests.
“Hester Prynne,” he said, looking directly at the person wearing the scarlet letter, “there’s been a lot of talk about you lately. We’re trying to figure out if we’re doing the right thing by letting an immortal soul, like the kid, be raised by someone who’s messed up. Speak up, the child’s mom! Don’t you think it’s best for your little one to be taken away, dressed nicely, and taught proper manners and good values? What can you even offer the child?”
“I can teach my little Pearl what I’ve learned from this!” answered Hester Prynne, pointing to the red symbol.
“Woman, it’s your mark of shame!” replied the stern magistrate. “It’s because of what that letter means that we want to give your child to someone else.”
 “Still,” said the mom, calmly, though she was getting paler, “this badge has taught me—it's teaching me every day—it's teaching me right now—lessons that might help my kid, even if they don't help me at all.”
“We’ll be careful,” said Bellingham. “Let’s really think about what we’re doing. Good Master Wilson, could you check out Pearl—that's her name—and see if she’s been raised like a normal kid should?”
The old minister sat down in a comfy chair and tried to pull Pearl onto his lap. But the kid, not used to being touched or close to anyone but her mom, slipped out the window and stood on the top step. She looked like a crazy-cool tropical bird, with bright feathers, ready to fly away. Mr. Wilson was pretty surprised—he was a grandpa type and usually a huge hit with kids—but he still tried to examine her.
“Pearl,” he said seriously, “you gotta pay attention so that one day you can wear the pearl of great price. Can you tell me, sweetie, who made you?”
 Now Pearl totally knew who made her. Hester Prynne, who came from a super religious family, had already started telling her all about her Heavenly Father. Pearl, seriously, for a three-year-old, was already way ahead. She could’ve aced a test on the New England Primer, or even the first part of the Westminster Catechisms—even though she's never actually seen either. But that kid energy, you know? Pearl had a ton of it. And right at the worst possible time, it took over. She wouldn’t answer questions, or she’d just blurt out something random. After sticking her finger in her mouth and refusing to answer Mr. Wilson, she finally said she hadn't been made—her mom just plucked her from the rose bush by the prison.
That probably came from seeing the Governor’s red roses, since she was standing by the window. Plus, she remembered the rose bush outside the prison on her way here.
Old Roger Chillingworth, with a sly smile, whispered something to the young minister. Hester Prynne glanced at the doctor, and even though her whole future was on the line, she was shocked by how much he’d changed. He looked so much worse—his face was darker, and he seemed more twisted than she remembered. She caught his eyes for a second, then forced herself to focus on what was happening.
 “This is seriously messed up!” the Governor exclaimed, still reeling from Pearl’s response. “A three-year-old, and she doesn’t even know who her parent is! No question, she's clueless about her soul, how bad things are now, and what's gonna happen down the road! Honestly, I think we're done here.”
Hester grabbed Pearl and pulled her close, facing the old Puritan official with a pretty intense look. Alone in the world, rejected by everyone, and with this one kid keeping her going, she felt like she had every right to protect her – and she was ready to fight for it.
“God gave me this kid!” she cried. “He gave her back to me for everything else you all took! She’s my happiness!—She’s also a total pain, though! Pearl keeps me alive! Pearl also punishes me! Don’t you see? She’s like the scarlet letter, only capable of being loved, and with a million times more power to make me pay for my sin! You’re not taking her! I’ll die first!”
“My poor woman,” the kind old minister said, “the child will be taken care of!—Better than you could do it, for sure!”
“God gave her to me!” Hester Prynne repeated, her voice almost a scream. “I’m not giving her up!” And then, without thinking, she turned to the young preacher, Mr. Dimmesdale, who she’d barely even looked at until now. “Say something for me!” she cried. “You were my pastor, you knew my soul, and you know me better than these guys do. I’m not losing my kid! Say something for me! You get it – you’re empathetic, unlike these men!—You know what's in my heart, what a mom’s rights are, and how much stronger they are when a mom’s got nothing but her kid and the scarlet letter! You tell them! I’m not losing my kid! You tell them!”
 At this crazy, one-of-a-kind plea, which made it seem like Hester Prynne was totally losing it, the young minister stepped forward right away. He was pale, clutching his heart—that was just how he was, always getting worked up. He looked even more worn down and thin than we remembered from when Hester was publicly shamed. Whether it was his health or something else, his big, dark eyes held a ton of pain, all troubled and sad.
“She’s telling the truth,” the minister started, his voice soft, shaky, but strong enough to echo in the hall—the armor even rang with it. “What Hester says is true, and the feeling behind it is real too! God gave her the child, and He also gave her this weird, natural understanding of what it needs—something no one else has. Plus, isn’t there something seriously sacred about the bond between this mom and her kid?”
“Yeah, how's that?” the Governor cut in. “Lay it out for us, please!”
 “It has to be this way,” the minister started again. “Because, if we think otherwise, aren't we basically saying the Heavenly Father, the one who made everything, didn't care about a sin? Like, He doesn’t see a big difference between bad desires and real love? This kid, who comes from her dad’s mistake and her mom’s embarrassment, came from God’s hands, to change her heart in so many ways. The woman who’s begging so hard, with so much pain, has a right to keep her. It was meant to be a blessing; the only real blessing in her life! She told us it was meant to be payback, too—a constant ache, a sting, a never-ending pain mixed with happiness! Doesn’t she show it through this poor kid, who reminds us of that mark on her chest?”
“You got it, again!” Mr. Wilson chimed in. “I was worried she’d just turn her kid into a show.”
“Oh, no!—Not at all!” Mr. Dimmesdale went on. “She knows, believe me, that God did something amazing by bringing this kid into the world. And I think she feels—and I really think it’s true—that this gift was meant, above all else, to keep her soul alive and stop her from falling into even worse sin, the kind Satan might try to pull her into! That's why it’s good for this poor, sinful woman to have a child, someone who can feel eternal happiness or sadness, and who she has to take care of. Someone who can be raised to do good, who will remind her of her mistake every time, but who also teaches her—like a promise from the Creator—that if she brings the child to heaven, the child will bring her there too! In that way, the sinful mother is actually happier than the sinful father. So, for Hester Prynne’s sake, and for the kid’s sake, let’s leave them where Providence has put them!”
 “You’re talking with a lot of intensity, my friend,” said old Roger Chillingworth, smiling at him.
“And there’s a lot of weight to what my younger brother said,” added Reverend Wilson. “What do you think, Master Bellingham? Doesn’t he make a good case for the poor woman?”
“He definitely does,” answered the magistrate. “He made such good points, we’ll leave things as they are—for now, at least. As long as there’s no more drama with the woman. We need to make sure the kid gets regular catechism lessons, either from you or Master Dimmesdale. Plus, when the time’s right, the tithing-men need to make sure she goes to school and church.”
 The young minister stopped talking and stepped back a bit from the group, his face hidden behind the thick curtains. The sunlight cast a shaky shadow of his figure on the floor, showing how intense his appeal had been. Pearl, that little wild thing, tiptoed over to him and grabbed his hand with both of hers, then pressed her cheek against it. It was such a sweet, quiet touch that her mom, watching, wondered, “Is that even my Pearl?” She knew there was love in the child’s heart, even if it usually showed up as passion, and she’s barely seen her be this gentle, like, twice in her whole life.
The minister—because, let’s be real, nothing’s sweeter than a kid showing you spontaneous love, a real sign you’re worth loving—looked around, put his hand on the child’s head, paused for a second, and kissed her forehead. Pearl’s sudden sentimental mood didn't last long; she laughed and skipped down the hall, so light she practically floated. Old Mr. Wilson even wondered if her toes even touched the floor.
“That little kid’s got witchcraft in her, I swear,” he said to Mr. Dimmesdale. “She doesn’t need an old lady’s broomstick to fly!”
“A strange kid,” remarked old Roger Chillingworth. “You can totally see her mom in her. Do you think it’s within a philosopher’s research, guys, to figure out what makes that kid tick and guess who her dad is?”
 “Nah; it’s wrong to use complicated thinking about this,” said Mr. Wilson. “It’s better to skip a meal and pray about it. Even better, maybe just leave the mystery alone, unless God shows us something. That way, any good Christian can show kindness to a poor, abandoned baby.”
After things wrapped up so well, Hester Prynne and Pearl left the house. As they went down the steps, someone said a window upstairs opened, and Mistress Hibbins’ face popped out into the sunny day. She was Governor Bellingham’s grumpy sister, and later, she was executed as a witch.
“Psst, psst!” she said, and her face looked kinda creepy, like it was dimming the house's bright newness. “You coming with us tonight? There’s gonna be a fun group in the forest. I almost promised the Black Man that Hester Prynne would be there.”
“Tell him I can’t make it, okay?” Hester said with a smug smile. “I gotta stay home and watch my little Pearl. If they’d taken her from me, I’d have gone with you into the forest and signed my name in the Black Man’s book—even with my own blood!”
“You’ll be there soon!” the witch-lady snapped, pulling her head back.
But here—if we think this chat between Mistress Hibbins and Hester Prynne really happened, and it wasn’t just a story—it showed how the young minister felt about keeping a mom and her kid together, even if the mom messed up. Even then, the child had saved her from the devil’s trap.
Chapter Nine
The Leech.

Roger Chillingworth, you’ll remember, was hiding another name—one he’s decided should never be spoken again.
It was told how, in the crowd watching Hester Prynne's public shaming, stood a man. He was older, looked like he’s been traveling a lot, and had just come out of the wilderness. He saw the woman, hoping she’d be warm and bring some cheer, but she was being shown as a symbol of sin.
Everyone was stepping all over her reputation. People were gossiping about her in the marketplace. If her family or old friends heard about it, they’d only get caught up in her disgrace. The closer they’d been to her, the worse it would be.
So why—if it was up to him—would the person most intimately connected to this fallen woman want to claim something so undesirable? He decided not to stand beside her on her pedestal of shame.
No one knew but Hester Prynne, and he held the key to her silence. He chose to disappear from everyone's sight, to vanish from life as if he were at the bottom of the ocean, where rumors had already sent him.
Once he’d done that, new things would become important, and he’d have a new goal. They might be dark, but not guilty, and they’d be strong enough to use all his energy.
 He decided to settle in the Puritan town, showing up as Roger Chillingworth—just with his smarts and knowledge. He’d studied medicine a lot, so he presented himself as a doctor and was welcomed with open arms. Good doctors were seriously rare in the colony. They just didn't seem to share the religious fire that drove other folks across the Atlantic. Maybe digging into the human body made them focus too much on the physical, losing sight of the spiritual stuff. Life felt like one big, complicated machine to them.
Before him, the town’s health had been in the hands of an old deacon and apothecary—his piety and good behavior were better than any fancy degree. The only surgeon was a barber who occasionally practiced surgery. Roger Chillingworth was a huge upgrade. He quickly showed how much he knew about old-school medicine—where every remedy was a crazy mix of ingredients, like they were trying to make the Elixir of Life.
 During his time with the Native Americans, he's picked up a ton about what plants and roots could do. He also wasn't shy about telling his patients that these natural remedies—basically, what Nature gave to folks who weren't schooled—meant just as much to him as those fancy European medicines that so many doctors had spent years figuring out.
 This stranger was seriously on point when it came to looking the part of a religious person. Soon after he arrived, he picked Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale as his spiritual guide. The young minister, still known for his smarts from Oxford, was seen by some of his biggest fans as basically sent from heaven. They thought he’d do huge things for the New England Church, just like the early church leaders did way back when.
But around this time, Mr. Dimmesdale’s health started to go downhill. People who knew him well said his pale cheeks were from studying too much, working hard at his job, and especially from fasting and staying up all night. He did that a lot to keep his spiritual side strong. Some even said that if he was really going to die, the world just wasn't good enough for him anymore.
He, though, was super humble. He said if God decided to take him, it was probably because he wasn’t worthy to do even the smallest thing here. Everyone had different ideas about why he was getting sick, but no one could deny it. He was getting thinner; his voice, though still nice, sounded kind of sad, like it was predicting the future. He’s often seen putting his hand over his heart when something startled him, first turning red and then white—a clear sign of pain.
 That’s where the young minister was at, seriously on the edge. It looked like his whole thing was about to crash and burn, way too soon. Then Roger Chillingworth rolled into town. Nobody really knew where he came from—it was like he just appeared, falling out of nowhere or popping up from the ground. Super mysterious, you know?
People quickly figured out he was a total whiz. He was always collecting herbs, wildflowers, digging up roots, and grabbing twigs from the forest trees, like he knew some secret power in stuff nobody else even noticed. He’s talking about Sir Kenelm Digby and other big shots—people with skills that seemed almost unreal—like they were his friends or something.
But why would a dude with his level of knowledge even come here? What could someone used to city life possibly want in the middle of nowhere? The rumor started spreading—and honestly, it was kind of wild—that God had totally pulled off a miracle, teleporting a super-smart doctor from a German university right to Mr. Dimmesdale’s study!
But the more grounded folks—you know, the ones who believed God works in subtle ways—figured his arrival was just perfect timing, like a sign.
 This idea was totally backed by the doctor’s genuine interest in the young minister; he gravitated toward him as a parishioner and tried to earn his trust, given his naturally reserved nature. He was seriously worried about his pastor’s health, but he was eager to try and fix it, and seemed hopeful if it was addressed early on. The elders, the deacons, the caring women, and the young, pretty women in Mr. Dimmesdale’s congregation were all pushing him to give the doctor’s help a shot. Mr. Dimmesdale gently brushed off their requests.
“I don’t need medicine,” he said.
But how could the young minister say that, when his cheek was getting paler and thinner with each Sunday, and his voice was more shaky than ever—when it had become a constant habit, not just a quick gesture, to press his hand over his heart? Was he burned out from his work? Did he want to die? These questions were seriously asked of Mr. Dimmesdale by the older ministers of Boston and the deacons of his church, who, as they put it, “had to talk to him” about rejecting the help that Providence was clearly offering. He listened quietly and finally agreed to talk to the doctor.
“If it’s God’s will,” said Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, when, to keep his promise, he asked old Roger Chillingworth for his professional advice, “I’d honestly be okay if my work, my sadness, my sins, and my pain all ended with me, and everything earthly about them was buried in my grave, and the spiritual part went with me to my eternal home, rather than you putting your skills to the test for me.”
 “Ah,” replied Roger Chillingworth, his voice quiet, like always. “That’s just how a young reverend talks. Young guys don't really dig in, you know? They let go of life so easily! And those holy guys, walking with God on Earth, they'd rather be off, strolling on the golden streets of the New Jerusalem.”
“Actually,” said the young minister, putting his hand over his heart, a wave of pain flashing across his forehead, “if I were good enough to be there, I’d rather work here.”
“Good people always think less of themselves than they should,” the doctor said.
 Roger Chillingworth, this old dude, became Reverend Dimmesdale's doctor. It wasn’t just the sickness that interested the physician, but also getting to know Dimmesdale's personality. So, these two guys, totally different in age, started spending a lot of time together. For the minister’s health, and so Chillingworth could find healing plants, they’d take long walks on the beach or in the forest. They’d chat while listening to the waves and the wind in the trees.
Often, one would hang out at the other's study. Dimmesdale was really into the company of this science guy—he could tell the doctor was seriously smart. Dimmesdale craved that kind of thinking; he’d never find it with his own colleagues.
Honestly, he was surprised, maybe even a little shocked, to find it in the physician. Dimmesdale was a real priest, super religious, with a deep sense of reverence. His mind was always focused on his beliefs, making them stronger over time. He wasn't the type to have open-minded views—he needed to feel secure in his faith, even if it kept him in a strict box.
Still, he enjoyed, albeit nervously, seeing the world through someone else's brain—someone different from the people he usually talked to.
 It felt like a window had suddenly burst open, letting in a totally different vibe into the cramped study. That's where his life was just… fading away, surrounded by lamps or blocked-out sunlight, and that old-book smell—you know, the kind that’s either kinda comforting or just plain dusty. But the air was too crisp and cold to really hang out in. So the minister and the doctor just backed away, sticking to what their church considered the “right” way to think.
 Roger Chillingworth checked his patient out, really paying attention. He looked at him in his everyday life, sticking to what he already knew. Then he’s see him in totally different situations, something new that might bring something unexpected to the surface. He figured it was key to know the guy, before trying to help him. Whenever there’s a heart and a brain, any physical problems are linked to those things, too.
With Arthur Dimmesdale, his thoughts and imagination were always going, and he was super sensitive. So, any health issues probably started there. Roger Chillingworth—the skilled, friendly doctor—tried to get deep inside his patient's mind. He dug into his beliefs, checked out his memories, and explored everything carefully, like a treasure hunter in a dark cave.
Not many secrets can hide from someone who’s got the chance and permission to search, and the skills to follow through. Seriously, a guy with a secret should avoid getting close to his doctor.
 If he’s got real smarts, and just something extra—you know, a gut feeling; if he’s not trying to show off or being totally extra; if he can just vibe with someone, so they spill stuff they thought they were just thinking—without even realizing it; if he takes what they say without freaking out, and doesn't even need to say "I get it," just a quiet nod, a breath, maybe a few words to show he's listening; and if all that comes with being a doctor people trust—then, eventually, someone who's hurting will just let go, and their feelings will come pouring out, like a clear, dark stream, bringing all their secrets to light.
 Roger Chillingworth had pretty much all those qualities, you know? But time went by, and like we said, these two smart people started to connect. They talked about everything – ethics, religion, what was going on in the world, and even about themselves. They talked a lot, but no secret, like the doctor thought there had to be, ever slipped out of the minister's head.
Chillingworth kinda suspected that even what was really wrong with Mr. Dimmesdale’s body hadn’t been fully explained. It was a weird vibe!
 Eventually, with a little nudge from Roger Chillingworth, Mr. Dimmesdale’s friends set things up so he and the doctor lived in the same house. That way, Chillingworth could keep an eye on the minister – like, see how he was doing, you know? Everyone in town was stoked when it finally happened. It seemed like the best thing for the young preacher. Unless, some people thought, he should just pick one of the tons of sweet girls who were totally into him and marry her. But honestly, there was zero chance Arthur Dimmesdale would do that. He shut down every suggestion, like being celibate was a rule he had to follow. So, basically, he was stuck eating his meals and dealing with life all on his own. It was a lonely existence for someone trying to get warm only by someone else's fire. It really seemed like this wise, experienced, and kind old doctor, with all his love and respect for the young pastor, was the person to be around, always there to hear him.
 The two friends ended up living with a really devout widow, who was pretty well-off, in a house that was basically where King’s Chapel stands now. It had a graveyard on one side—originally Isaac Johnson’s place—so it was perfect for getting deep thoughts, you know? Good for both the minister and the doctor.
The kind widow gave Mr. Dimmesdale a room at the front with lots of sunlight, but also thick curtains so he could make it dark whenever he wanted. The walls had tapestries, supposedly from Gobelin looms, showing the story of David and Bathsheba, and Nathan the Prophet. The colors were still bright, but the woman in the scene looked almost as serious as the prophet.
There, the pale minister built his library, packed with old books and writings from religious leaders. Even though Protestant preachers often criticized those writers, they still used their knowledge.
On the other side of the house, old Roger Chillingworth set up his study and lab. It wasn't exactly a state-of-the-art science lab, but he had equipment to mix drugs and chemicals—stuff he knew how to use.
So, these two smart guys settled in, each in their own space, but they’d pop over to each other’s rooms and check out what the other was doing.
 The Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale’s closest friends, like, totally believed Providence was behind it all, right? They’d been praying—publicly, privately, everywhere—hoping he’d get better. But, here’s the thing—some folks in town started seeing things differently when it came to Mr. Dimmesdale and the mysterious old doctor.
When a bunch of people try to figure something out, they can easily get it wrong. But when they use their hearts—their real feelings—they often come to conclusions that are shockingly true, like they’re being told something supernatural.
The townsfolk couldn’t really find any solid reasons to dislike Roger Chillingworth. There was this old craftsman who’d lived in London years ago, back when Sir Thomas Overbury was murdered. He remembered seeing the doctor—under a different name he couldn’t recall—with Doctor Forman, this famous old magician who was involved in the Overbury thing.
A couple of people even whispered that, during his time as a prisoner of the Native Americans, the doctor had learned a lot about medicine by joining in the rituals of the Native priests. Everyone knew those priests were powerful enchanters, known for doing seemingly impossible cures through magic.
 A lot of people—and honestly, a bunch of these were seriously grounded, practical folks whose opinions you’d trust on just about anything—said Roger Chillingworth looked totally different since he’s been living in town, especially after moving in with Mr. Dimmesdale. At first, he seemed chill, thoughtful, like a typical scholar. Now? There was something just…off about his face, something ugly and evil they hadn't noticed before. And it just got more obvious the more they looked at him.
Folks were saying his lab fire came from somewhere dark, fueled by something seriously bad. So, naturally, his face was starting to look all sooty, like it was covered in smoke.
 Basically, everyone started thinking that Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, like a ton of other super-holy folks throughout history, was being haunted. Either by Satan himself, or his rep, old Roger Chillingworth. This devilish dude had permission—for a bit—to get super close to the minister and mess with his soul. Seriously, no one thought he’d lose. People were totally counting on him coming out of it, like, shining with glory.
Still, it was rough to think about the crazy pain he's gotta go through to win.
But honestly, looking into the poor minister’s eyes—they were just full of gloom and fear. That battle was intense, and victory wasn't a sure thing at all.
Chapter Ten
The Leech and His Patient.

Old Roger Chillingworth, throughout his life, was chill—kind, but not super affectionate. He was always a good, upright guy. He started looking into things like a judge, all about finding the truth. Like solving a math problem, not dealing with feelings or stuff he’s been through. But as he went deeper, he got totally hooked. Like a fierce, but still calm, need took over and never let go until he’s done everything it asked. He was digging into the poor minister’s heart, like a miner looking for gold. Or, maybe like someone digging in a grave, hoping to find a jewel buried with the guy—but probably just finding death and decay. Rough, right? Especially if that's what he was after.
Sometimes, you could see a weird light flicker in the doctor’s eyes—blue and creepy, like a furnace glow. Or, like one of those spooky fires Bunyan’s pilgrim saw coming from the hillside, flashing on his face. The ground where this dark miner was working probably showed some signs that got him excited.
“This guy,” he mumbled to himself, “as pure as everyone thinks—as spiritual as he seems—got a strong, animal side from his dad or mom. Let's dig a little deeper into this!”
 After a long search through the minister’s gloomy office, sifting through all sorts of stuff—big dreams for his people, genuine love, pure thoughts, natural goodness, all deepened by thinking and studying, and lit up by revelation—stuff that might have been totally worthless to the seeker—he’d turn back, feeling bummed, and start looking somewhere else. He moved like a thief sneaking into a room where a guy was either half-asleep or totally awake, planning to steal something he was guarding like it was the most precious thing in the world. Even though he was being super careful, the floor would sometimes creak, his clothes would rustle, and his presence would cast a shadow near the guy. Basically, Mr. Dimmesdale, whose nerves were so sensitive it felt like he could sense things spiritually, would get a weird feeling that something bad was messing with his peace. But old Roger Chillingworth was also perceptive—almost like he could just know things. And when the minister jumped and looked over, there was the doctor, his friendly, watchful, sympathetic, but never pushy friend.
Still, Mr. Dimmesdale might have understood this person better if he wasn’t so suspicious of everyone, a feeling that comes easily to those with broken hearts. Unable to trust anyone as a friend, he couldn’t spot his enemy, even when he was right there. So he kept seeing the doctor regularly, inviting him into his study every day, or visiting the lab, just to chill and watch him turn weeds into powerful medicines.
 One day, leaning his forehead on his hand, elbow on the windowsill of the open window overlooking the graveyard, he was talking with Roger Chillingworth. The old man was checking out a bunch of gross plants.
“Where’d you find those, my dude?” he asked, glancing at them. Lately, the minister had a habit of not really looking people or things in the eye. “Those herbs have such a dark, droopy leaf.”
“Right here, in this graveyard,” the doctor answered, still messing with the plants. “I’ve never seen anything like them. I found them growing on a grave—no tombstone, nothing marking the spot except these ugly weeds, like they’re trying to remember the guy for him. They grew out of his heart, you know? Maybe they show some seriously messed-up secret he took to the grave. He probably would’ve been better off confessing it while he was still alive.”
“Maybe he really wanted to,” Mr. Dimmesdale said.
“And why not?” the doctor shot back. “Why couldn't he? Nature screams for confession, right? These black weeds popped up out of a buried heart to show a crime he never said a word about.”
 “Seriously, that's just your imagination,” replied the minister. “If I’m reading the signs right, nothing short of divine grace can uncover the secrets locked away in a person’s heart—whether through words, symbols, or anything else. A heart that's done something wrong has to hold onto those secrets until the day everything’s revealed. I’ve never read the scriptures to suggest that revealing those thoughts and actions is part of the punishment. That would be pretty shallow, wouldn’t it? No; I think these revelations, unless I’m way off, are just meant to satisfy everyone’s curiosity—to let everyone see the big picture of life, finally. Knowing what’s in people’s hearts will be key to solving that puzzle. And I believe that hearts holding secrets like the ones you’ve mentioned will just hand them over, on that last day, not with dread, but with pure, unbelievable joy.”
“So, why not spill them now?” asked Roger Chillingworth, glancing casually at the minister. “Why not let the guilty get that relief sooner?”
“A lot of them do,” said the clergyman, clutching his chest like he was having a serious pain. “So many poor souls have confided in me, not just on their deathbeds, but while they were still strong and well-respected. And after they let it all out, oh, the relief I’ve seen in those sinners! Like someone finally breathing fresh air after being trapped by their own bad choices. How could it be any other way? Why would a guilty person, say, someone who committed murder, want to keep the body buried in their heart instead of just letting it go?”
“Still, some people bury their secrets deep,” noted the calm physician.
 “Yeah, there are guys like that,” Mr. Dimmesdale said. “But, besides the obvious reasons, maybe they’re quiet because of who they are, deep down. Or—could it be?—even if they’ve done wrong, they still want to do good and help people. They just don’t want to show everyone how messed up they are, because then they can’t do anything to fix things. So, they suffer in silence, pretending to be all innocent while their hearts are totally wrecked with guilt they can’t shake.”
“Those guys are just fooling themselves,” Roger Chillingworth said, putting a little extra emphasis on his words and gesturing with his finger. “They’re scared to own up to what they deserve. Their love for people, their desire to serve God—that might or might not exist alongside the bad stuff their guilt has let in. But, if they want to honor God, they shouldn't lift their dirty hands to the sky! If they want to help people, they should show everyone the power of conscience and make them feel truly sorry for what they've done! Seriously, do you think pretending is better—is it really more for God or people—than being honest? Trust me, those guys are lying to themselves.”
“Maybe,” the young clergyman said, kind of brushing it off, like he didn’t want to talk about it or thought it was the wrong time. He was really good at dodging anything that got under his skin and made him anxious. “But, now, I was wondering if my doctor thinks I’ve gotten better thanks to his care for my body?”
 Before Roger Chillingworth could answer, they heard a kid’s clear, wild laughter coming from the nearby graveyard. Looking out the open window—it was summer—the minister saw Hester Prynne and little Pearl walking along the path through the enclosure. Pearl looked gorgeous, but she was in one of those weird, super-cheerful moods that made her seem totally disconnected. She was skipping from one grave to another until she got to a big, flat tombstone—maybe even Isaac Johnson’s—and started dancing on it. When her mom told her to act right, Pearl stopped to pick prickly burrs from a tall burdock next to the tomb. She arranged them along the lines of the scarlet letter on her mom’s dress, and the burrs stuck tight. Hester didn’t pull them off.
Roger Chillingworth had reached the window and smiled grimly.
“There’s no law, no respect for anyone in charge, no care about what people think, good or bad, in that kid,” he said, mostly to himself. “I saw her the other day, splashing water on the Governor himself at the trough in Spring Lane. Seriously, what is she? Is she just pure chaos? Does she even have feelings? Is there anything real about her?”
“Just the freedom of a broken rule,” Mr. Dimmesdale said quietly, like he’s been thinking about it for a while. “I don’t know if she’s capable of good.”
 The kid probably overheard them talking; she looked up at the window, a bright, mischievous grin on her face, and tossed a prickly burr at Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. The sensitive clergyman flinched, totally freaked out by the little thing. Pearl clapped her hands, totally stoked. Hester Prynne looked up too; and all four of them, young and old, just stared at each other in silence, until the kid burst out laughing and yelled, “Come on, Mom! Come on, or that old Black Man will get you! He’s got the minister already. Come on, Mom, or he’s gonna get you! But he can’t get little Pearl!”
She pulled her mom away, skipping, dancing, and goofing around among the graves, like she didn’t even belong there, like she was from a whole different world. It was like she’d been made brand new, and she had to just live her own life, do her own thing, without getting in trouble for being weird.
“There goes a woman,” said Roger Chillingworth after a beat, “who, no matter what she’s done wrong, doesn’t have that whole mysterious, hidden-sin thing you think is so bad. Do you think Hester Prynne is any less upset because of that scarlet letter on her chest?”
“I really think not,” said the clergyman. “But I can’t speak for her. I saw a look of pain on her face that I wish I hadn’t. Still, it’s gotta be better for someone who’s hurting to show it, like poor Hester is, than to keep it all bottled up inside.”
There was another pause, and the doctor started looking over the plants he’d collected.
“You asked me a while back,” he said finally, “what I thought about your health.”
 “I did,” the clergyman replied, “and I’d totally learn it. Spill the tea, seriously, is it life or death?”
“Alright, then, straight up,” said the physician, still fussing with his plants but keeping a close eye on Mr. Dimmesdale, “this sickness is kinda weird. It's not a big deal on its own, or how it looks—at least, as far as I've seen. Honestly, seeing you every day, my dude, watching how you look, for months now, I'd think you’re really sick. But not so sick that a smart doctor couldn’t fix you. But—I don’t even know—it’s like I know the sickness, but I don’t know it.”
“You’re speaking in circles, learned Sir,” the pale minister said, looking away through the window.
“Okay, let me put it another way,” the physician continued, “and sorry, Sir, if this is awkward—but I gotta be straight. Let me ask you—as your friend—as someone who’s basically in charge of keeping you alive and healthy—did you tell me everything about this sickness?”
“Are you serious?!” the minister asked. “It’s basically insulting to call in a doctor and then hide the problem!”
 “So, you’ve got it all figured out?” said Roger Chillingworth, his eyes fixed on the minister’s face, sharp and intense. “Right. But listen! Someone who only sees the physical stuff, the outward signs, often misses half the problem they’re trying to fix. A sickness we think is all there is might just be a symptom of something deeper, in the soul. Sorry again, good sir, if I’m being blunt. You, of all people I know, are so closely tied to your spirit—your body is basically its tool.”
“Then I don’t need to ask any more questions,” said the clergyman, quickly getting up from his chair. “You’re not a doctor for the soul, right?”
“So, a problem,” continued Roger Chillingworth, his voice steady, ignoring the interruption, standing up and facing the pale, thin minister with his small, dark, twisted figure, “a sore spot, if you will, in your spirit—it shows up in your body. So, you want your doctor to fix the body? How can he, unless you show him what's hurting you inside?”
“No!—not to you!—not to an earthly doctor!” cried Mr. Dimmesdale, his eyes suddenly bright and fierce. “Not to you! But if it’s a sickness of the soul, then I’m putting myself in the hands of the one true healer! He can cure me, or he can end it all—whatever he decides is right. But who are you, messing with this? Daring to get between me and God?”
With a wild move, he bolted out of the room.
 “It’s a good thing I took that step,” Roger Chillingworth said to himself, watching the minister walk away with a serious smile. “Nothing’s lost. We’ll be friends again soon. But look at how passion’s got a grip on this guy, and how it’s pushing him way over the edge! One passion leads to another! This pious Master Dimmesdale just did something totally wild, fueled by his heart!”
It wasn't hard to get back to being close again, like they used to be. The young clergyman, after a few hours alone, realized he's totally lost it and had an unnecessary outburst. There was nothing in the doctor’s words to justify it. He was shocked at how harsh he was with the kind, old man, who was just offering advice—advice the minister himself had asked for. Feeling guilty, he quickly apologized and asked his friend to keep looking after him. He knew that, even if it didn’t restore his health, it had probably kept him alive until now. Roger Chillingworth agreed and went back to taking care of the minister, genuinely trying to help, but always leaving with a weird, puzzled smile. Mr. Dimmesdale didn’t see it, but the expression got really obvious as the physician stepped out.
“This is a crazy case,” he mumbled. “I gotta dig deeper. Such a strange connection between his mind and body! Just for the sake of science, I need to figure this out completely!”
 Not long after what just happened, Reverend Dimmesdale dozed off, right in the middle of the day. He was sitting in his chair, a huge, old-fashioned book open on the table in front of him. It must’ve been seriously good at putting people to sleep. The way deeply he slept was crazy, especially since he was usually a super light sleeper—like a little bird hopping on a branch, always jumpy. But right then, his mind had totally checked out. Old Roger Chillingworth walked right in without even trying to be sneaky. The doctor went straight up to his patient, put his hand on his chest, and pulled back the clothing that had always covered it, even when doctors were around.
Then, Dimmesdale gave a little shudder and moved slightly.
After a short pause, the doctor stepped back.
But the look on his face! It was wild—a mix of wonder, joy, and pure terror. He had this creepy, intense happiness, like it was too big to just show in his eyes and face, so it exploded out of his whole body. He threw his arms up in the air and stamped his foot on the floor—it was totally over the top! If you'd seen Roger Chillingworth then, you wouldn't have needed to ask how Satan acts when he snags a good soul and pulls them away from heaven.
But what made Roger's reaction different from Satan's was the look of amazement on his face!
Chapter Eleven
The Interior of a Heart.

After what happened, things between the minister and the doctor felt totally different, even though it looked the same on the surface. Roger Chillingworth finally had a clear path ahead. It wasn’s exactly what he’d originally planned, though.
He seemed chill, easygoing, and totally unbothered. But honestly, we’ve gotta say, there was a quiet, sneaky kind of anger bubbling up inside this poor old guy. He was plotting a revenge way more intense than anyone had ever pulled off.
He wanted to be the only person Hester confided in—the one she’d spill all her fears, regrets, pain, and useless attempts to feel better about herself. He’s like, “Let her dump all that guilt and messed-up thoughts to me! All that hidden sadness, which the world would have felt bad for and forgiven, to be revealed to me, the heartless one, the unforgiving one!”
Basically, he wanted to hoard all that darkness and give it to the very person he was out for revenge against—the perfect way to settle the score.
 The preacher’s quiet, sensitive nature had totally shut down this plan. But Roger Chillingworth was, like, pretty chill with how things were going. Providence—using the avenger and his victim to get what it wanted, maybe even forgiving where it seemed to punish—had given him something different than what he'd planned. He could almost call it a revelation. It didn’t really matter where it came from, heaven or somewhere else. Thanks to it, everything that happened between him and Mr. Dimmesdale going forward—not just what they showed each other, but the stuff deep down inside—was laid bare before his eyes. He could see and understand every single move. He wasn't just watching anymore; he was a major player in the poor minister's inner world. He could mess with him however he wanted. Want to hit him with a wave of pain? The victim was always on the edge; he just needed to find the trigger—and the doctor knew exactly what it was! Want to scare him half to death? Like magic, a creepy ghost would pop up—a thousand ghosts—in all sorts of forms, death or even worse embarrassment, all circling the preacher and pointing at his chest!
 It was all done with such finesse that the minister always felt like something was watching him. But he couldn's quite put his finger on what it was. He’s often looking at the old physician – kinda creeped out, scared, even disgusted and angry sometimes. The doctor’s movements, his walk, his gray beard, even the way he dressed – it all rubbed Mr. Dimmesdale the wrong way. It felt like a sign of a deeper dislike than the clergyman wanted to admit, even to himself.
Since there was no real reason for his distrust, Mr. Dimmesdale figured the negativity was just seeping into his heart. He scolded himself for not liking Roger Chillingworth and tried to ignore the feeling. But he couldn't shake it. Still, he felt he should be civil, so he kept hanging around the old man, which just gave Roger Chillingworth more chances to carry out his plan—a plan he was devoted to, poor, lonely guy that he was, even more than his victim.
 While dealing with a rough patch, both physically and emotionally, and totally stressed by his biggest enemy, Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale was surprisingly popular. He actually gained a lot of it because of his struggles. His smarts, his sense of right and wrong, and his ability to feel and share emotions were all supercharged by the daily pain he was going through.
His reputation was already huge, even though it was still growing, and it outshone the more serious reputations of his fellow ministers—and some of them were pretty well-respected. There were scholars among them who’d spent more time studying complicated religious stuff than Mr. Dimmesdale had even been alive. They probably knew way more about that kind of thing.
There were also guys with tougher minds, who had a better grasp of things—really sharp, practical, and down-to-earth. When you mixed that with solid religious beliefs, you got a really respectable, effective, but not exactly warm and fuzzy kind of minister.
And then there were the truly saintly ones, who’d spent years studying, thinking deep thoughts, and basically reached a spiritual level that was almost beyond this world because they were so pure. They just didn’t have that special gift that the original disciples got at Pentecost—you know, like speaking in tongues. It wasn't about foreign languages, but about connecting with everyone on a deeper level, straight from the heart.
 These dads, usually so on point, just didn’t have that final, crazy-rare sign from up there—the Tongue of Flame. They would’ve totally struggled—probably wouldn’t have even thought about it—trying to drop major truths using everyday words and stuff. Their voices drifted down, kinda far off and hazy, from way up high where they always hung out.
 It wasn't really a surprise that Mr. Dimmesdale fit in with this kind of guy. He could’ve reached those super-high levels of faith, you know, totally pure. But something was holding him back—some kind of guilt or pain that kept him down. It leveled him out with everyone else. Seriously, this was a dude with an otherworldly vibe, someone angels might have actually listened to! But that weight? That's what gave him such a deep connection to everyone struggling. His heart felt what they felt, took on their pain, and sent his own pain out to a ton of other people—in these sad, convincing speeches. Most of the time, they were convincing, but sometimes, intense! People had no idea what was really moving him. They thought he was this miracle of holiness. They saw him as Heaven's messenger, dropping wisdom, corrections, and love. To them, even the ground he walked on felt holy. The young women in his church practically fainted around him, caught up in a passion they thought was religion. They offered it up, openly, in their white dresses, like the best gift to the altar. The older members of his church, seeing him so frail while they were so weathered, believed he’d go to heaven before them. They told their kids to bury their old bones close to his holy grave. And all this time, maybe when poor Mr. Dimmesdale was thinking about his grave, he wondered if anything would ever grow on it, because something awful was buried there!
 It was just… crushing, the way everyone was fawning over him. He really wanted to love the truth, you know? And to see everything else as fake, like it had no real weight or meaning unless it had something genuinely good inside. So, what was he then? Was he real, or just a shadow? He needed to speak up, from his own place, loud and clear, and tell everyone who he really was.
“You see me in these black priest clothes,” he said. “I go up there to the desk, look up at the sky, and pretend to talk to God for you. You think I’m like Enoch, all holy. You think my steps leave a trail of light for people to follow to paradise. I baptized your kids. I whispered last prayers for your friends as they faded away, the ‘Amen’ barely audible from the other side. You look up to me, trust me—your pastor. But I’m a total mess, a lie!”
 Mr. Dimmesdale had thought about stepping into the pulpit and not leaving, until he'd finally said what needed to be said. He'd cleared his throat a bunch of times, taking a long, shaky breath that would come out loaded with the dark secret he carried. He’d actually spoken—more than once, seriously, like a hundred times! But how? He told everyone he was awful, worse than the worst, a total sinner, something disgusting; he said they should be shocked that his body hadn’t just crumbled away from God’s anger. Could he have been clearer? Would people have jumped up and dragged him down from the pulpit he was making dirty? Nope. They just respected him even more. They had no clue how serious those self-blaming words were. “Such a good kid!” they’d whisper. “A saint on earth! It’s sad—if he sees that much wrong in his own pure soul, what would he see in you or me?” The minister knew—that sneaky, but guilty hypocrite—how people would take his vague confession. He’d tried to trick himself by admitting he was guilty, but all he got was another sin and a shame he admitted himself. He’d said the truth, but turned it into a complete lie. Still, he loved the truth and hated lies, more than most people ever could. So, above all else, he hated himself!
 His inner turmoil pushed him toward practices more aligned with the old, messed-up faith of Rome, not the better light of the church where he'd grown up. In Mr. Dimmesdale’s secret room, locked tight, there was a bloody whip. Often, this Protestant and Puritan preacher would lash at his own shoulders, laughing bitterly at himself—hitting even harder because of that harsh laugh. He also had a habit, like many other devout Puritans, to fast—but not to cleanse his body and invite heavenly light. Instead, he’d fast strictly, until his knees shook, as a punishment. He’d stay up all night, too, night after night, sometimes in total darkness, sometimes with a faint lamp, and sometimes staring at his own face in a mirror, using the brightest light he could find. It was like he was constantly looking inward, torturing himself but never finding peace. During these long nights, his mind would spin, and visions would flash before him—sometimes blurry and seen in the dimness, other times vivid, right beside him in the mirror. Sometimes it was a bunch of demonic figures, grinning and mocking the pale minister, beckoning him to come with them. Then there were shining angels, flying upward, heavy with sadness, but growing lighter as they rose. He’s also see the friends he’s lost from his youth, and his white-bearded father, frowning like a saint, and his mother, turning her face away as she passed.
 The ghost of a mom—like, the faintest idea of a mom—I just thought she might’ve given her son a sad look! Then, through this room that those spooky thoughts made so creepy, Hester Prynne walked by, with little Pearl right behind her, wearing that red outfit. Pearl kept pointing, first at the scarlet letter on Hester's chest, and then at the clergyman’s own chest.
 None of those visions ever really fooled him. At any moment, with a little effort, he could see through the hazy, unreal stuff, and convince himself it wasn’s solid—like that oak table over there, or that huge, square book on religion with the metal clasps. But even so, they were, in a way, the most real things poor Mr. Dimmesdale had to deal with right now. It's a seriously messed-up thing about living a fake life, how it drains the realness out of everything around you—things meant to bring joy and strength to your soul. To someone living a lie, the whole universe feels fake, untouchable, and just disappears in their hands. And they themselves, when they're putting on a show, become a shadow, or basically don’t exist at all. The only truth that kept Mr. Dimmesdale feeling real was the pain in his heart, and the way it showed on his face. If he'd ever managed to smile, to look happy, that man would’ve vanished!
One of those rough nights—we’re not going to describe them—the minister jumped up from his chair. A new idea hit him. Maybe there could be a moment of peace in it. He got dressed with as much care as if it were for a sermon, and did everything the same way, then quietly slipped down the stairs, unlocked the door, and went outside.
Chapter Twelve
The Minister’s Vigil.

Feeling like he was living in a dream, Mr. Dimmesdale got to the place where, like, forever ago, Hester Prynne had faced the town. It was the same platform—the scaffold—all beat up from weather and, honestly, a ton of people who’d stood there since. It had been seven years. The balcony of the meeting-house loomed above.
The minister climbed the steps.
 It was a low-key night in early May. A thick blanket of clouds covered the whole sky. If all the people who’d watched Hester Prynne’s punishment were suddenly there, they wouldn’t see a face above the platform, barely even a human shape in the dark gray of the midnight. But the town was asleep. There was no chance of getting caught. The minister could stand there, if he wanted, until morning painted the east red, with no risk except the cold, damp night air seeping into his bones, stiffening his joints with rheumatism, and clogging his throat with a cough. That would keep tomorrow’s prayer and sermon from happening. No one could see him, except that one eye that had seen him in his closet, whipping himself. So, why was he here? Was it just pretending to be sorry? A fake show of regret, where his soul messed with itself! A joke that made angels blush and cry, while demons laughed with glee! He’d been pulled here by this Remorse that followed him everywhere. And right alongside it was this Cowardice, always pulling him back with a shaky grip, just when Remorse pushed him toward revealing the truth. Poor, messed-up guy! What right did someone as weak as him have to carry the weight of crime? Crime is for the strong, who can either deal with it or, if it's too much, use their fierce strength for something good and just shake it off! This fragile soul couldn’t do either, but he kept doing things that tangled together, in a crazy knot, the pain of unforgivable guilt and useless regret.
 Standing on the scaffold, Mr. Dimmesdale felt this huge wave of dread wash over him. It felt like the whole universe was staring at this bright red mark on his chest, right over his heart. Seriously, there’s been this gnawing, toxic pain there for a long time.
He just…shrieked. It was this loud cry that echoed through the night, bouncing off the houses and hills. It was like a bunch of devils picked up the sound and were just tossing it around, fueled by all the misery and fear.
“It’s over,” the minister mumbled, hiding his face in his hands. “Everyone in town is gonna wake up and rush out here.”
 It wasn't like that, though. The scream probably sounded way louder to his own shocked ears than it really was. The town didn’t wake up. Or, if it did, the sleepy folks just thought it was something scary in a dream, or the sound of witches. Back then, people often heard their voices floating over the settlements or lonely houses as they rode with Satan through the air. So, the minister, hearing nothing out of the ordinary, opened his eyes and looked around.
He saw Governor Bellingham himself at one of the windows of his mansion, a bit away on another street. The old guy had a lamp, a white nightcap, and a long white gown. He looked like a ghost, pulled up from the grave too early. The scream had definitely startled him.
At another window of the same house, he spotted old Mistress Hibbins, the Governor’s sister, also with a lamp. Even from that distance, he could see her grumpy, unhappy face. She peeked her head out of the window and looked up anxiously. No doubt about it, this old witch lady had heard Mr. Dimmesdale’s shout and thought it was the noise of demons and night-hags, the kind she was known to hang out with when she went into the forest.
Seeing the gleam of Governor Bellingham’s lamp, the old lady quickly blew out her own and disappeared. Maybe she floated up into the clouds. The minister didn’t see anything else she did.
The magistrate, after checking out the darkness – though he could barely see any further than he could into a millstone – went back inside.
 The minister started to chill out a bit. But then his eyes caught a tiny, sparkly light way down the street, getting closer. It flashed off a post, a garden fence, a latticed window, a pump with its full trough of water, and an arched oak door with an iron knocker and a rough log for a doorstep. Reverend Dimmesdale noticed all these little details, even though he felt like the end was coming with every step he heard. He knew the light would hit him soon, and reveal his secret he's been hiding for so long. As the light got closer, he saw his fellow clergyman—or, really, his mentor, his friend—Reverend Wilson. Dimmesdale guessed Wilson had been praying at someone's deathbed. And he had. The good old minister came straight from Governor Winthrop’s death chamber, who had just died and gone to heaven. Now, surrounded like a saint from way back, with a glowing light around him in this dark, sinful night—like the departed Governor left him a piece of his glory, or he caught a glimpse of the heavenly city as he watched someone pass through its gates—good Father Wilson was heading home, using a lantern to light the way! The light made Dimmesdale think all these things, and he smiled—almost laughed—then wondered if he was losing it.
 As Reverend Mr. Wilson walked past the scaffold, pulling his Geneva cloak tight around him and holding the lantern in front of his chest, the minister could barely stop himself from speaking.
“Hey, Father Wilson! Come on up, would ya? Let's hang out for a bit!”
Whoa! Did Mr. Dimmesdale actually say that? For a second, he thought the words came out of his mouth. But they were just in his head. The venerable Father Wilson kept walking slowly, looking carefully at the muddy path in front of him, and didn't even glance at the platform where the guilty stood. When the lantern light disappeared, the minister felt super drained, realizing he's just been through a seriously anxious moment. His mind had tried to lighten the mood with a weird, almost dark sense of humor.
 It wasn’t long before a weird, kinda funny feeling crept back into his thoughts, messing with all the serious stuff he was thinking about. He felt his body getting stiff from the cold, and wasn't sure he could even climb down the scaffold steps. Morning would come, and there he’d be. People in the neighborhood would start waking up. The first one out in the dim light would see a blurry figure way up there on the scaffold; and, totally freaked out but also curious, would go door to door, getting everyone to come see what they thought was a ghost—seriously, that’s how it would seem—of some long-gone rule-breaker. A bunch of people would start buzzing around from house to house. Then—with the morning light getting brighter—old guys would jump up fast, each in their flannel shirts, and moms, not even bothering to get dressed. The whole crew of proper people, who’d never been seen out of place before, would suddenly show up in public, looking like they just woke up from a bad dream. Old Governor Bellingham would come out looking grumpy, with his fancy collar crooked; and Mistress Hibbins, with bits of leaves stuck to her skirt, looking even more sour than usual, like she barely slept after her night out; and good Father Wilson, too, after spending half the night with someone who was dying, and not thrilled to be woken up so early from his dreams about angels. Also coming would be the elders and deacons from Mr. Dimmesdale’s church, and the young women who totally adored their minister, and had practically built a shrine for him in their hearts—which, by the way, they probably wouldn’t even have time to cover with a scarf in all the chaos.
 Seriously, everyone would be spilling out of their houses, faces all shocked and freaked out, staring at the scaffold. Who would they see there, with the reddish sunlight hitting his face? It was the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale! He was practically frozen, totally drowning in shame, just like Hester Prynne had been.
 Completely freaked out by how messed up this picture was, the minister, totally unaware and super freaked himself, burst out laughing. A light, airy, childish laugh immediately answered him, and he felt a jolt—but he couldn't tell if it was amazing pain or incredible joy—as he recognized little Pearl’s voice.
“Pearl! Little Pearl!” he called out after a beat, then lowered his voice, “Hester! Hester Prynne! Are you here?”
“Yeah, it’s Hester Prynne!” she replied, sounding surprised. The minister heard her footsteps coming from the sidewalk, where she’s been walking. “It’s me, and my little Pearl.”
“Where are you going, Hester?” the minister asked. “What brought you here?”
“I was just at Governor Winthrop’s deathbed,” Hester Prynne answered. “I took his measurements for a robe, and I’m heading home now.”
“Come on up here, Hester, and little Pearl,” Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale said. “You’ve both been here before, but I wasn’t with you. Come on up here again, and we’ll all be together!”
She quietly climbed the steps and stood on the platform, holding little Pearl’s hand. The minister reached for the child’s other hand and took it. Suddenly, he felt this huge rush of new life—a life that wasn’t his own—pouring into his heart, rushing through his veins like a flood, as if the mother and child were sharing their energy with his sluggish system. They formed this electric connection.
“Minister!” whispered little Pearl.
“What do you want to say, kid?” asked Mr. Dimmesdale.
“Will you stand here with Mom and me, tomorrow at noon?” Pearl asked.
 “Nah, not like that, little Pearl,” the minister said. The fear of everyone looking at him—the thing that had been stressing him out for ages—came rushing back. He was totally buzzing, though, a little weirdly. “Not like that, sweetie. I’ll be with you and your mom one more time, but not tomorrow.”
Pearl giggled and tried to yank her hand away. But the minister held on tight.
“Just a sec, kiddo!” he said.
“Will you promise,” Pearl asked, “to hold my hand and Mom’s hand tomorrow at noon?”
“Not then, Pearl,” the minister replied, “but sometime else.”
“And when will that be?” Pearl pressed.
“On Judgment Day,” the minister murmured. It was kinda weird, but he felt like he had to say it, being a teacher and all. “Then, we’ll all stand together—you, your mom, and me—right in front of the judgment seat. But we won't meet in this world's sunlight!”
Pearl laughed again.
 But before Mr. Dimmesdale finished speaking, a light flashed across the whole sky. It was probably one of those meteors you can sometimes see burning up way out there. The light was so bright it cut through the clouds. The sky looked like the dome of a giant lamp. Everything on the street was clear, like it was midday, but it felt eerie because the light was so unusual.
The wooden houses with their crooked roofs and funny gables, the steps and doorways with grass growing around them, the gardens with fresh dirt, the wagon tracks—even the marketplace, with green borders on either side—everything was visible, but it looked different, like it meant something new.
And there stood the minister, hand over his heart. And Hester Prynne, with the embroidered letter glowing on her chest. And little Pearl, who was a symbol herself, connecting them both. They stood in that weird, serious light, as if it was going to reveal all the secrets and bring together everyone who belonged together.
Pearl’s eyes seemed to have witchcraft in them. And when she looked up at the minister, she had that mischievous smile that made her look so playful. She pulled her hand away from Mr. Dimmesdale’s and pointed across the street. But he put both hands over his chest and looked up at the sky.
 Back then, it was totally normal to think that anything weird in nature—like meteors or other stuff that didn’t happen every day—was a message from something supernatural. A fiery spear, a flaming sword, a bow, or a bunch of arrows in the sky? That meant war with the Indians. Even sickness could be predicted by a shower of red light. Seriously, we doubt there was a single big event, good or bad, in New England from when it was first settled until the Revolution, that people hadn’t gotten a heads-up about through something like that. Lots of people saw these things. More often, though, it came down to one person’s story—someone who saw it all through their own imagination, coloring it and twisting it in their mind afterward.
It was a pretty awesome idea, actually, that the fate of a country could be shown in these huge, dramatic signs in the sky. A scroll that big was perfect for Providence to write down a people’s doom. Our ancestors loved the idea, thinking their new country was being watched over by heaven with extra care. But what do you say when someone thinks they're getting a message just for them, on that same giant scroll? That's a major red flag—a sign of someone totally losing it. A person, stuck in their own head because of long, secret pain, expanding their ego until the whole sky felt like a page for their own story and destiny!
 We’re chalking it up to his own sickness, both in his eyes and his heart. The minister, looking straight up, saw a huge letter—the letter A— blazing there in a dull red light. Maybe a meteor did flash through the clouds, but not in that shape. Or, at least, not clearly enough for someone else to see anything like it.
There was something really weird about what Mr. Dimmesdale was feeling right then. As he stared up, he totally noticed little Pearl pointing at old Roger Chillingworth, who wasn't far from the scaffold. The minister saw him with the same look he used to see the letter. The meteoric light gave his face a new look, or maybe the doctor just wasn't hiding how much he hated his victim. Seriously, if that meteor lit up the sky and showed everyone the day of judgment, Roger Chillingworth could have looked like the devil himself, smiling and scowling while claiming what was his. It was such a strong expression, or the minister saw it so intensely, that it felt like it was still painted on the darkness, even after the meteor was gone, like the whole street and everything else just disappeared.
“Who’s that guy, Hester?” Mr. Dimmesdale gasped, totally freaked out. “I’m shivering just looking at him! Do you know him? I hate him, Hester!”
She remembered her promise and didn’t say a word.
 “I’m telling you, I’m totally freaked out by him!” muttered the minister again. “Who is he? Seriously, who? Can’t you do anything for me? I’m seriously terrified of this guy!”
“Minister,” said little Pearl, “I know who he is!”
“Spill it, kid!” said the minister, leaning in close to her lips. “Quickly!—as quietly as you can.”
Pearl mumbled something into his ear, which sounded like words, but was just the kind of nonsense kids play with for hours. Anyway, if it had any secret info about old Roger Chillingworth, it was in a language the smarty-pants minister couldn’t understand, and it just made him even more confused. The little elf-kid then burst out laughing.
“Are you messing with me now?” said the minister.
“You were a scaredy-cat!—you weren’t being real!”—answered the child. “You wouldn’t promise to hold my hand and Mom’s hand tomorrow at noon!”
“Sir,” said the physician, who had now walked up to the bottom of the platform. “Reverend Dimmesdale, is that really you? Wow, seriously! We guys who bury our noses in books need to keep an eye on ourselves! We daydream while we’re awake, and wander around in a daze. Come on, good sir, and my dear friend, let me walk you home!”
“How did you know I was here?” asked the minister, nervously.
 “Seriously, and I swear,” answered Roger Chillingworth, “I didn’t know anything about it. I spent most of the night at Governor Winthrop’s bedside, doing what I could to help him feel better. He was headed home, you know, to a better place. I was on my way home too, when this crazy light showed up. Come with me, please, Reverend Sir; you’ll be totally wiped out trying to do Sabbath duty tomorrow. Whoa! See what a trip—these books!—these books! You should chill out a bit, good Sir, and do something fun; or these late-night weird thoughts will stick with you.”
“I’m heading home with you,” said Mr. Dimmesdale.
He felt this wave of sadness, like waking up from a bad dream, all shaky and weak, and let the doctor lead him away.
The next day was Sunday, and he gave a sermon that everyone thought was the most amazing, powerful, and full of goodness they’d ever heard. They said it brought a bunch of people to faith, and they promised to be eternally grateful to Mr. Dimmesdale. But when he came down from the pulpit, the old sexton met him, holding up a black glove, which the minister recognized as his own.
“Found it this morning,” said the sexton, “on the scaffold where people get publicly shamed. Probably Satan dropped it, trying to be a jerk to your reverence. But he’s clueless, as always. A clean hand doesn’t need a cover-up!”
“Thanks, my friend,” said the minister, trying to stay calm, but totally freaked out inside; he was so confused, he almost thought the whole night was just a dream. “Yeah, it’s my glove, for real!”
 “And since Satan decided to swipe it, you gotta deal with him straight up, no messing around, from now on,” said the old sexton, a grim smile on his face. “But did you hear about what everyone saw last night?—a huge red 'A' in the sky! We think it means Angel. Governor Winthrop became an angel last night, so it felt right to have some kind of announcement, you know?”
“No,” replied the minister. “I hadn’t heard about it.”
Chapter Thirteen
Another View of Hester.

Hester Prynne was seriously shocked when she saw Mr. Dimmesdale. He was a wreck. His nerve was totally shot. His moral strength had crumbled into, like, childish weakness. It was just pathetic, sprawled out on the ground. But his mind was still sharp—maybe even sharper, like a weird, sick energy that only illness could give.
Knowing everything she knew about what had been going on behind the scenes—stuff no one else knew—she figured he wasn't just dealing with his own guilt. Something else was tearing him down, still. She remembered what he’d once been, and felt a jolt of terror when he reached out to her—the outcast—for help, knowing she was his only hope.
She decided he deserved her full support. She wasn't used to judging things by anyone else’s rules, living all alone like she had. But she felt—or at least thought she did—that she had a duty to him, a responsibility that she owed to no one else.
All the connections she used to have—the pretty ones, the fancy ones—were gone. But this one was different: the iron link of their shared secret, something neither of them could break. And just like any connection, it came with obligations.
 Hester Prynne wasn't in the same spot we first saw her, back when things were rough. Years had passed. Pearl was seven now. Her mom, with the scarlet letter shimmering on her chest—that crazy, detailed stitching—was a familiar sight to the townspeople. People tend to get used to someone who stands out, especially if they don’t cause trouble or get in anyone’s way. A kind of respect started to build up around Hester Prynne. It's cool how people are more likely to care than to hate. Even hate can turn into love, unless something keeps poking at that original feeling of anger. There was nothing like that with Hester Prynne. She never fought back, just took whatever the town threw at her. She asked for nothing in return for what she's been through, and didn’t push on anyone’s sympathy. Plus, her totally clean life over all these years of being set apart for shame worked in her favor. With nothing left to lose, and no hope—or even a desire—to gain anything, it was just a real appreciation for goodness that brought her back.
 People noticed that Hester never asked for much—just the chance to breathe and make a living for Pearl and herself with her own work. But she was always ready to connect with others, especially when they needed help.
She was the first to give what little she had to anyone struggling. Even if someone was rude or tossed insults when she brought them food or clothes—stuff she could have made for royalty.
Hester was the first to step up during sickness. Basically, whenever bad stuff happened, Hester showed up. She didn't feel like a guest; she belonged there, like the darkness somehow let her connect with everyone.
You could see the embroidered "A" glowing, like a comforting light. It wasn't a mark of shame anywhere else, but in a sick room, it was a beacon. It even helped people at their lowest point, showing them which way to go when things were fading and they hadn't seen what came next.
That’s when Hester’s heart showed—warm and generous, always ready to help, no matter how much was needed. Her chest, with its mark of shame, just became a softer place to rest a weary head.
 She basically made herself a Sister of Mercy. Or, maybe it's more like the world just did it to her, when neither she nor anyone else saw this coming. The letter was her sign, her calling card.
She was seriously helpful—like, so much power to do things and to feel what others felt. A lot of people stopped seeing the scarlet A as what it originally meant.
They said it meant "Able," you know? Like, she was just that strong—a woman’s strength, for real.
 The only place that could hold her was that dark house. When the sun came back, she was gone. Her shadow had vanished across the doorway. The helpful inmate had left, not looking back to collect any thanks—if anyone even had any to give for all she's done.
Running into people on the street, she never looked up to acknowledge them. If they insisted on stopping her, she’s just point to the scarlet letter and keep walking.
Maybe it was pride, but it felt so much like humility that it made everyone feel softer towards her. The public can be totally unfair; it can deny someone what’s rightfully theirs if they push too hard. But it's just as likely to give someone way more than they deserve if they play the victim, like despots love.
Seeing Hester Prynne acting this way, people started to be nicer to her than she really wanted—or maybe even than she deserved.
 The town leaders and the smart folks took longer than everyone else to see how great Hester was. They had their own biases, backed up by a bunch of complicated thinking, making it super hard to change their minds. But little by little, their grumpy faces started to soften, and over time, they almost looked kind.
This was true for the important people too—they felt responsible for keeping the town's morals in check. Meanwhile, regular folks had totally forgiven Hester for her mistake. They even started seeing the scarlet letter as a sign, not of the one bad thing she’d done, but of all the good she’d done since.
“Hey, see that woman with the fancy badge?” they’d ask visitors. “That’s our Hester—the town’s own Hester, who’s so sweet to the poor, helps the sick, and comforts people who are struggling!”
Of course, people still gossiped, bringing up the old scandals. But it was still a fact that, in the eyes of these same people, the scarlet letter was like a cross on a nun's dress. It gave Hester a kind of holiness, letting her move through any danger.
Someone even said an Indian shot an arrow at the badge, but the arrow bounced off and fell to the ground. People believed it, too.
 The effect of the symbol—or, rather, what it said about her place in society—really messed with Hester Prynne's mind. Everything bright and lovely about her personality had shriveled up under that hot-red brand, and had long since fallen away, leaving a sharp, bare outline. It could have been off-putting, if she's had anyone around to bother with it. Even her looks had changed a lot. Maybe it was because of how plain she dressed, and maybe it was because she didn't show much emotion. It was a sad change, too, that her thick, gorgeous hair was either chopped off or completely hidden under a cap, so not a single strand ever caught the sunlight. It was due to all that, but even more to something else—there was just nothing left in Hester’s face for Love to find; nothing in her form, though she looked grand and statue-like, that Passion would ever dream of holding; nothing in her chest to ever be a pillow for Affection again. Something essential had left her, something that had to be there to keep her a woman. That’s often what happens, and that’s the hard way people change, when a woman goes through something really tough. If she’s all soft and sweet, she’ll just fade away. If she makes it through, that softness will either be crushed out of her, or—and it looks the same on the outside—crushed so deep inside her heart that it can never show. The latter is probably the real story. A woman who was once a woman, and isn’t anymore, could become a woman again if there was just the right touch to change her. We'll see if Hester Prynne ever got that touch, and that transformation.
 A lot of Hester’s icy vibe came from the fact that her life had shifted away from feelings and more toward thinking. She was totally on her own—no relying on anyone, just little Pearl to look after. Hopeless about ever getting her old life back, even if she’d wanted to, she just tossed aside the pieces of a broken chain. Society's rules? They didn't matter to her. It was a time when people’s brains were finally waking up, thinking bigger than they ever had before. Swords had taken down nobles and kings. Even bolder thinkers had knocked down and rebuilt—at least in theory, which was their real world—all the old beliefs that were tied to important principles. Hester Prynne soaked up this vibe. She started thinking freely, like it was normal, which was happening over in Europe, but if our ancestors had known about it, they’d have thought it was a worse crime than the scarlet letter. In her quiet cottage by the sea, she had thoughts that didn’t visit anyone else in New England. These were like shadowy guests, super risky if anyone had even seen them knocking at her door.
 It's wild, right? People who come up with the craziest ideas often just totally play by the rules. Their thoughts just exist in their heads, no need to actually do anything. That felt like Hester. But if Pearl hadn't shown up—sent from somewhere else, you know—things could've been totally different.
She might’ve gone down in history with Ann Hutchinson, like the founder of a whole new religious group. Maybe she would’ve been a prophetess, even. And she probably would've faced serious consequences—maybe even died—for challenging the Puritan system.
But raising Pearl gave her a place to put all that energy. Providence, basically, gave Hester this little girl to nurture and help grow up, even though it was super tough. Everything was working against her. The world was against her. Even Pearl herself seemed a little…off. Like something was wrong, a reminder of Hester’s own rebellious past. It made Hester wonder, sometimes, if bringing Pearl into the world was even a good thing.
 The same kinda dark question popped into her head, like, all the time, when she thought about women in general. Was life even worth living, even for the happiest ones? As for her own life, she’d already decided it wasn’t, and she’d moved on. Thinking too much, even if it keeps both women and men quiet, just makes you sad. She realized it was a hopeless task. First, the whole system of society needed to be torn down and rebuilt. Then, the way men are, their long-standing habits—basically, their nature—had to change a lot before women could even have a fair shot at a decent position. And even then, after all the other problems were sorted, women couldn't take advantage of those changes until they themselves changed even more. Maybe even the core of who she was, her true self, would just…disappear.
Women don’t solve these problems by thinking them out. They can’t be solved, or really, only in one way. If her heart took over, they just vanished. So, Hester Prynne, whose heart wasn't beating normally anymore, wandered around lost in a confusing maze of thoughts. Sometimes she’s blocked by a huge wall, other times she’s scared of falling into a deep hole. Everything around her felt wild and spooky, and there was no place to feel safe or comfortable. Sometimes she wondered if it would be better to just send Pearl straight to heaven and let her own fate be whatever Eternal Justice decided.
The scarlet letter hadn't done its job.
 Now, her interview with the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, on the night of his vigil, gave her a new thing to think about—something worth fighting for. She’d seen the intense misery he was battling, or, really, had stopped battling. He was on the edge of losing it, if he hadn't already. It was clear that whatever pain his guilt caused, a deadlier poison had been added by the person offering him comfort. A secret enemy had been constantly by his side, pretending to be a friend and helper, and using the chance to mess with Mr. Dimmesdale’s mind.
Hester wondered if she’s messed up from the start, lacking honesty, bravery, and loyalty, by letting him get into a situation where so much bad could happen, and nothing good could be hoped for. Her only excuse was that she couldn't see a way to save him from worse than what she's been through, except by going along with Roger Chillingworth’s plan to hide his identity. She’d made her choice then, and now it seemed like the worse of two options.
She decided to fix her mistake, as much as she could. Stronger after years of tough, serious trials, she didn't feel as helpless as she did that night—when she was crushed by sin and half-crazy from the shame that was still new. They’d talked together in the prison-chamber back then.
She's come a long way since. The old man, though, had brought himself closer to her level, or maybe even below it, by the revenge he’d chased.
 Hester Prynne decided she’s gotta find her old man and do everything she can to help the guy he’s got in a serious bind. It wasn't long before she got the chance. One afternoon, strolling with Pearl in a quiet spot on the peninsula, she spotted the old physician. He was lugging a basket and using a walking stick, bent over, searching for roots and herbs to make his potions.
Chapter Fourteen
Hester and the Physician.

Hester told little Pearl to go play by the water, messing around with shells and seaweed, while she talked to the guy gathering herbs. So the kid zipped off, kicked off her shoes, and ran along the wet edge of the sea. She’s stopping here and there, peeking into puddles left by the tide—like a mirror for Pearl to see her face. A little girl popped out at her from the pool, dark curls framing her head, with a playful smile in her eyes. It was Pearl’s own image, and since she didn’t have any other friends, she asked her to hold hands and race. But the little girl beckoned too, like saying, “This spot's way better! Come on in!” And Pearl stepped in, up to her knees, and saw her own white feet at the bottom. Then, from even deeper, came a kind of shimmering smile, floating in the water.
Meanwhile, her mom went over to the doctor.
“I need to talk to you,” she said. “It’s important to both of us.”
“Oh yeah? Is it Mistress Hester who’s got something to say to old Roger Chillingworth?” he replied, straightening up. “Seriously! I’m hearing good things about you, Hester. Just last night, a magistrate—a smart, righteous guy—was talking about your situation. They were wondering if they could take that scarlet letter off your chest. I swear, Hester, I begged the magistrate to do it right away!”
 “It’s not up to the magistrates to ditch this thing,” Hester replied calmly. “If I deserved to be rid of it, it would just fall off or change into something else – something that meant something different.”
“Well, then, wear it if you like it better,” he rejoined. “A woman’s gotta do what feels right when it comes to her style. The letter is embroidered nicely, and it looks pretty good on your chest!”
All this time, Hester had been looking straight at the old man, and she was totally shocked – like, seriously – to see how much he’s changed in the last seven years. It wasn’t just that he looked older; yeah, he had some signs of age, but he seemed pretty strong and alert. But the way he used to look – like an intellectual, quiet, and chill dude – that was totally gone. Now he had this eager, searching, almost fierce look, but he was trying to hide it. He seemed to want to cover it up with a smile, but it didn’t quite work. The smile would flicker across his face and just look mocking, so you could really see how intense he was. And every so often, there’s this flash of red in his eyes. It was like his soul was burning, smoldering inside him, until a sudden burst of emotion would flare it up for a second. He’d quickly shut it down and try to look like nothing happened.
 Seriously, old Roger Chillingworth was a total sign of how much people can change—like, turn into a devil if they really commit to it. This poor guy had done just that, spending seven years digging into someone’s heart full of pain. He got a kick out of it, stoked those fiery tortures, and just... watched.
The scarlet letter was burning on Hester Prynne’s chest. Another mess, and she was partly responsible.
“What do you see in my face?” asked the doctor. “Why are you staring at it so hard?”
“Something that would make me cry,” she answered. “If I had tears strong enough for it. But let it go! I want to talk about that miserable guy over there.”
“And what about him?” Roger Chillingworth practically yelled, like he loved the topic. He was stoked to chat about it with the only person he could confide in. “Truth be told, I’m thinking about the guy a lot right now, Hester. Don’t hold back—just tell me what’s on your mind, and I’ll reply.”
 “Last time we talked,” said Hester, “like, seven years ago, you basically strong-armed me into keeping a secret about our past. Since you had his life and reputation in your hands, I didn’t really have a choice but to stay quiet, like you wanted. But I was seriously uneasy about it. I'm not responsible for anyone else, but I felt like I was betraying him. Something told me I was going back on my promise to be loyal. Ever since then, you're like, his shadow. You’re right behind him everywhere he goes. You’re with him when he sleeps and when he's awake. You're reading his thoughts. You’re just… burrowing into his heart! You’re got a grip on his life, and you're killing him slowly. And he still doesn't even know you! Letting this happen, I feel like I'm messing up with the only person I could actually be true to.”
“What was I supposed to do?” asked Roger Chillingworth. “Point my finger at him and send him from his pulpit straight to a dungeon—maybe even the gallows?”
“It would have been better,” said Hester Prynne.
“What bad thing have I done to him?” asked Roger Chillingworth again. “Listen, Hester Prynne, no king’s money could ever have paid for the care I’ve poured into this poor guy! Without me, his life would’ve ended in agony within the first two years after… everything. Because, Hester, his spirit wasn’t strong enough to handle a burden like your scarlet letter. Seriously, I could tell you some stuff! But enough. I’ve done all I can with my skills. The fact that he’s still breathing and walking around is all thanks to me!”
“It would have been better if he’d just died,” said Hester Prynne.
 “Yeah, woman, you’re right!” old Roger Chillingworth exclaimed, letting his intense feelings show. “He should’ve just died! No one’s ever suffered like this guy has. And it all happened right in front of his worst enemy! He was aware of me. He felt an influence constantly on him, like a curse. He knew—because the Creator didn’t make anyone as sensitive as this guy—that no friendly hand was tugging at his heart, and that an eye was staring into him, looking for bad stuff and finding it. But he didn’t know that eye and hand were mine! With the beliefs common to his group, he thought he was being haunted by a demon, tormented by scary dreams and hopeless thoughts, the pain of regret, and the feeling he’s never going to be forgiven—like a preview of what’s waiting for him after he dies. But it was my constant presence!—the closest I’d ever been to the man I’ve wronged the most!—and who had come to exist only through this ongoing, terrible revenge! Seriously!—he wasn’t wrong!—there was a fiend at his side. A regular guy, who used to have a human heart, has become a fiend just to mess with him!”
The unlucky doctor, while saying this, raised his hands with a look of pure terror, as if he’d seen some awful shape taking his place in a mirror. It was one of those moments—that sometimes happen only after years—when a person’s true character is clearly shown to them. He probably hadn’t seen himself like this before.
“Haven’t you tortured him enough?” Hester asked, noticing the old man’s expression. “Has he paid you back everything?”
 “No!—no!—He’s just made the debt even bigger!” the doctor said. His tone softened, and he seemed really down. “Do you remember me, Hester, like, nine years back? Even then, I was pretty far along in life, not exactly the beginning. But my whole life was spent studying, thinking, being quiet—really dedicated to learning. And I also tried to help people, though that wasn’t my main focus—I put in the work to make things better. My life was peaceful and innocent, and I helped a lot of people. Do you remember me? Was I a thoughtful guy, even if I seemed a bit cold? Did I care about others, not really wanting much for myself—kind, honest, fair, and always affectionate, even if not super warm? Was I all that?”
“You were, and even more,” Hester replied.
“And what am I now?” he asked, staring at her, letting all the bad stuff inside him show on his face. “I already told you what I am! A monster! Who turned me into this?”
“It was me!” Hester said, shaking. “It was me, just as much as him. Why haven’t you gotten revenge on me?”
“I left you with the scarlet letter,” Roger Chillingworth said. “If that hasn’t gotten revenge, then I can’t do anything else!”
He touched it, a little smile on his face.
“It has gotten revenge!” Hester Prynne said.
“I figured as much,” the doctor said. “And now, what do you want from me regarding this guy?”
 “I have to tell you the secret,” Hester said, her voice steady. “He needs to really see who you are. I don't know what's gonna happen. But this huge thing I owe him—because I basically wrecked his life—needs to be paid. What happens to his reputation, his life, everything...it’s up to you. I’ve been forced to be honest by the scarlet letter, like a brand burning into my soul. I don’t see any point in him living a hollow, empty life, so I won’t beg you to go easy on him. Do what you want! There's no good for him, for me, or for you! There's no good for little Pearl either! We're lost in this awful mess, and there’s no way out!”
“Seriously, I almost feel bad for you!” Roger Chillingworth said, a strange admiration in his voice. “You had so much potential. Maybe if you'd found a better love than mine, this wouldn’t have happened. I feel sorry for the good that’s been wasted on you!”
“And I feel sorry for you,” Hester Prynne replied. “For the hate that turned a smart, fair man into a monster! Can you let it go, and be human again? Not just for him, but for yourself! Forgive him and let the higher power handle his punishment. I said earlier that nothing good could come of this for any of us—we’re all wandering around in this dark, evil place, tripping over the guilt we’ll left behind. But that’s not true! There could be good for you, and you alone, since you're the one who’s been hurt, and you have the power to forgive. Are you really going to give that up? Are you going to throw away that amazing chance?”
 “Seriously, Hester, chill out,” the old man said, his voice low and intense. “I can’t just forgive you. I don’t have that kind of power, like you said. My old beliefs, which I’d pretty much forgotten, are coming back, and they make sense of everything—what we’ve done, what we’ve been through. That first mistake you made? It started the whole mess. But after that, it was just… unavoidable. Those who messed with me aren’t really bad people, just caught up in a kind of misunderstanding. And I’m not some evil dude, just taking over a job someone else dropped. It’s just our fate. Let things play out however they will! Now, go on, and do what you gotta do with that guy over there.”
He flicked his hand and went back to picking herbs.
Chapter Fifteen
Hester and Pearl.

Roger Chillingworth—a seriously creepy, old dude with a face that stuck with people—headed off, shuffling along the ground. He picked up random herbs and roots, tossing them into the basket he carried. His long gray beard practically dragged on the dirt as he moved. Hester watched him for a bit, wondering if the fresh spring grass would just die wherever he stepped, leaving a brown, withered trail across the green.
She was curious about the herbs he was collecting. Would the earth, somehow sensing his negativity, give him poisonous plants, totally new kinds of weeds popping up under his fingers? Or would everything good just turn bad, toxic, whenever he touched it? Did the sun even shine on him? It felt like a dark shadow was following him, no matter which way he went.
And where was he even going? Would he just disappear into the ground, leaving a dead patch where only poisonous stuff like deadly nightshade and henbane would grow, all thriving in a creepy, wild way? Or would he sprout wings and fly off, looking even uglier the higher he went?
“Sin or not,” Hester Prynne said, her voice laced with bitterness, still watching him go, “I hate that guy!”
 She scolded herself for feeling that way, but couldn’t shake it. Trying to let it go, she remembered those days long ago, in another country, when he’d come out of his study around dusk and chill in the firelight of their home, bathed in the glow of her wedding smile. He needed to soak in that smile, he’d say, to warm up his scholar's heart after so many lonely hours with books. Those scenes once seemed totally happy, but now, seen through the lens of her hard life, they felt like some of her worst memories. She couldn’t believe those times ever happened! She couldn’t believe she’d ever married him! She regretted that decision more than anything, enduring and returning his lukewarm handshake, letting her smile blend into his. It felt like a bigger offense than anything he’s faced since, that he’d convinced her she was happy with him when her heart was clueless.
“Yeah, I hate him!” Hester repeated, even more sharply this time. “He betrayed me! He’s done me wrong worse than I did him!”
Guys should be scared to win a woman's hand unless they’re also winning her whole heart. Otherwise, it could be their unlucky fate, like it was Roger Chillingworth’s, when someone with a stronger connection wakes up all her feelings, and they get yelled at even for the calm, happy vibe they gave her – the fake version of happiness they made her think was real. But Hester should’ve let go of that unfairness a long time ago. What was it even about? Had seven years of wearing the scarlet letter and all that pain not brought any regret?
 That short moment, watching old Roger Chillingworth disappear, really showed what Hester was feeling—stuff she probably wouldn't have admitted to herself otherwise.
Once he was gone, she called her kid.
“Pearl! Little Pearl! Where are you?”
Pearl, always buzzing with energy, hadn't been bored while her mom talked with the herb-collecting dude. At first, like we already know, she’s been playing around with her reflection in a puddle, waving at the ghost-like version of herself, and trying to jump in, even though it was like trying to reach the sky. Then, realizing neither of them was real, she found something else to do. She built tiny boats out of birch bark and loaded them with snail shells, sending out more ships than any merchant in New England—but most of them sank close to shore. She caught a horseshoe by the tail and grabbed a bunch of five-fingers, letting a jellyfish melt in the warm sun. Then she scooped up the white foam from the incoming tide and tossed it in the air, chasing after it with super-fast steps to catch the big snowflakes before they fell. Spotting a bunch of shorebirds eating and fluttering around, the mischievous kid filled her apron with pebbles and, creeping from rock to rock after those little seabirds, showed off how good she was at pelting them. Pearl was pretty sure one little gray bird with a white chest got hit by a pebble and flew away with a hurt wing. But then, the little elf-kid sighed and stopped playing because it made her sad to have hurt a tiny thing as wild as the sea-breeze or as wild as Pearl herself.
 Her last job was gathering seaweed, making herself a scarf, or mantle, and a head-dress – basically, rocking a little mermaid look. She totally got her mom's knack for costumes. As the final touch to her mermaid outfit, Pearl grabbed some eel-grass and tried to copy the design she saw on her mom’s chest. A letter—the letter A—but bright green instead of red! The kid rested her chin on her chest, staring at it with this weird, intense look; like figuring out its secret was the whole reason she was born.
“I wonder if Mom will ask me what it means?” she thought.
Just then, she heard her mom’s voice, and Hester Prynne appeared, flitting along like a little seabird, laughing and pointing at the decoration on Pearl’s chest.
“My little Pearl,” Hester said after a beat, “the green letter, on your little chest, doesn’t mean anything. But do you know what this letter means that your mom is forced to wear?”
“Yeah, Mom,” the child said. “It’s the big letter A. You showed me in my horn-book.”
Hester looked into her little face. Though she saw that familiar look in her dark eyes, she couldn't tell if Pearl really understood the symbol. She felt this strange urge to know what she thought.
“Do you know why your mom wears this letter, sweetie?”
“Totally!” Pearl answered, looking bright-eyed at her mom. “It’s for the same reason the minister puts his hand on his heart!”
“And what’s that?” Hester asked, half-laughing at the silly thing the child said, but then her face went pale. “What does the letter have to do with any heart, except mine?”
 “Seriously, Mom, I’m telling you, that’s all I know,” said Pearl, sounding way more intense than usual. “Ask that old dude you were chatting with! Maybe he knows something. But for real now, Mom, what does this scarlet letter even mean? —and why are you wearing it on your chest? —and why does the minister always cover his heart?”
 She took her mom’s hand, holding it tight, and looked into her eyes with a seriousness you rarely saw in her wild, unpredictable personality. Hester realized the kid might actually be trying to connect with her, like a little kid, doing everything she could, as smart as she knew how, to find some common ground. It showed Pearl in a totally different light. Before this, Hester loved her fiercely, her only real love, but didn't expect much back. Pearl was like an April wind—always moving, having random bursts of energy, and moody even when she was good. She’s more likely to give you a cold shoulder than a hug, but sometimes, just for a moment, she’d softly touch your cheek or play with your hair, leaving a dreamy feeling behind before flitting off to whatever she was doing. That was Hester’s take on her daughter. Anyone else might have just seen a lot of difficult traits, and seen them in a much darker way. But now, Hester wondered if Pearl, with her quick mind and sharp observations, was old enough to be a friend, someone she could share her worries with, without being disrespectful to either of them. Hidden in all the chaos of Pearl’s personality, there was always—and had always been—a strong sense of courage, a stubborn will, a fierce pride that could be shaped into self-respect, and a deep dislike for a lot of things that turned out to be based on lies.
 She had feelings, too, but they were kinda sour and off-putting, like the taste of fruit that’s not quite ripe yet. “With all this going for her,” Hester thought, “the bad stuff she got from her mom must be seriously intense if a good woman doesn’t come out of this little elf.”
 Pearl’s habit of obsessing over the scarlet letter felt like a built-in part of who she was. Ever since she could think, she’d been on this mission. Hester sometimes thought Providence had a plan for justice, giving Pearl this strong pull. But she's never considered if there might also be a purpose of kindness. If Pearl was treated like a spirit, as well as a kid, maybe she was meant to ease the sadness in her mom's heart—to turn it into something better?—and help her deal with the feelings that were still there, locked away.
These thoughts buzzed around in Hester’s head, as real as if someone had whispered them. And there was Pearl, holding her mom's hand tight, looking up with big eyes, asking those searching questions again and again.
“What does the letter mean, Mom?—and why do you wear it?—and why does the minister always put his hand on his heart?”
“What should I even say?” Hester wondered. “No way. If this is what it takes to get Pearl to understand, I can’t do it.”
Then she spoke.
“You’re being silly, Pearl,” she said. “What questions are these? There are things a kid shouldn't ask about. What do I know about the minister’s heart? And the scarlet letter? I wear it because of the gold thread.”
 For the past seven years, Hester Prynne had never broken her promise to the symbol on her chest. Maybe it was like a charm, a tough but protective spirit, that just bailed on her. Like, it knew something new had snuck into her heart, or something old never really left. Little Pearl, though, didn’t let it go. She kept bringing it up—a couple of times on the way home, at dinner, while Hester got her ready for bed, and even once after she seemed totally asleep. Pearl would look up, with this mischievous glint in her dark eyes.
“Mom,” she said, “what does the scarlet letter mean?”
And the very next morning, the first thing Pearl did when she woke up was pop her head up from the pillow and ask that other question, the one she’s somehow linked to the scarlet letter:—
“Mom!—Mom!—Why does the minister keep his hand over his heart?”
“Shush, you’re being impossible!” her mom snapped, harsher than she ever had before. “Stop bothering me, or I’ll put you in the dark closet!”
Chapter Sixteen
A Forest Walk.

Hester Prynne was set on telling Mr. Dimmesdale, no matter how much it hurt or what might happen later, about the real character of the guy who’s been hanging around him. For days, she tried to catch him during his usual walks along the shore or up in the woods, but no luck.
It wouldn’t have been a big deal, or damaged his reputation, if she’d just gone to see him at his study. Lots of people confessed their sins there—some pretty heavy ones, even, compared to what the scarlet letter hinted at. But she worried old Roger Chillingworth would mess with them, and she felt like they needed tons of space to talk. So, she never thought of meeting him anywhere private. The open sky was the only option.
Finally, while helping out at a sick person's house—Mr. Dimmesdale had been called in to pray—she heard he's gone to visit the Apostle Eliot with his Native American followers the day before. He’d probably be back sometime in the afternoon the next day. So, bright and early, Hester grabbed little Pearl—she always had to come along, no matter how annoying—and headed out.
 The road, after the two travelers crossed from the peninsula to the mainland, was just a footpath. It wound into the deep, old forest. The trees were so close on either side, so dark and thick, and only let little bits of the sky show through, that to Hester, it felt like the wild, confusing life she’s been living for so long. The day was cold and gloomy. Gray clouds hung overhead, moving a little with the breeze. Sometimes, a flash of sunlight would peek out, dancing along the path. But this little bit of cheerfulness was always far away, at the end of a long stretch through the woods. The sunlight – barely playful, really – would disappear as they got closer, leaving the spots where it had danced even sadder, because they’d hoped to find them bright.
“Mom,” little Pearl said, “the sunshine doesn’t like you. It runs away and hides, ‘cause it’s scared of something on your chest. Look! There it is, playing, way over there. Stand here, and let me run and get it. I’m just a kid. It won’t run from me; I don’t wear anything on my chest yet!”
“I hope you never will, my child,” Hester said.
“And why not, Mom?” Pearl asked, stopping just before her race. “Will it come on its own, when I’m a grown-up?”
“Go on, run and catch the sunshine!” her mother answered. “It’s gonna be gone soon.”
Pearl took off, super fast, and Hester smiled to see that she actually caught the sunshine and stood laughing in it, all brightened and sparkling from moving so fast. The light stuck around the lonely kid, like it was happy to have someone to play with, until Hester was close enough to step into the circle too.
 “It’s gone now,” Pearl said, shaking her head.
“See!” Hester answered, smiling. “Now I can reach out and grab some of it.”
As she tried, the sunshine just disappeared. Or, looking at Pearl’s face, Hester could’ve sworn the kid had soaked it all up and would let it out later, lighting their way as they walked into a darker spot. Nothing really showed how full of life Pearl was more than this. She didn't have that sadness that so many kids these days seem to get, passed down from their parents’ problems. Maybe this was a sickness too, just a leftover from all the wild energy Hester had used fighting her own sorrows before Pearl was born. It was definitely a tricky kind of energy, giving Pearl’s character a hard, shiny edge. She needed—what some people need their whole lives—a deep sadness to really touch her, to make her more human and able to feel for others. But there was still time for little Pearl.
“Come on, sweetie!” Hester said, looking around from where Pearl had been standing in the sunshine. “Let’s sit down a bit further into the woods and rest.”
“I’m not tired, Mom,” the little girl replied. “But you can sit down if you’ll tell me a story while we do.”
“A story, kid?” Hester asked. “And about what?”
 “Oh, a story about the Black Man,” Pearl said, grabbing her mom’s dress and looking up at her, kind of serious, kind of playful. “How he hangs out in this forest, and carries a book with him—a huge, heavy book, with metal clasps. And how this creepy Black Man offers his book and a metal pen to everyone he sees here among the trees. And they have to write their names with their own blood. And then he puts his mark on their chests! Have you ever met the Black Man, Mom?”
“And who told you this story, Pearl?” her mom asked, recognizing a common old wives' tale.
“It was the old lady in the chimney corner, at the house where you watched last night,” the child said. “But she thought I was asleep while she was talking about it. She said a ton of people have met him here, and have written in his book, and have his mark on them. And that mean old lady, Mistress Hibbins, was one. And, Mom, the old lady said this scarlet letter is the Black Man’s mark on you, and it glows like a red flame when you see him at midnight, here in the dark woods. Is it true, Mom? Do you go meet him at night?”
“Have you ever woken up and found your mom gone?” Hester asked.
“Not that I remember,” the child said. “If you’re scared to leave me in our cottage, you could just take me with you. I’m totally up for it! But, Mom, tell me now! Is there a Black Man? And did you ever meet him? And is this his mark?”
“Will you let me chill out if I tell you?” her mom asked.
“Yeah, if you tell me everything,” Pearl answered.
“Once in my life, I met the Black Man!” her mom said. “This scarlet letter is his mark!”
 “Seriously,” they said, heading deep into the woods so no one could see them. They plopped down on a seriously comfy pile of moss—it used to be a giant pine, like, way back when, with its roots and trunk all hidden in the shadows and its top reaching way up high. It was a little dip in the ground, with banks covered in leaves rising up on both sides, and a brook running through it, over a bed of fallen leaves. The trees hanging over it dropped branches now and then, blocking the water and making it swirl and create dark spots. But in the faster parts, you could see a channel of pebbles and sparkly brown sand. If you followed the stream, you could see the sunlight reflecting off the water a bit further into the forest, but then it disappeared into all the trees and bushes, and the huge rocks covered in gray lichen. Everything—the giant trees and boulders—felt like they were trying to hide where the little brook was going. Maybe they were worried it would spill secrets from the heart of the old forest, or show what was hidden in a pool of water. The stream was constantly babbling, quiet, calming, but kinda sad—like a little kid spending their whole childhood without any fun, surrounded by gloomy people and bad things.
“Ugh, brook!” Pearl said after listening for a while. “Why are you so bummed? Cheer up a little, stop sighing and complaining all the time!”
 The brook, after its whole life hanging out in the forest, had seen some serious stuff, so it couldn't stop talking about it. It was all it had to say. Pearl was a lot like the brook—her life burst from a mystery, just like the brook’s source, and flowed through some pretty dark places. But unlike the little stream, she was bouncy, sparkly, and chattered along happily.
“What’s this sad little brook saying, Mom?” she asked.
“If you had your own sadness, the brook could tell you about it,” her mom replied, “just like it’s telling me about mine! But now, Pearl, I hear someone coming down the path, pushing aside branches. Go play and leave me to talk to the person coming over there.”
“Is it the Black Man?” Pearl asked.
“Go play, sweetie?” her mom repeated. “But don’t wander too far into the woods. And come back when I call you.”
“Okay, Mom,” Pearl answered. “But if it’s the Black Man, will you let me stay a sec and look at him, with his big book under his arm?”
“Go on, silly!” her mom said, sounding annoyed. “It’s not the Black Man! You can see him now, through the trees. It’s the minister!”
“Oh, yeah, it is!” the child said. “And Mom, he’s got his hand over his heart! Is it because when the minister wrote his name in the book, the Black Man put his mark there? But why doesn’t he wear it on the outside of his chest, like you do, Mom?”
“Go now, sweetie, and you can bug me later,” cried Hester Prynne. “But don’t wander far. Stay where you can hear the brook babbling.”
 The kid skipped off, following the stream, trying to make it sound a little brighter than it did. But the stream was still bummed out, like it was spilling some super sad secret – or maybe warning about something bad coming from the spooky woods. Pearl, who’d seen her fair share of shadows, just ditched the gloomy stream. She started picking violets, wood-anemones, and some bright red columbines growing in a rock crevice.
When Pearl was gone, Hester Prynne took a couple steps toward the path through the forest, but stayed in the deep shade. She saw the minister coming along, totally by himself, leaning on a stick he’d chopped off a tree. He looked rough and weak, like he’s given up. It was way more obvious than when he walked around town, or anywhere else people might notice him. It was really hitting him hard, being so alone in the woods. He just seemed to not care about going anywhere, like he’s ready to just drop at the base of a tree and stay there forever. Leaves could pile on him, and dirt could cover him up, it didn’t even matter. Death wasn’t something he wanted, or didn’t want.
To Hester, the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale didn’t seem to be dealing with anything intense, except for what Pearl had noticed – he kept his hand over his heart.
Chapter Seventeen
The Pastor and His Parishioner.

He was practically past her when Hester Prynne finally found her voice.
“Arthur Dimmesdale!” she called out, softly at first, then louder, but her voice was raspy. “Arthur Dimmesdale!”
“Who’s there?” the minister asked.
He straightened up fast, like someone caught off guard—like he didn’t want anyone seeing him like that. He glanced towards the voice, and through the trees, he could barely make out a figure. She was wearing dark clothes, blending into the gloomy light filtering through the trees. It was hard to tell if it was a woman or just a shadow. Maybe his whole life had been haunted by a ghost that had snuck out of his thoughts.
He took a step closer and saw the scarlet letter.
“Hester! Hester Prynne!” he said. “Is that you? Are you still alive?”
“Yep,” she replied. “Living the life I’ve had for the last seven years! And you, Arthur Dimmesdale, are you still kicking?”
 It wasn't surprising they started questioning if each other—and even themselves—were really real. Their meeting in the shadowy woods was seriously weird, like bumping into someone you knew super well from a past life, but now you’re both totally freaked out and distant. It felt like neither of them knew what was going on, or how to be around spirits. They were both ghosts, totally stunned by the other ghost! They were also stunned by themselves, because this crazy moment flashed back their memories and everything they'd been through—stuff life never shows you unless it's a total crisis. Their souls saw their own faces reflected in the moment. With fear and hesitation, Arthur Dimmesdale reached out his ice-cold hand and touched Hester Prynne’s equally cold hand. That simple touch took away the worst part of the awkwardness. Now, at least, they knew they were in the same world.
Without saying a word—neither one taking charge, just agreeing without speaking—they went back into the shadows where Hester had come from and sat down on the pile of moss where she and Pearl had been earlier. When they finally spoke, it was with casual remarks and questions like any two people might make, about the gloomy sky, the coming storm, and how each other was doing. Slowly, cautiously, they started talking about what was really on their minds. They'd been apart for so long, they needed something small and easy to break the ice and open up to each other.
After a bit, the minister looked at Hester Prynne.
 “Hester,” he said, “have you found peace?”
She smiled sadly, looking down at her chest.
“You?” she asked.
“Nope—just total despair!” he answered. “What else could I expect, being who I am, and living the life I’m living? If I were an atheist—someone without a conscience—a brute—I might’ve found peace a long time ago. Actually, I never would’ve lost it! But, the way things are with my soul, anything good I ever had, every gift from God, has just become a way to torture myself. Hester, I’m so messed up!”
“People look up to you,” said Hester. “And you do good things for them! Doesn’t that help at all?”
“More misery, Hester—just more misery!” the clergyman answered, with a bitter smile. “As for the good I seem to do, I don’t believe in it. It’s gotta be a delusion. What can a wrecked soul like mine do to help other souls get better?—or a tainted soul to purify them? And about people looking up to me—I wish they’d show me hate instead! Can you really think it’s comforting, Hester, that I have to stand in my pulpit, and face so many eyes looking up at my face, like heaven is shining from it!—seeing my people hungry for the truth, listening to my words like it’s a Pentecost tongue speaking!—and then looking inside, and seeing the awful truth of what they idolize? I’ve laughed, with a heart full of bitterness and pain, at the difference between what I appear to be and what I really am! And Satan’s laughing with me!”
“You’re being too hard on yourself,” said Hester, softly. “You’ve truly and deeply repented. Your sin is behind you, from way back when. Your life now is just as holy as people think it is. Isn’t there anything real about the repentance that’s shown through your good deeds? And why couldn’t it bring you peace?”
 “No, Hester, no!” the clergyman said. “There’s nothing real about it! It’s cold, dead, and can’t do anything for me! I’m so over penance! There’s been zero penitence! Otherwise, I would’ve ditched these fake-holy clothes a long time ago and shown everyone how I really am—how I’ll be seen at judgment. You’re lucky, Hester, wearing that scarlet letter out in the open! Mine burns in secret! You have no idea how much it helps, after seven years of pretending, to look into an eye that knows me for who I am! If I had one friend—or even my worst enemy!—someone I could go to when I’m sick of everyone praising others, and just be known as the worst sinner ever, I think my soul could actually survive. Even just that much truth would save me! But now, it's all fake!—all empty!—all dead!”
Hester Prynne looked at him, but didn't say anything right away. But he was finally letting out all these feelings, and that gave her the perfect chance to say what she needed to say. She pushed past her fear and spoke.
“You’ve been wishing for a friend like me,” she said, “someone to cry with about your sin. You’re stuck with me, your partner in it!” She paused, then forced the words out. “You’ve had an enemy like that for a long time, and you’re living with him, under the same roof!”
The minister jumped up, gasping for air, and grabbing his chest, like he wanted to rip his heart out.
“What?! What are you saying?!” he cried. “An enemy? Living under my own roof? What do you mean?”
 Hester Prynne finally understood how much she's hurt this guy, letting him suffer for years—even just one moment—at the hands of someone who was clearly out to get him. Just being near his enemy, no matter how he hid it, messed with Arthur Dimmesdale’s whole vibe.
There was a time when Hester didn’t really get it, or maybe, lost in her own problems, she let him deal with what she thought was a less bad situation. But lately, ever since that night he stayed up all night, she felt way more connected to him. She could read his heart better now. She was sure that Roger Chillingworth—basically, his secret, toxic enemy—and his pretending to be his doctor, messing with his health and spirit, was on purpose. He was using those chances to be cruel. It was keeping Dimmesdale’s conscience messed up, not helping him heal, but just making him fall apart. It would probably lead to him going crazy, and then being separated from anything good and true forever—like madness is a taste of that.
That's the mess she'd made for the guy she still loved so much! Hester thought sacrificing the minister's reputation, even his life, would have been way better than what she's done. Now, she'd rather have died on the forest floor, right at Arthur Dimmesdale’s feet, than have to admit this awful thing.
 “O Arthur,” she cried, “forgive me! I’m trying to be true in everything! Truth was the one thing I could hold onto, and I did, no matter what! Except when your good—your life—your reputation—were on the line! Then I went along with a lie. But a lie is never okay, even if death is waiting on the other side! Don't you get what I’ve been saying? That old dude—the doctor—the one they call Roger Chillingworth—he was my husband!”
The minister looked at her, for a second, with so much raw emotion. It mixed with his better, gentler qualities—that part of him the Devil wanted, trying to take over the rest. He’s never looked so angry. It was a dark, intense look. But he was so worn down by everything that even his worst side couldn’t last. He sank to the ground, burying his face in his hands.
“I should have known,” he mumbled. “I did know! Didn't my heart tell me, the first time I saw him, and every time since? Why didn’t I see it? O Hester Prynne, you have no idea the horror of this! And the shame!—the lack of respect!—the awful feeling of exposing a sick, guilty heart to someone who’s just gonna love it! Woman, you’re to blame for this! I can’t forgive you!”
“You will forgive me!” Hester cried, falling onto the fallen leaves next to him. “Let God punish you! You will forgive me!”
 She wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight, not even noticing his cheek pressed against the scarlet letter. He tried to pull away, but couldn't. Hester held him close, not wanting him to look at her with that serious face. The whole world had been giving her the side-eye – for seven long years, they’d judged this lonely woman – but she just kept taking it, never once looking away with those strong, sad eyes. Even Heaven had frowned on her, and she was still here. But this frown, from this pale, weak, messed-up, heartbroken man… that was what Hester couldn’t handle.
“Will you forgive me?” she kept repeating. “Don’t frown. Please forgive me.”
“I forgive you, Hester,” the minister finally said, his voice deep with sadness, but no anger. “May God forgive us both! We’re not the worst sinners out there. There’s one worse than even that shady priest! That old dude’s revenge was way darker than my sin. You and I, Hester, never did something like that! We didn’t mess with someone’s heart like that.”
“Never, ever!” she whispered. “What we did felt… right. We knew it! We told each other that! Have you forgotten?”
“Shhh, Hester!” Arthur Dimmesdale said, standing up. “No; I haven’t forgotten!”
 They settled back down, side by side, hands clasped, on the mossy tree trunk. It was the bleakest hour life had ever dealt them—the destination their path had been heading toward, darkening with every step. Still, there was something about it that made them want to stay, just a little longer, and a little longer, and just one more moment. The forest was shadowy all around, creaking with the wind blowing through. Branches swayed heavily above their heads; one ancient tree groaned to another, like it was sharing the sad story of the couple beneath, or warning of bad things to come.
And yet, they stayed put. How gloomy the forest path looked, leading back to the settlement, where Hester Prynne would have to face the shame again, and the minister the empty pretense of his good name! So they lingered just a bit longer. No light had ever felt as precious as the gloom of this dark forest. Here, seen only by his eyes, the scarlet letter didn’t have to burn into the fallen woman’s heart! Here, seen only by her eyes, Arthur Dimmesdale, a fake to God and people, could be, for just a second, real!
He jumped at a thought that suddenly popped into his head.
“Hester,” he said, “there’s a whole new level of messed up! Roger Chillingworth knows you're planning to expose his true self. Will he keep our secret now? What’s he gonna do next with his revenge?”
“There’s something weirdly secretive about him,” Hester replied, thinking it over. “It’s grown on him with all the sneaky ways he’s been plotting revenge. I don’t think he’s gonna spill the secret. He’s probably gonna find other ways to feed his dark obsession.”
“And me?—how am I supposed to keep going, breathing the same air as this walking nightmare?” Arthur Dimmesdale burst out, shrinking into himself, and pressing his hand nervously against his heart—a habit he's developed.
 “Think for me, Hester! You’re strong. Help me decide!”
“You can’t live with this man anymore,” said Hester, slowly and firmly. “Your heart can’t be under his evil gaze!”
“It’s way worse than death!” replied the minister. “But how do I get out of it? What’s my choice? Do I just fall back on these dead leaves, where I landed when you told me who he was? Do I just sink down there and die right away?”
“Oh, look at the mess you’ve gotten into!” said Hester, tears welling up. “Are you gonna die from being so weak? There’s no other reason!”
“God’s judgment is on me,” answered the guilt-ridden priest. “It’s too much for me to fight.”
“Heaven would show mercy,” rejoined Hester, “if you just had the strength to grab it.”
“Be strong for me!” answered he. “Tell me what to do.”
“Is the world really that small?” exclaimed Hester Prynne, locking her eyes on the minister’s, instinctively pulling him in with a powerful force, his spirit so broken and defeated that he could barely stand up straight. “Does the whole universe fit within the borders of this town, which just a little while ago was just a deserted, leaf-covered wilderness, as lonely as this around us? Where does that forest path lead? Back to the settlement, you say! Yeah, but onward too. It goes deeper, and deeper, into the wilderness, becoming less and less visible with every step; until, just a few miles from here, the yellow leaves won’t show any trace of a white man’s footsteps. There, you’re free! Such a short journey would take you from a world where you’ve been so miserable, to one where you could still be happy! Isn’t there enough shade in all this huge forest to hide your heart from Roger Chillingworth’s eyes?”
“Yeah, Hester, but only under the fallen leaves!” replied the minister, with a sad smile.
 “Then there’s the huge path of the sea!” Hester continued. “It brought you here. If you want, it’ll take you back. Back home—whether it's a tiny village or huge London—or, like, Germany, France, or even chill Italy—you’d be totally out of his reach and out of his mind! And what do you even need with all these tough guys and their opinions? They've been holding you back long enough already!”
“It’s not possible!” the minister answered, sounding like he was dreaming. “I can’t go! Even though I’m messed up and a sinner, I’ve only wanted to keep going with the life I’ve been given. My own soul is lost, but I still want to do what I can for other people! I can’t just ditch my job, even if I’m a bad guard who’s gonna get a bad end when his time's up!”
 “You’re totally crushed under this seven-year weight of misery,” Hester said, really wanting to lift his spirits with her own energy. “But you’re gonna leave it all behind! It won’t weigh you down as you walk through the forest; you won’t pack it on the ship if you decide to cross the sea. Leave this mess and destruction right here where it happened. Don’t touch it again! Start fresh! Have you used up every possibility because this one thing didn't work out? Nope! The future’s still full of challenges and wins. There’s happiness out there! Good things to do! Ditch this fake life and go for a real one. If your heart tells you to, be a teacher and guide for the Native people. Or—like you, you’re more of—be a scholar and wise guy among the smartest and most respected people in the world. Preach! Write! Do something, except give up and die! Drop the name Arthur Dimmesdale, and make yourself a new one, a good one that you can wear without feeling scared or embarrassed. Why are you hanging around for even one more day in the pain that's eaten away at you? That’s made you weak to want and do? That will leave you powerless, even to feel sorry for yourself? Get up, and go!”
“Oh, Hester!” Arthur Dimmesdale said, with a flickering light in his eyes, lit by her excitement, that flashed and then faded, “you’re telling me to run a race when my knees are shaking!” I’m gonna die here! I don’t have the strength or guts to go out into the big, weird, tough world alone.”
It was the last sign of a spirit that was totally broken. He didn’t have the energy to grab the good fortune that seemed to be within reach.
He said the word again.
“Alone, Hester!”
“You’re not going alone!” she whispered.
And that was it!
Chapter Eighteen
A Flood of Sunshine.

Arthur Dimmesdale looked at Hester's face. There was hope and joy there, for sure, but also fear—and a kind of shock at her nerve. She'd said out loud what he only hinted at, but couldn’t bring himself to say.
Hester Prynne, though, had a mind that was quick and strong. She’d been shut out from society for so long, basically an outcast. She was used to thinking in ways a minister just wouldn’t get. She's wandered without a map, really, in a moral wilderness. It was as big, complicated, and shadowy as the wild forest where they were talking—a conversation that would decide everything. Her mind and heart lived in lonely places, and she roamed them freely, like a wild Native American in the woods.
For years, she's been watching human rules and what priests and lawmakers set up. She judged it all, with about as much respect as a Native American would give a priest’s collar, a judge’s robes, the stocks, the gallows, a cozy fire, or a church. Her life had pushed her to be free. The scarlet letter was her ticket to places other women wouldn't even go near. Shame, Despair, Solitude! They were her teachers—tough and wild ones—and they’d made her strong, but also taught her some seriously messed-up stuff.
 The minister, though, hadn't really had any life experiences that pushed him outside the usual rules. Except for one time, he’d seriously broken a big one. But it was a mistake of the heart, not a choice or even a plan. Ever since that awful time, he's watched everything—not just his actions, which were easy to control—but every feeling, every thought.
Being at the top of society, like the clergy were back then, just made him more tied down by the rules, beliefs, and even the biases. As a priest, his order kept him boxed in. But as a man who’d messed up once, yet kept his conscience super aware and sensitive by constantly worrying about an old wound, you'd think he'd be safer than someone who's never made a mistake.
 It felt like Hester Prynne's entire seven years of being an outcast and feeling shame had all led to this moment. But Arthur Dimmesdale! If he messed up again, what could possibly excuse him? Nothing, unless you consider that he’s been crushed by so much pain—like, seriously. His mind was messed up by his own guilt, too. He was stuck between running away and pretending everything was fine, and it's tough to know what’s the right thing to do. It’s human to want to avoid danger and shame, and to deal with someone trying to mess with you. And honestly, for this poor guy walking his lonely, awful path, feeling weak, sick, and miserable, a glimpse of kindness and understanding showed up—a chance at a new, real life, instead of the punishment he was paying.
But the harsh, sad truth is, once guilt breaks into your soul, it never really heals. You can watch it and protect yourself, so the bad stuff doesn't come back. Maybe the enemy will even try another way in. But there’s still that broken wall, and that sneaky feeling that the foe is lurking, wanting to relive their victory.
There wasn’t much of a fight. The clergyman decided to bolt, and he wasn't going solo.
 “If, over these past seven years,” he thought, “I could remember just one moment of peace or hope, I’d keep going, just for a hint of Heaven’s kindness. But now—since I’ve messed up beyond repair—why shouldn’t I grab the comfort they give people before they’re executed? Or, if this is the road to a better life, like Hester thinks, I’m not giving up anything worthwhile by trying! Besides, I can’s live without her anymore; she’s so strong, so gentle.” He looked up, “God, I can barely even look at you, but will you forgive me?”
“You’re doing it,” Hester said, looking him in the eye.
Once he’s made up his mind, a weird sense of excitement washed over him. It was like how a prisoner feels escaping from a dark cell—breathing in the fresh, wild air of a place that doesn't follow any rules. His spirit suddenly felt lighter, closer to the sky than it had in all his misery. He was a deeply religious guy, so there was a spiritual vibe to his feelings.
“Am I actually feeling joy again?” he asked himself, surprised. “I thought it was gone forever! Hester, you’re my angel! It’s like I just threw myself—sick, covered in sin, and drowning in sorrow—onto these leaves, and now I’m new, with fresh strength to praise the one who’d been so kind!” He grinned, “This is already a better life! Why didn’t we find this sooner?”
“Let’s not dwell on the past,” Hester Prynne replied. “It’s gone. Why keep looking back?” She gestured, “With this symbol, I’m erasing it all. Making it like it never happened.”
 “So speaking,” she unfastened the clasp on the scarlet letter. She took it from her chest and tossed it away, among the dried-up leaves. The strange symbol landed close to the edge of the stream.
Just a little further, and it would have fallen into the water. Then the little brook would have another sad story to carry along, on top of the one it already whispered about.
But there it lay, the embroidered letter shining like a lost gem. Someone unlucky might find it and then be haunted by weird feelings of guilt, a sinking heart, and just plain bad luck.
 The shame was gone, and Hester let out this huge, deep sigh, like a weight had just lifted off her. Seriously, what a relief! She didn't realize how heavy it had been until she felt free. On a whim, she took off the stiff cap that was holding her hair up, and it just cascaded down her shoulders—dark, rich, with a shadow and a light all mixed in. It softened her whole face. A warm, tender smile played around her mouth and shone out of her eyes, like it was bursting from her heart. A blush bloomed on her cheeks, which had been so pale for so long. Her femininity, her youth, her beauty—everything came back from the past, and wrapped around her with a new hope and a happiness she’s never known, all within this moment. And it was like the darkness of the forest and the sky was just reflecting their sadness, because it vanished with their sorrow. Suddenly, the sun just exploded through the trees, flooding the dark forest with light, making every leaf shine, turning the yellow leaves to gold, and sparkling down the gray trunks of the trees. Everything that used to be shadowy was glowing now. You could follow the little brook by the way it shimmered, deep into the mysterious woods, which now felt like a place of joy.
That’s just how Nature felt—that wild, untamed Nature of the forest, never controlled by rules, never touched by deeper truths—with the happiness of these two souls! Love, whether it’s brand new or waking up from a long sleep, always creates sunshine, filling your heart with so much light that it spills out into the world. Even if the forest was still dark, it would have looked bright through Hester’s eyes, and bright through Arthur Dimmesdale’s!
Hester looked at him with this rush of another kind of happiness.
 “You gotta know Pearl!” she said. “Our little Pearl! You’ve seen her—yeah, I know it—but you’ll see her differently now. She’s a weird kid, honestly! I barely get her, but you're gonna love her like I do, and tell me how to handle her.”
“Do you think she’s gonna like me?” asked the minister, a little nervous. “I’ve always kinda avoided kids. They often seem suspicious, like they don’t wanna be around me. I've even been freaked out by little Pearl!”
“That was rough,” she replied. “But she’s gonna love you, and you her. She’s not far. I’ll call her! Pearl! Pearl!”
“I see the kid,” he said. “There she is, standing in a patch of sunshine, pretty far away, across the stream. So, you think she’ll like me?”
Hester smiled, and called out to Pearl again, who was visible at a distance, just like the minister described: a bright little figure, in a sunbeam, shining through the trees. The light shimmered, making her look blurry or clear—sometimes like a real kid, sometimes like a kid’s ghost—as the light came and went. She heard her mom's voice and started walking through the woods slowly.
 Pearl hadn’t noticed the time flying by while her mom chatted with the minister. The huge, dark forest—serious-looking to those who brought their worries and problems into it—became a friend to the lonely baby, as much as it could. Even though it was gloomy, it showed her its nicest side. It offered her partridge-berries, leftover from last fall, but only ripening in the spring, now bright red like drops of blood on the dry leaves. Pearl picked them and loved their wild taste. The little creatures of the woods barely bothered to get out of her way. A partridge, with ten chicks behind her, even ran forward, looking tough, but quickly changed her mind and clucked to her babies not to be scared. A pigeon, all by itself on a low branch, let Pearl come underneath and made a sound like a hello, but also a little warning. A squirrel, way up in his tree, chattered—either mad or laughing—because a squirrel is such a grumpy and funny little thing, it’s hard to tell what he's feeling—so he chattered at the kid and dropped a nut on her head. It was a nut from last year and already chewed on by his teeth. A fox, woken up by her footsteps on the leaves, looked at Pearl, wondering if he should sneak away or take another nap. A wolf, it's said—but this part of the story seems a bit far-fetched—came up and sniffed Pearl’s dress, even offering his wild head to be petted. But really, the forest and all the wild things it took care of saw a bit of their own wildness in the little human kid.
 She was way softer here than she was back in the settlement, or even at her mom’s place. The flowers totally noticed. They kinda murmured as she walked by, “Dress yourself up with me, you’re so pretty, dress yourself up with me!” So, to make them happy, Pearl grabbed some violets, anemones, columbines, and a bunch of fresh green twigs that the old trees were practically handing her. She used them to decorate her hair and her waist, and she looked like a little woodland spirit, or a baby tree nymph, or whatever felt right with the old woods. That’s how Pearl looked when she heard her mom's voice and started heading back.
Slowly; because she spotted the minister.
Chapter Nineteen
The Child at the Brook-side.

“You’ll love her a lot,” repeated Hester Prynne, as she and the minister watched little Pearl. “Don’t you think she’s beautiful? And look how naturally she made those simple flowers decorate her! If she’d gathered pearls, diamonds, and rubies in the woods, they couldn't have suited her better. She’s an amazing kid! But I know whose face she has.”
“Do you know, Hester,” said Arthur Dimmesdale, with a nervous smile, “that this sweet child, always running around by your side, has given me so many worries? I thought—O Hester, what a thought, and how scary to fear it!—that I saw some of my own features in her face, and so clearly that people might notice! But she’s mostly yours!”
“No, no! Not mostly!” answered the mother, with a soft smile. “Just a little longer, and you won't be afraid to see who she looks like. But she looks so strangely beautiful, with those wildflowers in her hair! It’s like one of the fairies, that we left behind in our old England, dressed her up to meet us.”
It was with a feeling neither of them had ever felt before, that they sat and watched Pearl slowly come closer. She showed the connection that brought them together. For seven years, she’s been shown to the world as a living symbol, revealing the secret they tried so hard to hide—all written in this symbol, all obvious if someone could read the message in the flames! And Pearl was the proof of their shared existence. No matter what happened in the past, how could they doubt that their lives and futures were linked, when they saw both the physical bond and the spiritual idea, all wrapped up in the one person they met and were meant to live with forever? Thoughts like these—and maybe other thoughts they didn't want to admit or define—made the child seem so special as she came closer.
 “Make sure she doesn’t notice anything weird—no big feelings or anything—when you talk to her,” Hester whispered. “Our Pearl is a bit of a wild, quirky kid sometimes. Especially, she’s not really into emotions if she doesn't get why they’re happening. But she’s got a lot of love in her! She loves me, and she’s gonna love you!”
“You can’t imagine,” the minister said, looking away at Hester Prynne, “how nervous I am about this, and how much I want it to go well! But, like I told you, kids aren’t exactly quick to warm up to me. They won't climb on my lap, or chat with me, or even smile back. They just stand there, staring. Even little babies cry when I pick them up. But Pearl, a couple of times, has actually been nice to me! You know about the first time. And the last was when you took her to see that serious old Governor.”
“You spoke up so well for her and me!” the mother replied. “I remember it, and so will little Pearl. Don’t worry! She might be a little off or quiet at first, but she’ll come around and love you!”
 By this time Pearl had reached the edge of the brook and stood on the other side, staring silently at Hester and the minister, who were still sitting together on the mossy tree trunk, waiting for her. Right where she stopped, the brook formed a pool, so smooth and quiet that it reflected a perfect image of her little figure, with all the bright, pretty details of her beauty, in her flowers and leafy crown, but somehow softer and more dreamlike than she really was. This image, so close to the real Pearl, seemed to have a bit of its own mysterious, hazy quality, and the child felt it too. It was weird, the way Pearl stood, looking so intently at them through the shadowy forest, while a ray of sunshine lit her up, as if drawn there by some connection. In the brook below stood another child—another and the same—with its own ray of golden light. Hester felt like she was somehow drifting away from Pearl, as if the child, wandering alone in the forest, had gotten lost and was now trying to find her way back.
There was some truth and some mistake in that feeling; the child and mother were distant, but it was Hester’s fault, not Pearl’s. Since the latter wandered off, someone else had been let into the circle of the mother’s feelings, changing everything so that Pearl, the returning wanderer, couldn’t find her usual spot and barely knew where she was.
“I have this weird feeling,” said the sensitive minister, “that this brook is the line between two worlds, and you’ll never see your Pearl again. Or is she like, an elfish spirit, like the stories from our childhood, who isn’t allowed to cross a stream? Hurry her up; this waiting is totally messing with my nerves.”
 “Come on, sweetie!” said Hester, smiling and spreading her arms. “You’re so slow! When were you ever this sluggish? This is a friend of mine, and she’s going to be your friend too. You’ll get so much more love from now on than your mom could give you alone! Jump across the stream and come over here. You can leap like a little deer!”
Pearl didn’t react to those sugary words. She kept staring – first at her mom, then at the minister, then at both of them at once. Like she was trying to figure out what they meant to each other. Arthur Dimmesdale felt her eyes on him, and his hand—a habit he barely noticed—went to his chest. Finally, Pearl put on a bossy look and pointed her tiny finger straight at her mom’s chest. And in the stream, there was her reflection, with the flowers in her hair, pointing her little finger too.
“Hey, you! Why aren’t you coming to me?” exclaimed Hester.
Pearl still pointed, and a little frown appeared on her face. It was even more striking because she looked so young, almost a baby. As her mom kept waving and trying to look super happy, Pearl stomped her foot with a really bossy look. Her reflection in the stream showed the same frown, the pointed finger, and that commanding gesture, making little Pearl look even more intense.
 “Hurry up, Pearl! Or I’m gonna be mad,” said Hester Prynne. Even though she was used to the elf-child acting up, she really wanted her to behave now. “Jump across the stream, you little rascal, and come here! Otherwise, I’m coming to get you!”
But Pearl didn’t even flinch at her mom’s threats, and she wasn't calmed by her pleas either. Suddenly, she totally lost it, waving her arms and twisting her little body in the craziest ways. She let out these piercing screams that echoed through the woods. It felt like a whole bunch of people were cheering her on, even though she was furious all by herself.
Back in the stream, you could see Pearl’s shadowy image again, wearing flowers around her head and waist. But this time, she was stomping her foot, waving her arms, and pointing her tiny finger at Hester’s chest!
“I get it now,” Hester whispered to the clergyman, her face going pale even though she tried to hide how upset she was. “Kids don't like things changing, not even a little bit. Pearl misses something she’s always seen me wear!”
“Please,” said the minister. “If you can calm her down, do it, like, now! Unless it’s the crazy anger of an old witch, like Mistress Hibbins,” he added, trying to smile, “I’d rather face anything than seeing a kid so worked up. Pearl’s young beauty, it’s like the witch’s wrinkles – totally weird. Calm her down, if you care about me!”
Hester turned back to Pearl, her cheeks flushing red, then she glanced at the clergyman, and let out a heavy sigh. Even before she could say anything, the blush faded, leaving her looking totally pale.
 “Pearl,” she said, sadly, “look down at your feet! There!—right in front of you!—on this side of the stream!”
The child looked where she was pointed; and there lay the scarlet letter, so close to the water’s edge that the gold stitching shimmered in it.
“Bring it here!” said Hester.
“Come get it yourself!” answered Pearl.
“Seriously, what a kid!” Hester muttered to the minister. “You wouldn’t believe what I have to tell you about her! But, honestly, she’s right about this awful symbol. I have to put up with this pain a little longer—just a few more days—until we leave this place, and look back on it like a dream. The forest can’t hide it! The middle of the ocean will snatch it from my hand and swallow it up forever!”
With that, she stepped to the edge of the stream, picked up the scarlet letter, and pinned it back onto her chest. Just a moment ago, when Hester talked about throwing it into the deep sea, she felt like something bad was about to happen. Now, here it was, this deadly symbol back in her hands, like fate was in control. She’s tossed it into nothingness!—she's breathed freely for an hour!—and now this scarlet misery was back, shining in the same spot! That’s just how it always is, whether you see it or not, that a bad deed turns into a curse. Hester then gathered up her long hair and tucked it under her cap. As if there was a curse in the sad letter, her beauty, the warmth and richness of her womanhood, faded away, like the sun going down; and a gray shadow fell across her.
When the change was complete, she held out her hand to Pearl.
“Do you know your mom now, kid?” she asked, a little disappointed, but softly. “Will you cross the stream and say you’re my kid, now that I have this shame—now that I’m sad?”
 “Yeah, I will!” the kid said, hopping across the stream and hugging Hester tight. “Now you’re really my mom! And I’m your little Pearl!”
She leaned in, doing something sweet that wasn’t really her thing, and kissed Hester’s forehead and both her cheeks. But then—like, she just had to—Pearl opened her mouth and kissed the scarlet letter too!
“That wasn’t very nice!” Hester said. “You showed me a little love, then you teased me!”
“Why’s the minister sitting over there?” Pearl asked.
“He’s waiting to say hi,” her mom replied. “Come on, ask him for a blessing! He loves you, my little Pearl, and he loves your mom too. Don’t you want to love him? Come on! He’s excited to see you!”
“Does he like us?” Pearl asked, looking up at her mom with a super-smart look. “Will he walk with us, holding our hands, all three of us, into town?”
“Not right now, sweetie,” Hester answered. “But someday he’s gonna walk hand in hand with us. We’ll have our own place and a cozy fireplace, and you can sit on his lap. He’s gonna teach you tons of stuff and love you so much. You’re gonna love him, right?”
“Will he always keep his hand on his heart?” Pearl asked.
“Seriously, what a weird question!” her mom said. “Come on, ask him for a blessing!”
 And now, whether it was because she was jealous—like every kid gets when there’s a rival—or just because she was, like, a weirdo, Pearl wasn’t showing the minister any love. Her mom had to practically drag her over, and Pearl was totally giving her the side-eye, making these wild faces. She's always had a ton of them, and could change her whole look with a new dose of mischief each time.
The minister—super awkward—was hoping a kiss would magically get her to like him. He leaned in and pressed one on her forehead. Pearl bolted, ran to the stream, and splashed water all over her face until the kiss was totally gone, just flowing away with the water.
Then she just stood there, watching Hester and the minister talk and make plans for what was coming up.
And just like that, the meeting was over. The little spot among the old, dark trees was empty again. Those trees, with all their branches, would whisper about what went down, but no one would ever know.
The sad little stream would add another secret to the mystery it already held, just babbling along, sounding just as gloomy as it always had.
Chapter Twenty
The Minister in a Maze.

As the minister left, ahead of Hester Prynne and little Pearl, he looked back. He kind of expected to just see a faint trace of her and the kid, slowly disappearing into the woods' dim light. It was hard to believe everything that had just happened.
But there was Hester, still in her gray dress, standing next to a huge tree that had fallen ages ago. Moss had been growing on it forever, so these two, carrying the world’s biggest weight, could sit down together and get a little rest.
And Pearl was there, dancing near the stream – now that the third person was gone – and back to her spot next to her mom. So the minister hadn't just fallen asleep and been dreaming!
 To clear his head from all that confusion and mixed-up feelings that were bugging him, he went over the plans he and Hester had made to leave. They’d decided that Europe, with all its people and cities, was a better place to hide and find safety than the wilderness of New England—or anywhere in America, really. Think about it: a wigwam, or just a few European settlements spread out along the coast. It wasn’t ideal. Plus, the clergyman wasn’t exactly built for roughing it in the woods. His talents, his education, everything he was about, needed civilization and refinement. The fancier, the better, right? Luckily, a ship was in the harbor. One of those shady cruisers you’d find back then—not exactly pirates, but definitely not the law of the sea. It had just come from the Spanish Main and was setting sail for Bristol in just three days. Hester Prynne—who was working as a volunteer helping people—knew the captain and crew. She could easily get two people and a kid passage, and keep it super hush-hush, which was definitely what they needed.
 The minister asked Hester when the ship was expected to leave. “Probably in four days,” she replied. “That’s perfect!” he thought to himself.
Now, why Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale thought that was so great, we're holding back for a sec. Basically, he had to give the Election Sermon in three days. It was a big deal for a New England minister—a real milestone. So, he figured this was the perfect way to wrap things up professionally.
“At least, they’ll say I didn’t leave anything undone, or do anything badly,” he thought. It's sad, though, that someone as thoughtful and perceptive as this minister could be so totally wrong! We're gonna have more to say about him later, but this? This was just weak. It was a tiny clue, but a solid one, showing a sickness that had been eating away at his character for a while.
Nobody can wear one face for themselves and another for everyone else forever without getting totally lost about which one is real.
 Mr. Dimmesdale was buzzing with energy after seeing Hester, and practically flew back into town. The path through the woods felt wilder, rougher, and way less traveled than he remembered. But he hopped over puddles, pushed through the brush, climbed up, and dove into the dips – he conquered the whole trail, super fast, which totally surprised him. He couldn’t believe how slowly and winded he’s been just two days earlier. As he got closer to town, things felt different. It wasn't like it was yesterday, or even a few days ago, since he'd left. Yep, all the streets were still there, and all the houses looked the same, with their gables and weathercocks everywhere. But he still got this nagging feeling that things had changed. The people he saw felt different too. They didn't look older or younger, the old folks’ beards weren't whiter, and that baby from yesterday couldn’t walk yet. He couldn’t put his finger on how they were different, but he felt it deep down.
 It hit him hard, like a wave, as he walked past his own church. The building looked so weird, yet totally familiar. Mr. Dimmesdale’s head was spinning. Was he just dreaming he’d ever seen it before? Or was he dreaming about it right now?
 This thing, showing up in different ways, didn't show any real change outside. But it totally shifted how the person looking at everything felt. Just one day had passed, but it felt like years had gone by. The minister's will, Hester’s will, and whatever fate was between them—that's what changed him.
It was the same town, for real. But the minister who came back wasn't the same one. He could'a told the people who were all, "Hey!"—"I'm not who you think I am! I left that guy back there, hiding in a secret spot by a mossy tree, next to a sad little stream! Go look for your minister—see if his skinny frame, his gaunt cheeks, that white, heavy brow with all the worry lines isn’t just lying there, like an old, tossed-aside jacket!"
His friends would’ve still insisted, “It's you!”—but they'd be wrong, not him.
 Before Mr. Dimmesdale got home, something major was going on inside him. Seriously, it felt like a total reset—like a whole new set of rules for his thoughts and feelings. He was getting these urges, wild and unexpected, like he had to do something crazy. It felt both out of his control and like it was coming from a deeper part of himself, the part fighting against it.
He ran into one of his deacons. The old guy greeted him with all the love and respect he deserved—he was, like, super-respected for his age, his good character, and his position in the Church. It was a perfect example of how wisdom and age can command respect, without being, you know, overbearing.
They talked for a few minutes, and Mr. Dimmesdale barely managed to keep himself from saying some seriously blasphemous things about the communion supper. He totally froze and went pale, terrified his mouth would just blurt something out and he's be stuck owning it.
Even with that fear, he couldn't help but imagine how shocked the deacon would be if his minister said something so disrespectful!
 Another thing just like the last one. Reverend Dimmesdale was rushing down the street when he bumped into the oldest woman in his church—a seriously devout and respectable lady. Poor thing, she was a widow, totally alone, and her heart was overflowing with memories of her late husband and kids, plus all her old friends who’s passed. But all that sadness, which could have been crushing, felt almost like a happy, spiritual thing for her. She's been feeding her soul with religion and the Bible for over thirty years. And ever since Dimmesdale became her pastor, her biggest comfort—something that had to be a heavenly comfort too—was meeting him, whether it was planned or just a chance thing, and getting a warm, inspiring word of Gospel truth from his lips, into her ear, which was a little dull but totally listening. But this time, right before he was about to whisper something to the old woman, like the enemy wanted, Dimmesdale couldn't think of a single Bible verse, or anything at all. Except for a short, sharp, and what seemed like a totally unbeatable argument against the idea of the soul living forever. Saying that would probably have made the old lady drop dead, like poison. What he actually whispered, the minister could never remember. Maybe he mumbled something that didn't make sense to the good widow, or maybe Providence just interpreted it in its own way. Looking back, though, the minister saw an expression of pure gratitude and joy on her face—it was like a glow from heaven, lighting up her wrinkled, pale skin.
 After parting with the old church-member, he ran into the youngest sister of all. She was a new convert—and won over by Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale’s own sermon, after his vigil on the Sabbath—trading the temporary joys of the world for the heavenly hope. That hope would shine brighter as life got darker, and finally bring glory out of the gloom. She was as fair and pure as a lily blooming in Paradise.
The minister knew she held him sacred in her heart. It was a place of spotless goodness, draping his image with snowy curtains. Her love gave religion warmth, and her faith gave love a pureness.
That afternoon, Satan must have lured the poor girl away from her mother and into the path of this seriously tempted—or, should we say, this lost and desperate—man.
As she got closer, the arch-fiend whispered to him to plant a tiny seed of evil in her gentle heart. It would surely bloom darkly and bear bitter fruit soon. He felt so powerful over this innocent soul, trusting him as she did, that he could ruin all her goodness with just one wicked look and bring out the opposite with just a word.
So—in a struggle stronger than any he’s faced before—he held his Geneva cloak over his face and hurried on, not acknowledging her, leaving the young sister to figure out his rudeness as she could.
She searched her conscience—which was full of harmless things, like her purse or her sewing kit—and scolded herself, poor thing, for a thousand imaginary mistakes. The next morning, she went about her chores with puffy eyes.
 Before the minister could even celebrate dodging that last temptation, he felt another impulse hit him—totally ridiculous, and almost as bad. It was, honestly, embarrassing to even say, but he wanted to just stop right there and teach some seriously wild words to a bunch of little Puritan kids playing nearby. They'd just started talking, too.
He shut that down, figuring it wasn’t something a minister should do. Then, he bumped into a drunken sailor, one of the ship’s crew from the Spanish Main. And here’s the thing: having held back on everything else, poor Mr. Dimmesdale suddenly wanted, just for a second, to shake hands with the rough-looking guy and crack some off-color jokes—the kind sailors are always throwing around. He even wanted to drop a few solid, satisfying, and totally defiant oaths!
It wasn't so much about being a better person, but more about his good taste and his habit of acting like a proper clergyman that got him through that moment.
“Seriously, what’s messing with me like this?” the minister muttered to himself, stopping in the street and slapping his forehead. “Am I losing it? Or am I totally sold out to the devil? Did I make some kind of deal with him in the forest, signing it with my own blood? And is he now calling me to follow through, by suggesting every horrible thing his imagination can cook up?”
 As Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale was having this moment with himself, and smacked his forehead, old Mistress Hibbins, known as the witch-lady, supposedly walked by. She looked super fancy—high head-dress, rich velvet gown, and a ruff starched with this famous yellow stuff Ann Turner taught her. Ann was her bestie, before they hanged her for messing with Sir Thomas Overbury.
Whether the witch knew what he was thinking or not, she stopped, looked at him with a knowing look, smirked, and—even though she didn't really chat with preachers—started talking.
“So, reverend, you took a trip into the forest,” the witch-lady said, nodding her head-dress. “Next time, just give me a heads-up, and I’d love to tag along. Seriously, without bragging, my word can get any random dude a good welcome from that powerful person you know!”
“Honestly, madam,” the clergyman replied, giving her a respectful bow, as her status and his manners demanded, “I’m totally lost as to what you're getting at! I didn’t go into the forest to meet some powerful person; and I definitely don’t plan to go there to gain anyone’s favor. I just wanted to see my friend, the Apostle Eliot, and celebrate all the people he’s brought to faith!”
“Hah, ha, ha!” the old witch-lady cackled, still nodding her head-dress. “We gotta talk like this during the day! You're playing it cool. But at midnight, in the forest, we'll have a different conversation!”
 She passed with a kind of dignified grace, but kept glancing back and smiling at him, like she knew a secret just between them.
“So, did I basically sell my soul?” he wondered. “To the devil this yellow-starched and velveted old lady has picked as her prince and boss!”
The poor minister! He’d made a deal pretty much like that. He'd been chasing a dream of happiness and ended up giving himself over—really making a choice for the first time ever—to something he knew was seriously wrong. And that bad feeling just spread through him fast. It shut down all the good stuff and woke up all his worst impulses. Scorn, bitterness, random meanness, wanting bad things to happen, making fun of everything good and holy—it all came alive, tempting him even as it scared him. And meeting old Mistress Hibbins, if it actually happened, just showed how much he connected with other messed-up people and the world of twisted spirits.
 He’d finally made it to his place, right on the edge of the graveyard, and rushed up the stairs, finding refuge in his study. The minister was relieved to be out of sight, without having to show off any of those weird, messed-up things he’s been wanting to do while walking through town. He stepped into the usual room and looked around at his books, the windows, the fireplace, and the comfy tapestries on the walls. It felt just as strange as it had felt on his walk from the woods into town. This is where he'd studied and written; where he's pulled all-nighters and come out barely alive; where he's tried to pray; where he’s felt a million different kinds of pain! There was the Bible, with its fancy old Hebrew, Moses and the Prophets talking to him, God’s voice through it all! On the table, with the pen and ink beside it, was an unfinished sermon, a sentence cut off in the middle, where his thoughts just stopped flowing onto the page, two days ago. He knew it was him, the pale, thin-faced minister, who’d done and suffered all this, and written this far into the Election Sermon! But he felt like he was standing apart, looking at this former self with a mix of scorn, pity, and a little envy. That guy was gone. Another man had come back from the forest—a smarter one, with a knowledge of hidden secrets that his old self could never have understood. A seriously bitter kind of knowledge, though!
While he was thinking all this over, there was a knock at the study door, and the minister said, “Come in!”—not entirely without the thought that he might see an evil spirit. And that’s exactly what it was! It was old Roger Chillingworth who walked in. The minister stood frozen, white as a ghost, with one hand on the Hebrew Scriptures and the other pressed to his chest.
 “Welcome home, Reverend,” said the doctor. “And how’s the Apostle Eliot doing? You look kinda pale, though, honestly. Like the trip through the wilderness was rough on you. Do you think I can help you bounce back and get you ready to preach your Election Sermon?”
“I’m okay, I think,” replied Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. “The journey, seeing the Apostle, and just breathing fresh air—it’s actually done me good, after being stuck in my study for so long. I don't think I need your medicine, doc, as good as it is, and coming from a friendly face.”
All the while, Roger Chillingworth was watching the minister like a doctor checks on a patient. But honestly, the minister felt like the old man already knew, or at least strongly suspected, what went down with Hester Prynne. The doctor realized then that, in the minister’s eyes, he wasn’t a trusted friend anymore—he was his worst enemy. It’s weird how long it takes to say things sometimes, and how safely people can skirt around a topic without actually hitting it. So the minister didn’t think Roger Chillingworth would bring up their situation directly. Still, the doctor was getting scary close to the truth.
“Maybe you should let me check you out tonight?” he said. “Seriously, dear Sir, we gotta get you strong for this Election sermon. People are expecting a lot from you—they’re worried you might not even be around next year.”
 “Yeah, to another world,” the minister said, sounding resigned. “Hope it’s better; honestly, I don't think I'm sticking around with my flock through another year! But about your medicine, kind Sir, I'm good for now.”
“Glad to hear it,” the physician replied. “Maybe my treatments, which haven't worked for so long, are finally kicking in. I’d be a legend, and totally deserve New England’s thanks, if I could pull this off!”
“I appreciate it from the bottom of my heart, my friend,” Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale said, smiling softly. “I can only thank you with my prayers.”
“A good man’s prayers are worth a fortune!” old Roger Chillingworth said as he left. “Seriously, they’re the real deal – like New Jerusalem’s currency, stamped by the King himself!”
Alone, the minister called for a servant and asked for food. He ate like he hadn't eaten in ages. Then, he tossed the already written pages of the Election Sermon into the fire and started another one. He wrote with such passion and energy, he felt totally inspired. He just wondered why Heaven would use someone like him—a “foul organ-pipe”—to share its message. But he left that mystery to figure itself out, or not, and kept writing, pushing hard and feeling amazing. The night flew by, like a wild ride, and morning peeked through the curtains, blushing. Finally, sunrise hit the study and shone right across the minister’s stunned eyes. There he was, still holding the pen, with a ton of writing behind him!
Chapter Twenty-one
The New England Holiday.

Early that morning, the day the new Governor was supposed to take office, Hester Prynne and little Pearl showed up in the marketplace. It was already packed with craftspeople and regular folks from town. There were also a bunch of rough-looking people wearing deerskin—clearly from the forest settlements surrounding the colony’s little city.
For seven years, Hester had always worn the same plain gray dress. The color, and something about the way it was made, made her almost disappear into the crowd. But then, the scarlet letter would pull her back into focus, shining a light on her from a moral standpoint.
Her face, which everyone in town knew so well, had that same quiet look they were used to seeing. It was like a mask, or maybe like the frozen expression of a dead woman. That's because, as far as anyone was concerned, Hester was already gone, detached from the world she still seemed to be a part of.
 It’s possible, on this one day, that there was an expression no one had ever seen before. It wasn’t even clear enough to notice now, unless someone super observant had first read her heart. Then looked for a matching change in her face and how she carried herself.
This kind of spiritual seer might have thought that, after seven long, miserable years of enduring the stares of the crowd—out of necessity, as a punishment, and because she felt she had to—she was now facing it one last time, freely and willingly. To turn all that pain into a kind of victory.
“Take one last look at the scarlet letter and the woman who wears it!”—the people’s victim and lifelong slave, as they believed her—might have said to them. “Soon, you won’t be able to reach her! Just a few hours, and the deep, mysterious ocean will drown and hide forever the symbol you made her wear on her chest!”
It wouldn’t be too crazy to think Hester might feel a little sad when she was about to finally be free from the pain that had become so much a part of her. Maybe she’s got this urge to take one last, deep breath of the bitter cup she’s been forced to drink for almost her whole adult life.
The wine of life, that would be offered to her next, would have to be amazing—rich, delicious, and exciting—in a fancy, golden cup. Or else, it would just leave her feeling tired and weak after all the bitterness she’s been given, like a super-strong medicine.
 Pearl was totally decked out, like, radiating joy. You’d never guess this bright, sunny vibe came from something gloomy and gray. Or that the creativity it took to make her clothes—so gorgeous and delicate—was the same energy that made Hester’s simple robe so unique. The dress just fit Pearl, seemed like a natural extension of her personality, like you couldn’t separate the colors from a butterfly’s wings or the bright patterns from a flower. It was all part of her. And today, she was extra hyped, like a diamond sparkling with every beat of her mom's heart. Kids always feel what’s going on with the people around them. Pearl, being the gem on Hester’s restless heart, showed it in the way her spirit danced—something nobody could see in Hester’s calm face.
This energy made her zip around, more like a bird than walking beside her mom. She kept bursting into wild, wordless shouts, sometimes super loud. When they got to the marketplace, she got even more restless, noticing all the hustle and bustle. It usually felt more like a big, empty field in front of a town hall than a busy marketplace.
 “What’s going on, Mom?” she asked. “Why’s everyone ditching work today? Is it like, a holiday for the whole world? Look, there’s the blacksmith! He cleaned up his face and put on his Sunday clothes, and he looks like he’s ready to party if someone would just tell him how! And there's Master Brackett, the old jailer, nodding and smiling at me. Why’s he doing that, Mom?”
“He remembers you as a little baby, my child,” Hester replied.
“He shouldn’t smile at me, though—that creepy, dark, mean-looking old guy!” Pearl said. “He can nod at you, I guess, since you’re wearing gray and the scarlet letter. But look, Mom, so many faces—lots of strangers, and even some Indians and sailors! What are they all here to do in the marketplace?”
“They’re waiting for the procession,” Hester said. “The Governor and the magistrates are going by, along with the ministers and all the important and good people, with music and soldiers marching in front.”
“Will the minister be there?” Pearl asked. “Will he hold out both his hands to me, like he did when you took me from the brook?”
“He’s going to be there, sweetheart,” her mother answered. “But he won’t greet you today, and you shouldn’t greet him either.”
“He’s such a weird, sad dude,” the child said, almost to herself. “At night, he calls us to him and holds your hand and mine, just like when we stood on that scaffold over there. And in the deep forest, where only the old trees can hear and a strip of sky can see, he talks to you, sitting on a pile of moss! And he kisses my forehead, too, so that the little brook could barely wash it off! But here, in the sunshine and with all these people, he doesn’t even know us—and we can’t know him! He’s a strange, sad dude, with his hand always over his heart!”
 “Shush, Pearl! You don’t get it,” her mom said. “Don’t think about the minister right now. Look around—everyone’s so happy today. The kids came from school, and the adults from work and the fields, just to have a good time. Because today, a new guy’s in charge. And like, it’s always been this way since people started gathering into countries—they celebrate and party, like things are finally gonna be good for the world.”
It was true what her mom said about how cheerful everyone was. This was a super festive time of year—and it had been for like, two centuries. The Puritans crammed all the fun and public joy they could into it. They kind of cleared away the usual gloom, so for just one holiday, they didn’t seem as serious as most other places when things were tough.
 Okay, so maybe we’re blowing the gloomy vibes a bit. The people in Boston’s marketplace weren’t exactly born into a Puritan gloom. They were English, straight up—their dads had lived through the awesome, sunny days of the Elizabethan era. Back then, England was living its best life, totally regal, magnificent, and joyful, like the world had ever seen.
If they'd gone with their natural tastes, the New England settlers would have celebrated big events with bonfires, feasts, parades, and shows. They could’ve mixed fun with serious stuff, adding a wild, bright design to the formal events a country puts on.
There was a little attempt at this when they started the colony's political year. It was like a faded memory of something grand, a watered-down version of what they'd seen in London—not a royal coronation, but a Lord Mayor's show. You could see it in the traditions they started when new leaders took office.
The founders—the leaders, the priests, the soldiers—thought it was important to show off a bit, to look the part. That was the style back then, a way to show respect and importance. Everyone came out in a procession, adding some much-needed dignity to the new government.
 Also, the people were allowed to chill out a bit, if not straight-up encouraged, from their tough, hard work. It was like their jobs and their religion were the same thing, all the time. You wouldn't find the kind of fun they had back in England during Elizabeth's or James's time—no plays, no minstrels with their harps and old stories, no gleemen with monkeys dancing, no jugglers doing magic tricks, and definitely no Merry Andrews cracking jokes that were probably hundreds of years old. The law and the way people felt would shut that stuff down fast. Still, the people had smiles on their faces, maybe a little grim, but big smiles too. They still had games they’d seen and played back in England at the country fairs and village greens—games they wanted to keep going here because they built courage and strength. You’d see wrestling matches, like the ones from Cornwall and Devon, popping up around the marketplace. In one spot, some friends were going at it with quarterstaffs. And—the coolest thing of all—on the pillory platform, which we've talked about before, two serious fighters were starting a show with bucklers and broadswords. But, to everyone’s disappointment, the town beadle stepped in and shut it down. He wasn’t about letting the law be disrespected by messing around in such a special place.
 Overall, it’s safe to say that, back then, people weren't exactly celebrating. Their parents knew how to have fun, though. But honestly, they’d probably still have been pretty good at holidays, even compared to us, so many years later.
The generation right after the first settlers? Total Puritans. They were so serious, they really darkened the whole vibe of the country. And it’s taken years to shake that off. We still haven't quite figured out how to be cheerful again.
 The scene at the marketplace was mostly a sad gray, brown, or black—the colors of the English settlers. But there was some variety. A group of Indians— decked out in their cool, embroidered deerskin robes, wampum belts, red and yellow ochre, and feathers— stood apart, looking super serious, even more so than the Puritans.
But these painted folks weren't even the wildest thing happening. That title went to some sailors— part of the crew from a ship from the Spanish Main— who’d come to check out Election Day. They looked rough, with faces tanned dark by the sun and huge beards. Their baggy pants were held up by belts, often with a gold buckle, and they always had a long knife— sometimes even a sword— on them.
Peeking out from under their wide-brimmed palm-leaf hats were eyes that had a kind of wild energy, even when they were being friendly and laughing. They didn't care about the rules everyone else followed. They'd smoke tobacco right under the beadle’s nose— a move that would have cost a townsman a shilling— and they’d chug wine or schnapps from their pocket flasks, handing them out to the crowd around them.
It was kinda crazy how loose the rules were back then, even though people called it a rigid age. Sailors were basically given a free pass— not just for goofing around on land, but for way more intense stuff out at sea.
 That sailor back then? He’s basically about to get busted as a pirate, right here. Seriously, there's not much question about it. This ship’s crew, even if they weren't the absolute worst of the bunch, totally did some shady stuff. We’re talking about raiding Spanish ships – stuff that would land them in serious trouble in a courtroom today.
 The sea back then was wild, totally doing its own thing. It surged, foamed, and just rolled with the wind, with barely any rules from people. A buccaneer could ditch his life at sea and become a stand-up, respectable guy on land whenever he wanted. Even when he was living it up, no one thought twice about dealing with him or hanging out.
The Puritan elders, in their black cloaks, stiff collars, and tall hats, actually smiled at the noise and rough behavior of these cheerful sailors. It wasn’s a big deal when someone as respectable as old Roger Chillingworth, the doctor, was seen chatting closely with the captain of a shady ship.
The captain was seriously the most decked-out guy around. Ribbons everywhere on his clothes, gold lace on his hat, which was also circled with a gold chain and topped with a feather. He had a sword at his side and a sword cut on his forehead, which he seemed to want to show off instead of hiding. A regular person couldn't have pulled off that look and swaggered around like that without getting grilled by a judge, probably ending up with a fine, jail time, or even the stocks. But everyone just saw it as part of the shipmaster's vibe—like a fish’s shiny scales.
 After leaving the doctor, the commander of the Bristol ship wandered through the marketplace. He happened to spot Hester Prynne and recognized her, immediately calling out. As usual, a small space—like an invisible bubble—had formed around her. People were bumping into each other nearby, but no one dared to get too close. It was a clear sign of the isolation the scarlet letter created for her, both because of her own quietness and because people instinctively kept their distance. This time, it was perfect, letting Hester and the sailor talk privately without anyone overhearing. Hester Prynne’s reputation had changed so much that even the town’s most moral woman wouldn't have caused less gossip by talking with him.
“Hey, mistress,” the sailor said, “I told the steward to get one more berth ready for you! No worries about scurvy or ship-fever on this trip! Between the ship's surgeon and this other doctor, our only danger will be from medicine—we’re loaded with apothecary stuff, which I traded for with a Spanish ship.”
“What are you getting at?” Hester asked, looking more surprised than she let on. “Do you have another passenger?”
“Don’t you know?” the shipmaster exclaimed. “This doctor—Chillingworth, he calls himself—wants to pay for a spot in my cabin with you! Yeah, yeah, you must’ve known; he told me he’s with your crew and a close friend to the guy you were talking about—the one who’s in trouble with these grumpy Puritan leaders!”
“They’re very well acquainted, it seems,” Hester replied calmly, though she was seriously freaked out. “They’ve lived together for a long time.”
 Nothing else happened between the sailor and Hester Prynne. But then, she spotted old Roger Chillingworth. He was standing way back in the market square, and he was smiling at her. It was a smile that—even across the busy square, through all the chatter and laughter, and everyone's different thoughts and feelings—felt super creepy and mysterious.
Chapter Twenty-two
The Procession.

Before Hester Prynne could even wrap her head around what was happening, she heard military music coming from down the street. It was the procession of magistrates and citizens heading towards the meeting-house. They were there for the Election Sermon. Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale was giving it, like they always did, following a tradition that had been around forever.
 Soon, the head of the group came into view, moving slowly and with a lot of fanfare, turning a corner and heading across the marketplace. First, there was the music. It was a mix of different instruments, maybe not all that well-matched, and played not super skillfully; but it still managed to do what music does for a crowd—make the whole scene feel bigger and more epic. Little Pearl, at first, clapped her hands, but then she stopped bouncing around for a second. She just stared, like she was floating, carried up on the waves of sound. But then the sunlight glinted off the weapons and shiny armor of the military company that followed the music, and she was back to her usual energetic self. This group—still around today, marching straight out of the past with a seriously cool reputation—wasn't made up of hired guns. It was filled with guys who were feeling that warrior vibe and wanted to create a kind of Knights Templar club, where they could learn about war and practice as much as they could without actually fighting. You could see how much people respected soldiers back then by the way each member of the company carried themselves. Some of them had actually earned their title, having fought in the Low Countries and other battles in Europe. The whole group, decked out in polished steel and feathers waving over their helmets, was a sight that no modern show can match.
 But honestly, the guys who came after the soldiers—the ones with real clout—were way more interesting to watch. Even just the way they carried themselves had this air of importance that made the soldiers’ swagger look kinda trashy, if not totally ridiculous.
It was a time when what we’d call talent wasn't as big of a deal as it is now. But people really valued the stuff that builds a solid, respectable character—a lot more than they do today. They had this deep-down respect for people, passed down through families. Now, if it exists at all, it's in smaller doses and doesn't carry the same weight when choosing public figures. Maybe that's a good thing, maybe not—probably a bit of both.
Back then, an English settler arriving on these wild shores—leaving behind kings, nobles, and all those intimidating ranks—still held onto that sense of respect. They showed it to older folks with gray hair and serious faces; to people with proven honesty; to wise people who’s seen a lot; to those who seemed permanent and just… respectable.
So these early leaders—Bradstreet, Endicott, Dudley, Bellingham, and the rest—who were chosen by the people, weren't always flashy. But they were known for being steady and grounded, more than super-smart. They had strength and believed in themselves. When things got tough or dangerous, they stood up for what was best for the community—like a strong cliff against a storm.
 These guys—the new colonial magistrates—really showed those traits. They had strong faces and were built solid. Seriously, the mother country could’ve been proud to see these top dogs from a real democracy join the House of Peers or the Privy Council.
 Next up were the magistrates, then the young and seriously impressive preacher. Everyone was waiting for his religious talk for the big day. Back then, being a scholar was a bigger deal than being a politician, you know? Not even considering the deeper reasons—it just offered a ton of perks. People practically worshipped smart people. That kind of respect could draw in even the most ambitious folks. Even political power—like with Increase Mather—was totally within reach for a really successful priest.
 People watching him now noticed something wild. Since Mr. Dimmesdale arrived on the New England shore, he’s never seemed this energetic. The way he walked, his whole vibe—it was different.
His step wasn't weak like usual. He wasn't hunched over, and his hand didn't rest nervously on his heart. But if you really looked at him, his strength didn't seem to come from his body.
Maybe it was spiritual, a gift from angels. Or maybe it was the effect of that powerful drink, brewed only in the heat of intense, deep thinking. Perhaps his sensitive nature was energized by the loud, soaring music, lifting him up on its wave.
Still, he looked so lost in thought, you couldn't be sure he even heard the music. His body was moving forward, with a strength he didn't usually have. But where was his mind?
Way off, working overtime to gather a line of important thoughts, ready to burst out soon. He didn't see anything, hear anything, or know anything about what was around him. The spiritual part took over his weak body, carrying him along, unaware of the weight, turning him into something like itself.
Smart people, who’ve gone a little off, sometimes have this ability to put in a ton of effort, throwing all their energy into something, and then just crashing afterward.
 Hester Prynne, staring straight at the clergyman, felt this heavy vibe wash over her, but she couldn't put her finger on why; it was just that he seemed so far away, totally out of reach. She’d pictured a moment of recognition between them. She thought about the shadowy woods, that little hidden spot of solitude, love, and pain, and the mossy tree where they’d sat, holding hands, sharing their sad, intense conversations with the brook’s quiet murmur. They’d really known each other then! But was this the man? She barely recognized him now! He was moving with this confident air, wrapped up in the music, surrounded by all these serious, respected elders. He was so untouchable, both because of his status and because of this wall of cold thoughts she saw in him now. Her heart sank with the feeling that it had all been a dream, that there could be no real connection between them. And that’s just how a woman thinks sometimes—she could barely forgive him, especially now, with this sense of doom closing in, getting closer, closer, closer!—for he’d managed to completely disappear from their world while she was stumbling around in the dark, reaching out with her numb hands, and couldn’t find him.
Pearl seemed to pick up on her mom’s mood, or maybe she felt the distance and untouchability around the minister herself. As the procession went by, the little girl was restless, bouncing around like a bird ready to fly. When they’d all passed, she looked up at Hester.
“Mom,” she said, “was that the same minister who kissed me by the brook?”
“Shhh, sweetie,” Hester whispered. “We don’t always talk about what happens in the forest out here in the marketplace.”
 “I wasn’t really sure it was him; he looked so different,” the child went on. “Otherwise, I would’a run right up to him and asked for a kiss, right there in front of everyone, just like he did back in those old, dark woods. What would the minister have said, Mom? Would he’a put his hand over his heart and glared at me, telling me to scram?”
“What would he say, Pearl?” Hester replied. “Just that it wasn’t a good time for a kiss, and that kisses aren’t meant for the marketplace. Good thing you didn’t say anything, silly kid!”
Someone else had the same feeling about Mr. Dimmesdale, but in a way that was kind of wild—or even crazy, like we'd call it today. This person wasn’t afraid to do what most of the townspeople wouldn’t dare; she started talking to the woman wearing the scarlet letter, right out in public. It was Mistress Hibbins. She was dressed super fancy, with a huge ruff, a fancy embroidered top, a rich velvet dress, and a cane with a gold handle. She’d come out to watch the procession. This old lady was famous—and it eventually cost her her life—for being a big player in all the spooky stuff that was always going on. So, people stepped aside when she showed up, like they were afraid to even touch her clothes, like they carried the plague hidden in those gorgeous folds. Seeing her next to Hester Prynne—who a lot of people were feeling good about now—made Mistress Hibbins even more scary, and everyone started moving away from where the two women were standing.
 “Seriously, what could anyone even dream up like that?” whispered the old lady, leaning in close to Hester. “Look at that guy! That total saint, like everyone says he is—and honestly, he really looks the part! Who’s gonna believe that just a little while ago, he was practically bursting out of his study, chewing on some Hebrew scripture, I bet—just going for a walk in the woods! Aha! You know what that means, Hester Prynne! But, honestly, it’s wild to even think it’s the same guy. I’ve seen plenty of church folks trailing behind the music who’d totally dance with me when Somebody was playing the fiddle—maybe even at an Indian powwow or with some wizard swapping hands with us! That’s just a tiny detail when you know how the world works. But this minister! Hester, could you even tell if it was the same dude who you met on the forest path?”
“Ma’am, I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” replied Hester Prynne, thinking Mistress Hibbins wasn't quite right. She was also totally freaked out by how sure she was that so many people (including herself) were connected to… well, you know. “It’s not up to me to talk bad about a smart and godly minister like Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale!”
 “Seriously, woman, seriously!” the old lady said, wagging her finger at Hester. “You think I’ve been trekking into the forest all this time and still can’t tell who’s been there? Even without a single leaf from the wild flower crowns they wore while dancing! I know you, Hester. I see the mark. We all can—it practically glows like a red flame in the sunshine. You're rocking it out in the open, so no need to question that. But this minister! Let me tell you, right here! When the Black Man sees one of his own, signed and sealed, and as hesitant as Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale is about admitting it, he’s got a way of making the mark pop out in broad daylight for everyone to see! What's the minister hiding, always clutching his heart like that? Ha, Hester Prynne!”
“What’s going on, Mistress Hibbins?” little Pearl asked, super curious. “Did you see it?”
“Not important, sweetie!” Mistress Hibbins replied, giving Pearl a deep bow. “You’ll see it yourself, eventually. People say, kid, you’re descended from the Prince of the Air! Wanna come with me one night to see your dad? Then you’ll know why the minister keeps his hand over his heart!”
She started laughing so loud everyone in the marketplace could hear her. The weird old lady then took off.
By now, the opening prayer had been said in the meeting-house, and Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale’s voice started his sermon. Hester felt pulled to stay nearby. The building was packed, so she stood close to the scaffold of the pillory. She could hear the whole sermon—a kind of jumbled, flowing murmur of the minister’s really unique voice.
 This voice was seriously impressive—like, a real gift. Even if you didn't understand a word the preacher was saying, you could still feel the vibe, you know? The tone and rhythm just moved you. Like all good music, it was full of feeling, both intense and tender, speaking a language everyone understands deep down. Even muffled by the church walls, Hester Prynne listened super closely, totally connecting with what he was saying. The sermon felt like it had a whole different meaning for her, totally separate from the words themselves. Maybe if she's heard them clearly, they would have just gotten in the way, blocking out what she was feeling. Now she caught this low, quiet hum, like the wind settling down. Then it would rise, getting sweeter and stronger, until it felt like it was wrapping her in this huge, awesome, serious atmosphere. And even when the voice was powerful, there was always this undercurrent of sadness. It was like a cry of pain, a whisper or a scream from people struggling—it touched something in everyone. Sometimes, that feeling of sadness was all you could hear, barely audible, sighing in the quiet. But even when the preacher's voice got loud and commanding, when it just burst out—when it was at its biggest and strongest, filling the church and spilling out into the open air—if you listened closely, you could still hear that same cry of pain.
 What was it? It was the ache of a human heart—heavy with sadness, maybe even guilt—pouring out its secrets, whether it was about feeling bad or just heartbroken. It was basically asking for understanding or a fresh start, constantly, in every voice, and it always got it. That deep, constant feeling is what made the clergyman so powerful.
 Hester just stood there, frozen, at the bottom of the platform. Even if the minister hadn’t kept her, she'd have been drawn to that spot anyway. It was where she started her life of shame, basically.
She had this feeling—hard to put into words, but it was heavy on her mind—that everything before and after this moment was tied to it. Like, this one spot was what made it all connect.
 Little Pearl had wandered off from her mom and was having a blast in the marketplace. She brightened up the serious crowd with her sparkly energy, like a bird with bright feathers lighting up a bunch of dark leaves—you know, half-hidden, super vibrant. She moved in a wavy, but sometimes jerky way. It showed how energetic her spirit was, and today it was extra bouncy because her mom was stressed. Whenever Pearl spotted something that caught her eye, she zoomed over and kinda claimed it as hers—but she totally kept control of her own movements. The Puritans watched, and even if they cracked a smile, they still thought the kid was, like, a demon baby, because of her crazy beautiful and unique vibe, and how much she bounced around. She ran up to a Native American and stared him down—he realized she was even wilder than him. Then, with total confidence but still keeping a bit of distance, she zoomed into a group of sailors—those super tanned, wild dudes of the ocean—and they just stared at her, amazed, like a piece of seafoam had turned into a little girl, with a soul that glowed like sea-fire, flashing out from under a ship’s bow at night.
 One of those sailors—the shipmaster, who’d talked to Hester Prynne—was totally smitten with Pearl’s look, and tried to grab her for a quick kiss. It was as impossible to touch her as catching a hummingbird, so he pulled a gold chain from his hat and tossed it to the kid. Pearl immediately wrapped it around her neck and waist, and it just fit her. You could barely picture her without it.
“Your mom’s that woman with the scarlet letter,” the sailor said. “Wanna give her a message from me?”
“If the message is cool, yeah,” Pearl replied.
“Okay, then,” he said. “Tell her I talked to that creepy, hunched-over old doctor again, and he’s gonna bring his friend—the guy she knows—on board. So, your mom shouldn’t worry about anything except herself and you. You’re gonna tell her, witch-baby?”
“Mistress Hibbins says my dad is the Prince of the Air!” Pearl yelled, grinning mischievously. “If you call me that bad name, I’m telling him on you; and he’s gonna chase your ship with a storm!”
Darting around the marketplace, the kid went back to her mom and told her what the sailor said. Hester’s strong, calm spirit almost crumbled when she saw this dark, scary look of a certain doom. It showed up right in their path—a smile on its face—at the exact moment they thought they might finally escape their mess.
 Her head was spinning from the crazy news the shipmaster gave her, and then another thing hit her. Loads of people were there, from the surrounding area. They'd all heard about the scarlet letter, and tons of wild, made-up stories had made it sound super scary. But none of them had actually seen it before.
After they’d run out of other stuff to do, they crowded around Hester Prynne, being really pushy. It was harsh, but they couldn't get too close, staying a good few yards away. They were stuck there, like, repelled by the weird symbol.
The sailors were also checking it out. Seeing the crowd, and figuring out what the scarlet letter meant, they pushed their sunburnt, kinda shady faces into the mix. Even the Indians were affected, giving Hester a cold, weird stare with their black eyes. They probably thought whoever wore that fancy badge must be a big deal back home.
Finally, the townspeople showed up too. They were kinda bored, but they were feeling what everyone else was feeling, so they drifted over. They stared at Hester, maybe bothering her more than anyone else, with their knowing looks at her old shame.
Hester recognized the faces of those women who’d been waiting for her when she came out of the prison seven years ago. Everyone except one—the youngest, the only one who’d shown her any kindness. Hester had made her a burial robe after she died.
 It was the last minute, and she was about to toss the burning letter away. But somehow, it had become the main topic, everyone was buzzing about it. It just made it sting even worse than it had since she first read it.
 Hester stood in that circle of shame, feeling totally stuck. Her sentence felt like it was burned into her forever. Meanwhile, the respected preacher was looking down from the pulpit at a crowd who were basically under his spell.
The minister in the church! Hester, with the scarlet letter, in the town square! Who would have ever guessed they shared the same kind of burn?
Chapter Twenty-three
The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter.

The preacher’s voice, which had totally lifted everyone up like waves, finally stopped. There was this hush, super deep—like after you hear a prophecy. Then, a low buzz and a bit of chaos started. It felt like the listeners were waking up from being lost in someone else's thoughts, still totally blown away. A second later, people started flooding out of the church doors. Now that it was over, they needed some fresh air, something real to help them get back to their everyday lives. The preacher had turned the atmosphere into fiery words, packed with his amazing thoughts.
 They just burst out talking, totally buzzing from the sermon. The whole street and marketplace were practically exploding with cheers for the minister. People couldn't stop talking, sharing what they already knew better than he could even say it. Everyone agreed—he’s never spoken with so much wisdom, such a powerful, holy vibe. It was like inspiration was just pouring out of him, lifting him up from the written words in front of him and filling him with ideas that were mind-blowing for everyone listening. He was talking about God and how he connects with all of us, especially this new community we're building here in the wilderness. And as he wrapped up, it felt like he was channeling something bigger than himself, like the old prophets of Israel. But instead of predicting doom, he was telling us about a bright, amazing future for the Lord's people. But throughout it all, there was this deep, sad feeling hanging in the air—like he knew he wouldn’t be around much longer. Yeah, their minister, the one they loved so much—and who loved them all, so much he couldn’t even leave without a sigh—knew he was going to die young. They were gonna be heartbroken when he was gone.
 His being here for such a short time just hammered home what the preacher had done. It was like an angel, on his way up to heaven, had just brushed his wings over everyone—a flash of darkness and light—and sprinkled them with a bunch of awesome truths.
 Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale had hit a real peak—like, the best time of his life, honestly. It was brighter and more successful than anything he's ever done, or ever would do. He was totally on top of the world, thanks to his smarts, all that knowledge he had, his killer speaking skills, and a reputation for being, like, super holy. That was his deal in New England back then, when being a minister basically put you on a high pedestal. Right now, he was standing up there, head bowed on the pulpit cushions, after giving his Election Sermon.
Meanwhile, Hester Prynne was standing by the pillory, the scarlet letter still blazing on her chest!
Then, you heard the music again, that loud clang, and the marching of the soldiers coming out of the church. The whole procession was heading to the town hall for a fancy dinner that would wrap up the day's events.
 Again, the line of respected leaders moved through a wide path in the crowd. People stepped aside respectfully, on both sides, as the Governor and officials, the older, wiser folks, the religious leaders, and everyone important made their way to the center. When they reached the marketplace, the crowd erupted in a cheer.
It wasn’t just because people back then really looked up to their leaders—it felt like a genuine burst of excitement sparked by the powerful speech still ringing in their ears. Everyone felt it, picking up the energy from the person next to them. Inside the church, they’d barely held it back; out in the open air, it soared to the sky.
There were enough people, and enough intense emotion, to create a sound bigger than an organ, thunder, or even the ocean. It was like a massive wave of voices, all blending into one giant voice, driven by the same feeling that connects everyone.
Never before had New England heard a cheer like that! And no one had ever been so honored by the people as that preacher was.
But what happened to him then? Did it feel like a glow surrounded his head? Was he so full of spirit, so revered by his fans, that his feet barely touched the ground as he walked?
 As military and civic leaders moved on, everyone’s eyes were on the minister as he approached. The shout faded into a murmur as people caught glimpses of him. He looked so weak and pale, even with all the celebration! The energy—or, like, the inspiration that had kept him going, waiting to deliver the important message sent from heaven—was gone now that it had done its job. The glow they’d seen on his cheek was out, like a flame dying in old ashes. He barely looked alive, with that ghostly color; he seemed to be just barely holding himself up, but he didn't fall!
His fellow minister, the respected John Wilson, noticed how drained Mr. Dimmesdale looked after all that. He quickly stepped forward to offer a hand. But the minister gently, but firmly, pushed the old man’s arm away. He kept walking, if you could even call it that—it was more like a shaky baby trying to reach their mom, reaching out to be tempted forward. Now, even though his steps were barely noticeable, he'd reached the familiar, weathered scaffold where, a long time ago, Hester Prynne had faced the world’s judgment. There she stood, holding little Pearl’s hand! And there was the scarlet letter on her chest! The minister paused here; even though the music still played the upbeat, celebratory march. It urged him forward—on to the festival!—but he stopped.
 Bellingham had been watching him nervously for a bit. Now, he left the group and went to help; he could tell Mr. Dimmesdale was about to collapse. But there was something in the minister’s look that made the magistrate hesitate, even though he wasn’t one to ignore gut feelings. The crowd watched, totally awestruck. They saw this faintness as just another sign of the minister’s incredible strength. It wouldn't have been weird to them if he’d just floated up to heaven, getting brighter and dimmer, before disappearing into the light.
He turned toward the scaffold and stretched out his arms.
“Hester,” he said, “come here! Come, my little Pearl!”
He looked at them with a really unsettling look, but there was also something tender and strangely triumphant about it. Pearl, with her usual quick movements, ran to him and wrapped her arms around his knees. Hester Prynne—as if she had no choice, against everything she wanted—slowly made her way over, but stopped just before she reached him. Suddenly, old Roger Chillingworth pushed through the crowd—or maybe he just seemed to rise up from somewhere dark and evil. He tried to pull the minister back! Whatever happened, the old man rushed forward and grabbed the minister’s arm.
“Dude, stop! What are you doing?” he whispered. “Let that woman go! Leave that kid alone! Everything will be alright! Don’t ruin your reputation and end up a nobody! I can still save you! Don’t you want to protect your career?”
“Seriously? You're too late!” the minister replied, looking him in the eye, scared but firm. “Your power isn’t what it used to be! With God’s help, I’m getting out of this now!”
 He reached out his hand to Hester Prynne again.
“Hester Prynne,” he called out, his voice intense, “in the name of Him—so powerful and so kind—who’s given me the strength, right now, to do what—for my own messed-up life and suffering—I didn't do seven years ago, come here! Lean on me! Your strength, Hester, but let it be guided by what God’s given me! This poor, wronged old man is fighting it with everything he’s got—his own strength, and something else!” He paused. “Come, Hester, come! Help me up to the platform!”
The crowd was buzzing. The important people, standing close to the minister, were totally caught off guard and confused about what was happening—they couldn't quite understand what they were seeing, or imagine any other explanation. They just stood there, watching as the minister, leaning on Hester’s shoulder and supported by her arm, made his way to the platform and climbed the steps. The little kid, born from that mistake, still held his hand. Old Roger Chillingworth followed, like someone deeply involved in this whole story of guilt and sadness, and who definitely had a right to be there for the ending.
“If you’d searched the whole world,” he said, looking sharply at the minister, “there wasn’t a place—high or low—where you could have gotten away from me—except right here on this platform!”
“Thank God He brought me here,” the minister replied.
But he was shaking, and turned to Hester with a look of worry in his eyes, even though he tried to force a small smile.
“Isn’t this better,” he whispered, “than what we talked about in the woods?”
 “I don’t know! I don’t know!” she blurted out. “Better? Yeah, so we can all die, and little Pearl can die with us!”
“For you and Pearl, let it be as God wills,” the minister said. “And God is merciful! Let me now do what he’s made clear to me. Because, Hester, I’m dying. So let me just get this over with and take my shame.”
Supported by Hester Prynne, and holding little Pearl’s hand, the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale turned to the respected leaders; the holy ministers, who were his friends; and the people, whose hearts were totally shocked, but also overflowing with tearful sympathy, knowing that a really deep issue—which, if it was full of sin, was also full of pain and regret—was about to be revealed to them. The sun, not long past noon, shone on the clergyman, making his figure clear as he stood out from everything else, ready to admit he was guilty before the judgment of God.
“People of New England!” he called out, his voice rising above them—high, serious, and powerful—but with a tremor in it, and sometimes a shriek, struggling up from a bottomless pit of regret and sadness—"You, who have loved me! You, who have thought me holy! See me here, the worst sinner in the world! Finally!—finally!—I’m standing on the spot where, seven years ago, I should have been. Here, with this woman, whose arm—more than the little strength I’ve used to get here—is holding me up at this awful moment, from falling to my knees! Look at the scarlet letter that Hester wears! You’ve all been scared of it! Wherever she’s gone—wherever, so miserably burdened, she’s hoped to find peace—it’s cast a creepy, awful glow around her. But there was someone standing among you, whose mark of sin and shame you haven’t shuddered at!”
 It seemed like he’d have to keep his secret hidden. But he fought against the weakness—and the sinking feeling—that was taking over. He pushed away any help and stepped forward, right in front of the woman and the child.
“It was all on him!” he said, kind of intense, determined to spill everything. “God saw it! The angels were always pointing it out! Even the Devil knew, and kept poking at it with his fiery touch! But he hid it from everyone, walking among you like a ghost, sad because he was so pure in a messed-up world—and lonely, missing his family in heaven! Now, at the very end, he’s standing before you! He’s telling you to look again at Hester’s scarlet letter! He says that, even with all its scary vibes, it’s just a shadow of what he carries on his own chest, and that even this, his own red mark, is just a hint of what’s burned into his soul! Anyone here doubt God's judgment on a sinner? Look! Just look at this awful proof!”
With a sudden movement, he ripped open his clerical band. It was there! It’s hard to even describe what happened. For a second, everyone just stared, shocked. The minister stood there, a look of triumph on his face, like he’s won a battle even though he’s hurting like crazy. Then, he just collapsed onto the scaffold! Hester gently lifted him and held his head against her. Old Roger Chillingworth knelt beside him, his face blank and empty, like all the life had drained away.
“You got away from me!” he kept repeating. “You got away from me!”
“May God forgive you!” the minister said. “You’ve deeply messed up too.”
 He pulled his fading eyes from the old man, and looked at the woman and the child.
“My little Pearl,” he said, his voice weak—and a sweet, gentle smile touched his face, like a spirit settling into deep rest. Now that the weight was lifted, he almost seemed playful with the child—"dear little Pearl, will you kiss me now? You wouldn't, back there in the forest! But now you will?”
Pearl kissed his lips. Something shifted. The big, sad scene, where the wild child played a part, had woken up all her feelings. And as her tears fell on her father’s cheek, they were a promise that she’d grow up knowing joy and sadness, and be a real woman in the world, not always fighting it. Her mission as a messenger of grief was done with her mom, too.
“Hester,” the clergyman said, “goodbye.”
“Will we see each other again?” she whispered, leaning close to him. “Will we spend forever together? We saved each other, didn't we, with all this pain? You’re looking so far ahead, with those bright, fading eyes! Tell me what you see?”
“Hush, Hester, hush,” he said, his voice shaky and serious. “The law we broke—the sin, so awful here! Let those be all you think about. I'm scared! I'm scared! Maybe, when we forgot God—when we disrespected each other’s souls—it was pointless to hope we’d meet again, in a perfect forever. God knows; and He’s merciful! He’s shown His mercy, especially in my suffering. By giving me this burning pain to carry! By sending that dark, scary old man to keep the pain burning hot! By bringing me here, to die this shameful death in front of everyone! If any of those things had been missing, I'd be lost forever! Praise His name! His will be done! Goodbye!”
 "It is finished," the minister whispered, his last words fading. The crowd, quiet up until then, suddenly erupted in this crazy, low rumble—a mix of shock and disbelief. It was like they couldn’t quite find the words, just this wave of sound following his spirit.
Chapter Twenty-four
Conclusion.

After a while, when people had time to think about what they’d seen, there were tons of different stories about the scaffold.
Most people swore they saw a SCARLET LETTER on the minister’s chest—looked just like the one Hester Prynne wore—burned into his skin. How it got there? People had all sorts of guesses.
Some said Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale started punishing himself the very day Hester got her badge. He kept trying to make up for it, but nothing worked. Others thought Roger Chillingworth, being a seriously powerful wizard, made it appear later, using magic and weird drugs.
Then there were those who understood the minister’s feelings—they believed the letter was a sign of his guilt, eating away at him from the inside out, until it showed up as a message from above.
Take your pick. We’re throwing all the info we could find at you, and honestly, we’d love to just forget about the whole thing. We’ve thought about it so much, it’s stuck in our heads, and it's not a good vibe.
 It’s wild, though, that some people who were there—who swore they never took their eyes off Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale—said they didn’t see any mark on his chest, not even a tiny one like a baby’s. And, according to them, he never even hinted, not once, that he had anything to do with the guilt Hester Prynne had been wearing the scarlet letter for.
These super-respectable witnesses said the minister, knowing he was dying—knowing everyone already thought of him as a saint or an angel—wanted to show the world that even the best people aren't all that great. After dedicating his life to helping people’s souls, he chose to die in Hester’s arms, like a lesson for everyone.
He wanted to teach them that, in the eyes of something perfect, we’re all sinners. That even the most holy person just sees a little clearer how much mercy there is, and totally rejects the idea that anyone deserves praise.
We’re not arguing with something so important, but we gotta admit that this version of Mr. Dimmesdale's story is just one example of how fiercely a person’s friends—especially a clergyman’s—will defend their character, even when the proof is as clear as the sunlight on the scarlet letter, showing them to be a flawed, sinful person.
 The source we’ve mostly relied on—an old manuscript put together from what people told each other—backs up what we said earlier. Some folks knew Hester Prynne, others just heard the story from people who were around back then.
There are tons of lessons to take away from the poor minister’s rough time, but we’ll just stick with this: “Be real! Be real! Be real! Show the world something—not necessarily your biggest flaw, but something that hints at it!”
 It was wild how much Roger Chillingworth changed, practically right after Mr. Dimmesdale died. All his strength, his energy—everything—just seemed to drain away. He seriously withered, shrunk, and almost disappeared, like a weed ripped out of the ground, drying up in the sun.
This poor guy had built his whole life around revenge. Once that revenge was complete, once there was nothing left for him to do—no more evil to fuel—he just faded away. It was like he went off to wherever his boss had more work for him, and a paycheck waiting.
But we gotta cut these shadowy figures—Chillingworth and all—some slack. It’s kinda crazy to think about whether hate and love are really the same thing deep down. Both take a lot of closeness and knowing someone's heart. Both make you rely on another person for your feelings and your spirit. When the person you love or hate disappears, you’re left feeling lost and empty.
If you really think about it, those two feelings are basically the same, except one looks bright and good, and the other looks dark and scary. Maybe, in the afterlife, that old doctor and the minister—both victims in this life—accidentally turned their hatred into love.
 So, when old Roger Chillingworth died—that was within the year—his last will and testament, with Governor Bellingham and Reverend Mr. Wilson as executors, left a seriously huge amount of property, both here and in England, to little Pearl, Hester Prynne’s daughter.
Pearl—that elf-child, the demon offspring, as some people still called her—became the richest heiress around, no joke, in the New World. It’s pretty likely this totally changed how people saw them; and if Hester and Pearl had stayed, Pearl, when she was old enough to get married, could’ve ended up with a super devout Puritan.
But not long after the doctor passed, the woman with the scarlet letter disappeared, and Pearl went with her. For years, there were rumors that floated across the ocean—like random pieces of driftwood with initials on them—but nothing confirmed ever came back. The story of the scarlet letter became a legend. Still, it had a powerful hold, making the scaffold where the poor minister died and Hester Prynne’s cottage by the sea feel eerie.
One afternoon, some kids were playing nearby when they saw a tall woman in a gray robe heading towards the cottage. It had never been opened in all those years, but she either unlocked it, or the rotting wood and iron just gave way, or she just slipped through like a shadow—and she went inside, no doubt.
 She paused at the doorway—turned a bit, like. The idea of going in alone, seeing everything so different, the place where she’d lived such a huge part of her life… it was just too much to handle. But she didn’t hesitate for long, though it was enough to show off the scarlet letter on her chest.
Hester Prynne was back, taking up her old shame! But where was little Pearl? If she was still alive, she’d be a young woman now. No one really knew—no one ever found out for sure—if the wild child had died young; or if her free spirit had calmed down and become capable of a woman's happiness. But for the rest of Hester’s life, people noticed that the recluse with the scarlet letter was someone’s object of affection. Letters arrived, with fancy seals, though the designs were unfamiliar. The cottage had comfortable, luxurious things Hester never used, but that only money and love could have provided. There were little trinkets, beautiful reminders of someone who always remembered her, made by delicate hands, from a loving heart. Once, someone saw Hester stitching a baby outfit, with such a lot of golden detail that it would’ve shocked the town if an infant, dressed like that, had been shown around.
Basically, the town gossips thought—and Mr. Surveyor Pue, who checked things out a century later, believed—and even one of his recent replacements in office still believes—that Pearl wasn’t just alive, but married, happy, and thinking of her mom, and would have totally welcomed that sad, lonely mother to her home.
 But Hester Prynne had a real life here, in New England, more than Pearl did back home. This was where her sin happened; this was her sorrow; and this was where her penance would be. She came back, totally on her own—no judge, not even the strictest one from that time, would have forced her to—and she wore the symbol we're talking about, the one from that dark story. She never took it off her chest again.
Over the long, tough, and self-sacrificing years of Hester’s life, the scarlet letter stopped being something everyone mocked and hated. It became a symbol of something sad, something to look at with respect and even a little awe. Hester wasn’t about herself; she didn't live for her own fun or profit. So, people brought her all their problems and worries, asking for her advice—someone who's been through a lot.
Especially women—dealing with heartbreak, feeling used, feeling lost, or making mistakes—or carrying the weight of a lonely heart, one that wasn't wanted or appreciated—they’d come to Hester’s cottage, asking why they were so messed up and what to do. Hester comforted them and gave them the best advice she could.
She believed, and told them, that at some point—when the world was ready—in God’s timing—a new truth would come out, to build a better foundation for relationships between men and women, based on happiness for both. Earlier on, Hester thought she might be the one to reveal that truth, but she knew it couldn't be a woman marked by sin, ashamed, or just weighed down by sadness.
 Seriously, the angel and apostle bringing the new message has to be a woman. Like, a really amazing one—lofty, pure, and gorgeous. Plus, she needs to be smart, not in a sad, gloomy way, but with this bright, joyful vibe. She’s gotta show how sacred love makes you happy, proving that a life well-lived is totally worth it!
 "It's like this," Hester Prynne said, and looked down at the scarlet letter with sad eyes.
Years later, a new grave was dug, close to an old, weathered one, in that graveyard where King’s Chapel stands now. It was near the old grave, but with a space between, like the dust of the people resting there shouldn't mix. Still, one tombstone marked both.
All around were fancy monuments with family crests. On this simple slate slab—you can still see it if you look closely, and wonder what it all means—there was a carved shield. It had a symbol, and if you translated the herald’s words, it could be a motto and a quick summary of our story. It’s pretty dark, though, and the only bright spot is a point of light, even gloomier than the shadows.
“On a black background, a bold scarlet letter A.”
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