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      “The charm of history and its enigmatic lesson consist in the fact that, 


from age to age, 


nothing changes and yet everything is completely different.”    
    


  ―      Aldous Huxley  


` 









  
  
I wanted to bring the reader's attention to a change. Usually I've included the past life charts at the end of each life so that the reader can track each character's incarnations. But at this point there has been so many lives that the chart is too large and would make it hard to see. So, I have provided a link  HERE that will take you to my website where the charts are easy to see and download to keep with you while you're reading.



If that link doesn't work for some reason, there is a charts page at infiniteseries.net.
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Chapter 1


Connecticut Suburb, 1980





“I can’t believe you’re going to be three.” My mother sets down a handmade Raggedy Ann doll cake in the center of the table. 

My little arms can’t reach the cake, but I try.

“No, no, no. You can’t have the cake until we sing happy birthday.”

“But you already did.” I stare at Raggedy Ann’s jellybean face, the M&Ms coloring her dress, and her red licorice hair.

“No, I didn’t. We sing after we have dinner.”

“But the little old lady sang it to me last night.”

Mom freezes. “What little old lady?”

“Your grandma. She brought the cake in for me to blow out the candles.”

“My gram’s—well, you’ve never met her, sweetie.” She pulls my hair around to the back of my neck, but I look up to her.

“No, I know her, and she loves me. She has the most beautiful voice. She sings so high up.” I get up on my tiptoes to show her just how high.

Mom’s hands stop. “We still have to wait until later.”

“Okay,” I say and run back to the TV. When my father comes home, I hear them whispering in the kitchen. I run in to hug him, and he lifts me up.

“She’s just imagining things,” he says to Mom.

“But she knew she sang high. My gram was an opera singer. A soprano.”

Dad scoffs. “Woo-woo.” He makes me laugh at his silly sound, even though it seems to upset Mom. “Let’s get ready to sing for someone’s birthday.”

“But the old lady already did!” I whine, and Mom shoots him a look.

“But I haven’t sung to you and neither has your mother, so you’ll just have to wait.”

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


I’m waiting on the last step of the stairs, biting my fingernails. What’s taking so long? Finally, I see the front doorknob turn, and I bounce up like I’m on springs to greet him with a long hug. He drops his leather briefcase to wrap me up in his strong arms and holds me close so that the heavy scent of Old Spice envelopes me. 

“What did you bring back for me?”

He pretends to look in the pockets inside his three-piece suit, then his suit pants pockets, and he even lifts up each pants leg, exposing the garters that hold his socks up. 

Mom rolls her eyes and sighs. “You’re still wearing those, Robert? They make you look like such an old man.”

But Dad laughs. “Better to look like an old man and not have my socks falling down around my ankles.”

I reach into his black suit jacket, as well, hoping to find something. 

Dad says, quite convincingly, “Oh no, Squanto. I must’ve forgotten it on the airplane from Africa.”

My smile falls harshly, but then he pulls out the PAN AM business class zipped kit. I grab it with lightning speed and unzip it to my delight, finding a sewing kit, toothbrush, moisturizer, shampoo, manicure kit, shower cap, and shoehorn! I squeal as he snaps the shower cap on my little head, making my forehead instantly itch with the scratchy plastic elastic, but I’m not taking it off for anything. 

I ask, “Are you very important?”

He smirks at this and looks up to the ceiling for a moment, trying to decide how to answer. “Well, I work with very important people, so I guess that makes me important.” He pats his chest. “Oh, one more thing.” He does find something in his vest pocket, and he places the pack of honey-roasted peanuts in my hands. 

“Open it!” I jump up and down until he tears it and gives it back to me. He couldn’t have brought me back anything more special, as all that mattered was that he thought of me while he was away.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Mom turns the TV off and slides a bowl of Cheerios before me to snack on. I take as many as my little fingers can grab and lose half of them stuffing them into my mouth.

“Maya, I’ve something very exciting to tell you.” She hands me my favorite doll. “We’re going to have—”

“A baby,” I say, while I brush down my doll’s stringy hair with sticky-Cheerio-fingers.

“How did you know that?” Her smile freezes on her face. 

I shrug and keep playing with my doll, making her do jumping jacks in the air.

“Did you hear Daddy talking about it with me?”

“No.” I don’t understand why she’s still talking about it. “Can you put on a show for me?” I stare at the dark TV screen.

“It’s okay if you’re worried about the new baby coming.”

I turn to her. “Oh, no, I can’t wait for her to come. It’s been a very long time.” 

Mom’s eyes narrow upon me.

“She’s my best friend.”

“We don’t know if it’s going to be a girl or boy.” She bends her back in an achy arch. 

“It doesn’t matter, she was my best friend before and will still be.” I don’t understand why Mom isn’t happy about what I’m saying. I try harder. “The old man told me that she was my twin from before I was born. When I used to be big, in another house with another Mommy.” 

She doesn’t seem to understand no matter how much I explain. “This was a dream you had?” 

I decide that I should stop talking about it. “It was just a dream.” I fly my doll in the air like Superman to go into the other room.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Mom’s at the hospital having the baby while I stay home with my Aunt Jenny. It feels like forever before I’m allowed to go see them. Jenny walks me into the dark hospital room with another family and their new baby in it. I walk past their bed and then run straight to my dad, sitting on the edge of Mom’s bed.

“Maya, your little sister has been crying for you.”

I look to my mom, holding something wrapped up in blankets with pink bows. I crawl to her on the strange, hard bed. Mom’s freckles show even more with her summer tan.

“Her name’s Ellie.” Mom pulls the blanket down for me to see her face, but I immediately reach to lift her hat. “What are you doing?” She tries to keep the hat pulled down.

“I have to check if she has the mark on her forehead.”

Mom’s face drains of color as she quickly looks at my aunt. “Did you tell her?”

Jenny shakes her head, bewildered.

Mom slides her hand away from Ellie’s hat, and I lift up the rim gently to expose the sweet little scar between her eyebrows. I squeal with joy and bring my hand with the mole up for her to see, but she doesn’t look at it. She seems to stare off into space above me.

I turn to Dad, who has the same look as Mom and Jenny, a quiet worry.

I say, “She doesn’t remember me.”

Now I notice the other family has been watching this whole time. They turn back to a pretend conversation.

“She’s just a baby,” Mom says.

Dad takes my extended hand and rubs the little mole on my left hand. “This is always how I’ll remember you, Squanto. Your sweet little spot.” Dad lifts me off the bed high above his head. “Why don’t we go down the hall where they have some cookies and milk?”

I nod, but on the way out, I notice that Mom covers Ellie’s scar back up with her hat. Her voice trails after me out of the room. “How would she know about that if you didn’t tell her?”

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Two years later, we move into a new house. This one sits on top of a big hill looking out across a large pond. Our backyard sticks out into the lake like a peninsula, with a grassy hill rolling down to a stone wall where a small forest of tall trees are corralled. I stand there, staring at the colorful trees until someone notices me.

“Maya, pick up the toy for the baby.”

Ellie starts crying. Mom tries to reach the little stuffed giraffe on the gravel driveway, but I hop up quickly to get it for her. 

“There you go.” I clutch my new white, stuffed rabbit. Holding onto something from home makes me feel better coming here. “Teresia liked the old house better.”

“Why did you pick that name?”

“Because I used to have a real bunny named Teresia. It means harvester, because she used to eat all my vegetables in the garden. She was a brown bunny, but that’s okay. I miss her so much.” I give Teresia a big squeeze.

Mom never seems to like my stories much. Her face pinched up and the wrinkles got deep on her forehead. “Let’s not talk about your bunny anymore. You’re going to love this house, Maya.” She switches Ellie to her other hip. “It was built a very long time ago.”

I try to give the new house a chance and give it a good look. “It was here for five hundred years?”

“No, none of the houses could be here for that long. This one was actually moved here from another place. Years ago, the owners liked this house so much that they took it apart, piece by piece, and brought it to this hill by ship. One man remembered where everything went, and he put it back together again like one of your puzzles.”

I stare out to the trees at the bottom of the hill. The wind makes goose bumps across the dark water. “What was here before?”

Mom stares out as well. “I don’t think anything was here before.”

Dad comes up, and she passes Ellie to him for some relief.

I shake my head. “That stone wall looks old. Did they bring that too?”

Mom squints a bit. “You know, I’m not sure. That does look very old.” 

Dad says, “I’m sure this was farmland. There’re stone walls all over Connecticut.”

I point to a break in the stones. “Look at those little gates.”

Dad and Mom follow my finger.

“That’s a little small for a farm gate, but maybe they kept tiny cows back there,” Dad says, as he grabs me up as well, and I think he’s Superman. He sets me back down once we’re in the house. 

The room’s so dark from the wood paneling and hand-hewn beams that my parents call it the “dark room.” Dad gives Ellie back to Mom to show me how he can stand inside the humungous fireplace. “They could’ve cooked an ox in here.”

I walk into it, too, and stare up into the cavernous chimney. “Wow, Santa will definitely fit down this chimney.”

Dad laughs. “And maybe all his reindeer too.” He lifts his arm up to test the flue, and I see the long scar that runs down from his wrist to his elbow.

“What’s this?” I point to a giant pot hanging from a bar. 

“People used to make their soups over the fire a long time ago.”

I point to the beehive oven in the corner. “And that’s where they used to bake their bread.”

Dad smiles. “That’s right, Squanto, but how did you know that?”

I shrug. “I just did.” I dart out from under the massive fireplace. “Where’s my room?”

Mom’s already creaking up the ancient stairs.

Dad says, “Your mother will show you.”

I grab the necklace around my stuffed rabbit’s neck and swing him as I leap up the stairs after her, making all sorts of groans and squeaks. Right around the corner from the landing’s a small, green-wallpapered room. “Is this my room?”

Mom answers, “No, this is Ellie’s room.” 

I couldn’t care less about her room, and I rush back out to the large room right next to it. “This is my room!”

I spin around on the dense dark-fuchsia carpet and get dizzy watching the climbing floral wallpaper flash by.

“No, this is our room.” She grabs my shoulder. “You’re going to get hurt.” She steadies me until I’m able to walk again.

I run out down the golden-carpeted hallway, past two bathrooms right beside each other, to another large room. But before going in, I see another room right next to it. A sun-filled, narrow room with yellow, climbing flowers and a window that looks right out to the pond.

I turn back to yell to Mom. “This is mine. I know it.”

She smiles. “Do you like it?” 

“I love it.” She lets me twirl.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Later that night, the basement door’s left open so that the movers can go up and down the stairs. Dad disappears below, and I inch up to peer down the rickety stairs. It’s a dungeon for sure.

“I don’t think we can leave anything down here for too long, because it looks like we get water, but we can— Maya, I told you not to come down here.”

I leap across a little puddle at the bottom of the stairs. I stare at the dirty, stone walls and imagine the city of spiders that must live in it.

“Go back upstairs.”

I grab onto his pant leg. “But I want to stay with you.”

He forgets about me and starts talking to the movers again. I follow him around, back to a basement that seems like it will never end. I set my gaze upon what looks like three large stalls.

“Did they have horses down here?” I ask and Dad laughs.

“I think it might be hard to get them down those stairs, don’t you?” He pats my head with his heavy hand. “These were for coal, and someone used to have to shovel it into this furnace here all day long to keep the house warm.”

I turn around to see the old man who sits in a chair with a large shovel. One of his eyes is swollen shut while the other watches me.

“You mean him?” I keep my eyes on him while he stays quiet.

“Who?”

“That man with the big shovel and one eye.”

Dad laughs and says to the movers, “She has a big imagination.”

But they slowly start to inch their way toward the stairs.

The old man winks his only eye at me and moves toward the room behind him. He pauses at the door and waves me in. Dad talks again to the men, and I stay safety at the door while the old man enters a dusty workshop. He points at a small box below the wood counter.

I shake my head since it’s so dark in the room. The old man reaches up to the light bulb in the center of the room and suddenly it turns on.

“Maya, don’t turn the lights on,” Dad yells from the other room.

“I didn’t,” I say back.

Now I feel braver and walk to the box. I grab it up and run back to Dad with it.

“What did you find?” Dad takes it from me. “This is filthy. Who knows what might be on these old things down here? Spotted Rocky Mountain fever or the Hanta virus. Look at your hands.”

I stare down to bright white lines of my palm glowing in thick dirt. I rub them on my dress before Dad lunges down to stop me. The box spills open on the floor. Photos and big pieces of metal fall out.

One of the movers holds a medal up. “A Purple Heart. Who would leave these in a basement?”

Dad forgets about me and turns to pick up the photos. The one on top’s a young man in uniform. “World War I.” He sifts through to a few other pictures of a family and the last one he stops at.

I cry out. “That’s the man.”

The movers pull back after seeing an old man with one eye sitting on our front porch. Dad stuffs the pictures back in the box and asks me, “Where did you get these?”

I point to under the tool bench. He puts them back.

“I think the old man wants you to give them to someone.”

Dad grabs me hard unexpectedly and shuts the light off to that room. “Enough about the old man. I didn’t want you to come down here.”

He scoops me up, but the movers have already retreated upstairs.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Mom tucks me into my new room. The two candle sconces cast a warm glow. My high iron bed’s nestled into the corner, with the only window in the room at the foot of the bed. Mom sits on the antique robin’s egg blue stepstool needed for me to climb up to bed.

“I need a book,” I say, but I can tell right away that she’s far too tired tonight.

“I don’t think we’ve opened the box that has your books in it.”

I hold my rabbit close. “But I need a story.”

She sighs. “I can tell you a poem, but then you have to go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”

I nod and pull the blanket up a little.

“This is a beautiful poem by a very special man. It’s called ‘Annabel Lee.’”

She recites the poem hauntingly, but I’m not scared.

“Tell it again,” I say, but she shakes her head and gets up to twist off the pewter sconce lights. “Time for bed.”

“Ellie is Annabel Lee.”

She stops. “What do you mean?”

“That’s who I wrote the poem about, Ellie. But she’s not sick anymore. She’s better now.”

“Ellie wasn’t sick.” But Mom’s eyebrows pinch together.

“Never mind.” I turn over. “Leave the door open.”

She reaches to turn the hallway sconce off, but I call out to her, “And the light on.”

“Goodnight,” she says and heads back down the hall.
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Chapter 2





“ Mariah,” someone calls out.

I open my eyes and listen closer.

“Mariah.”

It sounds like it’s coming from under my bed. I close my eyes again, hoping it’ll disappear, but the bed starts to move. A man emerges from beneath the bed and pours into a tall form beside me. My heart slams against my ribs.

“Mariah, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

I don’t want to look at him, but I watch him from the corner of my eye. He’s dressed in black with a wide-brimmed dark hat.

“Come back with me.”

He walks closer to my bed. I throw my covers back, leap off the high end of the bed, and hit the floor so hard that I almost fall. Yet, I stay on my feet and keep running out the open door and down the hall to my parents’ new room. I fling their door open and start to cry as soon as I reach Mom’s side.

“What’s wrong?” she says, but her eyes are still closed.

“There’s a man in my room. He’s calling me by someone else’s name. He tried to get me.”

Dad doesn’t even move.

She says, “Go back to bed. It’s just a bad dream.”

“I can’t. He’s probably still in there.” I start to get on her bed, but she rolls over and takes my hand. “You can’t sleep here. I’ll go back with you and show you that there isn’t anyone there.”

I hang back behind her and look away when she peers into my room.

“No one’s in there. Just your cozy bed.” She pulls me into the cheerless room and hoists me back on the bed beside my rabbit. “Now go back to sleep.”

As soon as she leaves, I feel him somewhere in the air still. Watching me. Waiting for me to fall back to sleep. My eyes start getting heavy again, and I close them for a moment.

“Mariah.”

I leap off the bed again, but this time he reaches to grab my feet once they hit the floor. I run to their room again, but stop at their door. I make sure he isn’t coming down the hall. I hold my panting breath just for a moment to listen for him. I know she’ll just take me back to my room again, so I slowly lift the old iron door latch and inch the door open. Every once in a while, Mom wakes up and searches all over the floor at the slight noises, but I wait for her to go back to sleep before I start moving again.

I settle for sleeping on the bottom of their king bed, since there’s no way I’ll sleep on the floor. Who knows what would come out under their bed. It takes me a long time to fall asleep with my father’s scary snoring, but this is the safest place in the house.

“Maya. When did you sneak in here?” Mom sits up in her bed.

“The man came back again.” I can’t hold back the tears. “I want to go back to our house.”

Dad wakes up now and says without opening his eyes, “This is our house.”

“It was just your first night. You’ll feel much better tonight.”

I cry even louder. “He’s going to come back.”

“Great.” She slams her hands on the bed at the subtle cries from the other side of the wall. “You woke up Ellie.”

She leaves and Dad resumes snoring. I’m going to have to come up with a plan to keep the man from getting me. 

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


I walk downstairs before everyone else and slip my shoes on to head outside. I search the edge of the woods by our driveway for the perfect stick. Once I find one that’s as tall as my bed and strong enough to hold me, I drag it inside and up the stairs before Mom can see it. I rest it on the foot of my bed so that I can grab it fast. Tonight, when they put me to sleep, at least I’ll be ready.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


“Mariah, my dear,” the man whispers.

I jump up, grab for the stick, and vault across on it so I land on the hallway threshold. I sneak in just like I did the other night, and soon, this becomes my nightly ritual for weeks.

Until, one day, I walk into my room and the bed’s facing a different way. Now that it’s in the corner with the window, a shadow lifts from my room, and right away, I know the man won’t bother me anymore.

Sure enough, that night’s the first night I sleep in my new room. I take the stick back outside again, knowing I no longer need it.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Mom sets a bowl of buttered pastina in front of me and spoon-feeds Ellie hers. The winter sun shines in through the storm door and wind shakes it within the aluminum frame angrily. I leap up to investigate. The wind howls through the gaps in the frame, and I like it.

“Maya, sit down and eat.”

I spin in the sunlight to the song but then stop once I see them all watching me.

“Who are all those people down by the stone wall?” I press my nose against the cold Plexiglas. I squint to try to see if I recognize any of the faces.

“What people?” Mom gets up right away to look at what I’m staring at.

I point. “All of them. One, two, three, four—”

“I thought you were serious.” She turns to check on Ellie. “Oh, you bad girl.” Ellie got hold of the bowl of pastina and it’s cascading down every side of her head, tiny bits of pasta hanging off every curl. “Now look what happened.”

I stare back to the stone wall. The people have stopped watching me and move in different directions among the trees and pathways, searching the ground for something. “There’s an old man, a little girl, an older boy, and a woman with a baby.”

“Maya, enough with your stories!” Mom yanks off Ellie’s smocked dress and plunks her down in the kitchen sink. “I’m busy.”

“But what are they doing down there?” I open the storm door to get a better look.

“Go in the other room, please. I’ve got to get Ellie cleaned up, and I can’t hear any more about the people by the pond.”

Then one of the women behind the stone wall clears away some ivy to reveal a small stone. She gives a sign of the cross and cries on her knees before it. “Oh, there’s graves out there. They’re visiting the graves.” I’m happy to solve the riddle.

“Close the door right now,” she says in a tone that I’ve learned to pay attention to. 

I slowly walk to the next room, hoping she’ll change her mind and let me stay, but she doesn’t.

She douses Ellie’s hair with the hand sprayer and Ellie starts to yell, “No, no, no!” and I check one more time out the dining room window to see if there’s still people outside, but they’re gone. As if they all disappeared into the trees.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


The best part of moving to the new house is the giant pond that freezes. The whole town comes out to skate from morning until the sun falls. I walk down without my skate guards on and slide down the frozen hill as if on rails. Once I reach the edge, I always check if the ice will hold. Dad taught me to just take off quickly since the edge always cracks a bit, even though the rest of the pond’s solid.

Clank, clank, clank go my skates with one crack, but I just keep going. The ice is bumpy from a light snow, but it isn’t ruining anyone’s fun. Every once in a while, I’ll hit an air bubble or a piece of embedded frozen pond grass and fall, but it makes it that much more exciting to try to stay up while showing off.

“Maya!”

I turn to see a few of my friends from school that live in the area across the pond. I do a spin and they gasp.

“Teach me how to do that,” Brooke, the tallest girl, says.

Truth is, I don’t even know how I do it. I do another spin and when they try, one of them falls down. As I give a hand to pull Terri back up, an older boy stares at us from the other side of the peninsula.

“Do you know that boy?” I ask.

Terri gets to her feet and looks at the group of boys playing hockey.

“No, the one that’s not wearing skates.” Why isn’t he wearing skates? 

I point, but the three girls stare in different directions. I worry immediately it’s another person that only I can see, and these aren’t the people I want to know about that. 

Brooke says, “No one’s down there.”

“My mom told me not to go down there since the ice’s much thinner,” Carly says.

The boy’s soaking wet. He stands in one spot, dripping water in an ice puddle under his feet. They follow my eyes. 

Terri says, “You see something, don’t you?”

A wind blows between us and the sun casts a purple glow on the snow as it disappears.

“You’re scaring me, Maya.” Carly starts to skate backwards. “I’m going back to my dad.” 

Brooke and Terri follow.

“Made you look,” I say too late, and they pick up speed. I look back to the boy who caused all this trouble, and he’s already gone.
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Chapter 3





Deep and mysterious woods surround the back of the house. We live at the dead end of a quiet and winding road down to the pond. Neighbors are scattered on their own islands of woods. I can disappear for hours, scaling boulders, balancing on downed trees, running through years of fallen leaves all by myself, until I notice him. 

First it’s only a shadow darting behind the trees in the dappled light of the thick canopy. Then he purposely walks out and watches me play. A caramel-skinned Native American, with deerskin pants and shirt covered with feathers and beads. His hair’s shaved on both sides with a dark strip in the center with even more colorful feathers trailing down.

I freeze when I see him, and I wonder if he might live in the house I cut across to reach this part of the woods. I wait for him to yell at me, but he only waves his hand to a part of the woods I haven’t ventured yet. I stay where I am, but he runs faster than I’ve ever seen anyone run in the direction he pointed. He makes no sound and leaps over fallen trees like a deer. I wait even longer to slowly make my way after him.

Once I come over the crest of the hill, I spy a stream, which forks off from the large pond. There, the Indian squats beside the stream. When he sees me, he stands and walks across a sandbar to a cliff-like peninsula, jutting out, dividing the pond into two streams. He disappears behind a cathedral pine tree growing beside the boulders.

I wait for some time before walking across the sandbank myself. I roll up my pants and I’m startled by how cold the water is, even though it’s a warm spring day. My sneakers fill with water quickly and sink deep into the sand, so I decide it’s safer to run across. Mom’s going to be furious when she sees the muck-covered shoes, but it’s worth it.

Where did that man go? I walk to the tree and look behind it and gasp at the crevice that leads to some sort of cave. 

“Hello?” I call into the darkness.

Nothing.

I wish I brought a flashlight. Some type of animal might live in there. But then, wouldn’t the man have upset them when he went inside? How big could this cave be?

I venture into the entrance, barely fitting through. The Indian looked much bigger than me. How was he able to fit?

Once inside, I wait for my eyes to adjust before sliding in any further. 

An empty cave. No man in here at all. It’s just big enough for someone to seek shelter in, but clearly there are no other exits. How did the man get in here and escape without me seeing him?

Goosebumps sprout up my arms. I spring out through the crack and splash through the water and don’t look back until I reach the hill. There, the Indian watches me from the top of the cliff peninsula. I turn and run all the way home.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


I see him every time I go into the woods. He always stays far away and never makes a sound, but if I follow him, he always leads me to something interesting: a Canada goose nest, some edible berries, a cluster of rocks that makes a perfect fortress, an abandoned canoe, a waterfall. He disappears as fast as he appears, and I never say a word about him to anyone for fear they’ll make him go away. He knows these woods better than anyone.

I should’ve known something was wrong when I see him outside our woods. Usually, I walk home from school with two sisters up the street, but they have dentist appointments today. I decide to take the shortcut through the church parking lot. I stop dead in my tracks when suddenly my Indian cuts across in front of the little back road that trickles away from the parking lot. Once he reaches the other side, he jumps onto the stone wall and watches me, with a stern nod.

I continue down the side road, but I keep my eye on him. A silver car’s parked on the street that leads away from the church. When I pass by it, the window rolls down.

“Could you please help me find—” A man calls to me from the car but garbles the rest of the question.

I turn to check on the Indian, but he’s gone.

“What did you say?” I start walking up to the car, but he immediately puts his hand up to the window. 

“No, stay back.” He seems panicked but then smiles. “It’s not safe for a little girl like you to go up to strange cars.”

Why wouldn’t he want me coming up to the car? I think about running away, but he seems to be worried about my safety, so I decide to help him find what he’s looking for.

“I couldn’t hear you.”

“I’m lost and I’m looking for Honeysuckle Road.”

I shake my head. “I don’t know where that is.”

“That’s okay.” He smiles thickly, his strawberry blond mustache spreads. “I’m not in any hurry. Did you just get out of school?”

“Yes,” I say, kicking my backpack that I’m dangling in front of me.

“What grade are you in?”

“First grade.”

“You’re such a big girl. And what’s your favorite subject?’

“Gym and art.” 

He smiles again. “My favorites, too, and recess right? I bet you like to play kick ball.”

I just played kickball today with the boys. “I do.”

“You look very strong, but pretty too.”

I start to walk away again, but he calls out. “Are you walking home?”

I nod but secretly decide if he asks where that is, I’m not going to tell him.

“I’d like to thank you, but what’s your name?”

“Maya.” Once I say it, I wish I hadn’t. I pick up my pace, but he starts the car to slowly follow behind me.

“Well, thank you very much, Maya. I hope you have a wonderful day.”

I can’t turn fast enough down the next street and don’t look back at him as I fly home.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


Ten days later, I find my neighbors outside school to walk home with, but their mother calls out to them. “Girls, I forgot you have another dentist appointment today. Get in the car.”

I usually don’t think twice about walking home alone, but ever since that strange man asked for directions, I feel a little wary of it. I look to see my bus pulling out of the bus circle.

“Can you drop me home on your way?”

“No, we’re late already, sweetheart. You can see the girls tomorrow.”

They throw their backpacks inside and wave as I continue down the walkway out to the short cut. I’m relieved to see the side road empty. I even check the woods for my Indian, but only the birds and the squirrels scurry through the old leaves. I draw a lungful of light air with a sweet hint of summer.

By the time I reach my winding, dead-end drive, I’m already daydreaming about how I’m going to spend my days once school’s out. I don’t even see the silver car parked down by the wooded area of the old lane until I see my Native American friend run across my path. I stop immediately to look around and, sure enough, the same man that asked me for directions stands behind his car, watching me.

I know right away that he’s not supposed to be here. He must have followed me home the other day or another time. My heart races as I try to process how I can get home without having to pass by him.

“I want to show you what I do to make myself happy,” he says with a stupid, sugared grin. “Mariah.”

That name strikes a chord in me, and I immediately start to run as fast I can, as far away from him as possible. 

“I hear my mother calling me,” I lie. I want him to think someone’s nearby when, in reality, I live all the way at the end of the long road. In my periphery, I see he’s wearing an old white sleeveless undershirt and nothing else, his pig-pink skin revolts me. I run even faster.

I can barely hear him call to me, but I’m relieved that he still sounds far away and that he’s not chasing me.

As soon as I reach my kitchen door, I scream, “Mom!” 

She runs to me, hearing the panic in my voice.

“A man.” I’m so out of breath I can hardly talk. “The same man that asked me… for directions a few weeks ago…was on our road.”

Her shoulders immediately relax. “Ugh, I said no more stories.”

“He must have followed me…because I never told him where I lived.”

“A real man? Not something you’re making up?” She folds a T-shirt. “Remember the story of The Boy That Cried Wolf?”

“I’ve never made anything up.” I try to think of something that will convince her. “He called me Mariah.”

Her eyebrows pinch together. “What’s wrong with that?”

I try something else. “He didn’t have any pants on.” She stops folding. “He said that he wanted to show me something that he does to make himself happy.”

Mom leaps into action upon hearing that. She locks the door and heads to the phone.

“Who are you calling?”

“The police.” She puts her arm out for me to run into while she tells them my story.

Even though two policemen show up and talk to me for an hour, when I go to see if I can pick him out of a photo line-up, I don’t see his face.

“Are you sure?” they ask. “Look at them again.”

I still see his face when I close my eyes. He’s not in any of these pictures.

The policeman seems disappointed. I think I see the car in the parking lot when they ask me if it’s there, but I can’t be sure. I don’t pay much attention to cars. I don’t feel safe walking home even with my friends anymore and insist that Mom drops me off and takes me home, but even in the car, I always search down the lane for that silver car tucked in the shadows of the trees.








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter 4





Nothing can keep me inside once school’s out for the summer. As soon as I dash home, I get Ellie ready to explore the woods again. Even if Mom says she’s too little to go out in the woods with me, I sneak her out the back door, and we disappear into the woods where she can’t find us. I help her up rock walls, lower her into caves, carry her across fallen trees, and stop for her when I run too far ahead. It’s worth all the trouble we get in once we return for dinner as the sun falls, just to have her company on my adventures. The late summer sun threatens to fall earlier and earlier each night. Hopefully, it still gives us a few more hours before we have to go home. 

Having her with me makes me feel safer—that the man who forgot his pants won’t come back. All’s well when I see my Indian emerge from his hiding place in the trees.

“Do you see him, Ellie?” I point to where he walks across the deer path.

“Who?” She looks where he used to be.

I turn her head to follow his swift strides. She shakes her head in my hands.

“It’s an Indian. He wants us to follow him.”

She looks up at me like I must be fooling her, but I can tell she’s nervous since she lags behind me.

“He wants us to take the Millers’ canoe and go to the little island in the pond.”

Ellie takes a step back. “We can’t take their canoe.” She searches up to the Miller’s house on the cliffs above us.

“They’re all the way up there. They won’t see us push it in, and we’ll be right back. They’ll never know.”

“Mom will be so mad.”

“Only if she finds out.” I shoot her a look like I’ll never even speak to her again if she snitches.

She doesn’t say yes, but I start heaving the canoe down the embankment without her. “Then you can just stay there. I’ll get to see what’s on the island, and I won’t tell you.”

She leaps into action before I push off and I wait for her to step in before I shove off a rock on the water. She clings to the rim of the canoe as I paddle. It takes me a little time to get it to go straight, and the Indian waves impatiently to the center of the island that Dad says is getting swallowed by the pond more every year. Soon it won’t even be there. I’m thrilled to finally be getting to explore it.

Ellie checks back to the Millers’ house to see if they’ve noticed their huge green canoe manned by two small girls.

I stick my oar down into the pond sludge of decades of decomposing leaves to heave the canoe as close to a secure place to step as I can get.

I stare at the big gap I’ll have to jump to land on the rocks.

“Let’s go back, Maya,” Ellie pleads. “That’s quicksand.”

I don’t even respond to her. My heart’s already leaped the divide, and I follow it. I land squarely on the cluster of worn stones. I turn back to her. “See, I’m fine.”

“But how’re you going to get back in?”

Worry quickly edges its way in when I realize it won’t be as easy to jump back into the canoe, but I’m here now on the island I’ve dreamed of exploring, and nothing can ruin my excitement. I shrug and spin around to look for my scout. He’s nowhere to be seen. “I bet no one’s been out here since they’ve dammed up this river to make it a pond.”

“Maybe your Indian’s taken us out here to get stuck.”

I consider it for a moment, but then I focus on the fact that he hasn’t hurt me yet. I jump from rock to rock to get to higher and dryer ground. I’m sure this is where the Canada geese build their nests. Nothing can reach them out here. I step over pricker bushes and swat at a daring mosquito. I reach the spot where the Indian waved us to—just a pile of rocks in the shape of a cat’s eye. All my hopes drop with my shoulders.

“So, do you see anything?” Ellie calls, but I can’t see her anymore.

“No.” I search the ground. “Do you see the Indian where you are?”

“I want to go back home.” Her voice rises immediately. “Get back in.”

I only smile as I picture her worried face. Something about the rocks catches my eye. They’re the same size and perfectly round, like they’ve been chosen for the pile instead of naturally landing there in a storm. I begin to pull them away to see what’s beneath them.

“Maya?” Ellie calls.

Then I see what looks like a withered up, dead animal. “Aahh.” I jump back and throw my stone back at it.

“Maya!” Ellie shouts.

I realize that it’s not a dead animal, but dried up and tattered suede with a faint dyed pattern. “I think I’ve found something.”

“I’m going to take this canoe back without you.”

I laugh. “Like you would ever try to paddle it back by yourself.” I pull more stones off to uncover the huge, wrapped parcel. I struggle to find the end, but once I do, I roll it open. I cry to her, “Tools!”

I hold up fists full of flat, triangle-shaped stones to her. 

“I still can’t see. Bring them to me.”

I fold up the decaying skin around the treasure and carefully step without the aid of my hands back to her. I lay it out on dry ground, and she stretches her neck to see from the canoe.

“They’re still in pretty good shape. The water hasn’t reached them yet.” I look around the island. “I think it belonged to the Indian.” I sift through carved sticks with feathers stuck into them, sharp stones, a curved piece of wood bent by a tight sting, a short axe, and a dull knife.

Ellie’s eyes dart at shadows around her. “Do you think you should leave it there for him, then?”

“I think he showed it to us so we’d rescue it from being ruined.” I point to the swamp mud level. “A few more years and these would be under muck.” I hold up the prize of the stash, a beaded satchel with bright purple and white beads making the most beautiful pattern. The beads are all different sizes, like someone carved them by hand.

“Is there anything inside?” Ellie asks, probably wishing she could climb out to see for herself.

I carefully pull open the neck and slide out the most beautiful, purple shell necklace I’ve ever seen.

Ellie gasps. “Wow.”

I wrap everything back up carefully and get on the rock near the canoe. I hesitate a moment to check the distance again and plan how I’m going to land inside the canoe.

“I don’t think you can make it holding that stuff.” She shakes her head.

“I can’t leave it here.” I’m sure we’re both imagining trying on the necklace as soon as we get home.

“Just jump as far as you can.” She changes her mind.

I decide either I’m going to make it or I’m not, and I leap with all my might. Halfway in the air, I can tell my feet aren’t going to make the canoe, but I reach out to slam-dunk the parcel inside the canoe like Michael Jordan before the muck swallows me in one huge fart sound.

Ellie lunges to where my fingers clutch. “It’s quicksand, Maya! You’re going to sink.”

I reach my empty hands out, but the canoe’s just out of reach.

“You’re going to have to push the canoe closer to me.”

She tries to get leverage off of the paddle in the muck, but it barely moves. “I can’t.”

“Ellie, you have to.”

Her frame, though little, is quite strong. She grits her teeth and slams the paddle into the sludge, and it creeps ever so slowly into my reach.

She’s so proud of herself but almost falls out when she tries to pull the paddle back out. She grabs my wrists.

I take a deep breath before attempting to pull out, but the rotten smell reaches my lungs, and I start to gag.

“I bet you there all sorts of dead things down there,” Ellie says, as she smells it too.

I grab onto the canoe and try pull myself out until my fingers turn white, but the mud sucks me back.

Ellie looks back to shore. “Should I leave to get help?”

“You think you can paddle all the way back?”

Ellie shakes her head.

“No point in both of us drowning.”

“What’re we going to do?” She’s on the verge of tears.

“Just wait.” I take a quick, sulfur breath and pull with everything I have. Something feels like it’s grabbing my ankles and not letting go. I let out an animal yell, and something finally lets go.

Ellie frantically tries to balance the canoe as I get half my body over the rim. She pulls with all her might on my silt-covered shirt to help me roll in.

I laugh when I realize that my boots were left behind. I wiggle my filthy toes, and Ellie feels safe enough to laugh too. We paddle back to the Millers’ as fast as we can. I heave the canoe back to its spot on shore, and Ellie points to the smudges and smears all over the inside. “It’s like the Swamp Thing borrowed their canoe.” Then she looks at me again. “You are the Swamp Thing.”

I have to laugh when I stare down at what I’ve become. “Maybe they won’t notice.”

I run back, clutching my treasure at the same speed as Ellie, since the thick, drying mud makes it hard to move. We sneak in the back door, and I try to leave as few mud prints as I can to get to the bathtub. I have to refill the tub four times before the mud washes away, but the smell of decay hangs in the room no matter how much bathroom spray I squirt. I try to go to bed early, but Mom knows something’s up. She doesn’t have to search long before following her nose. 

After all the trouble, the yelling, Mom staying up for hours scrubbing the bathroom, the punishment of staying indoors for a week, it’s all worth it to go to bed with my Indian princess necklace on.
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Chapter 5





Smoke wisps seep out from an outlet across from my desk at school. No one’s there, the classroom’s dark. Someone’s left the sink dripping.  

Drip.



Drip.



Drip.

A flash of orange sizzles behind the outlet, then catches and runs up to the high ceiling. I remember that my Indian treasures are imprisoned in the teacher’s desk. The fire spreads across the ceiling and lights up the room like the sun.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


I carry my backpack on the way into school like it’s full of crystal glasses. I don’t put it down in the heap of backpacks at morning recess, and I watch the kickball game, mournfully, as I hold my ThunderCats backpack gingerly, hand over Snarf’s face. I stow it away safely in my cubby and fiddle my fingers inside the desk’s gaping mouth until my teacher strides in. I waited a week before I decided to share my find with him. I jump up right away to catch him near my cubby.

“Mr. Ridley, I’ve something to show you.”

“Everyone stay in your chairs. We’re going to begin with reading.”

But I can’t wait another minute to show him. I open the Snarf paw zipper, and pull out the collection of triangular stones, sticks, and necklace in its beaded bag.

“Maya, please take your—” His eyes set on the beaded bag. “Where did you get these?”

“I found them. Outside. Over the summer. I thought you could tell me what they are?”

“These are very old pieces.” He holds up a triangular piece. The whole class watches us from their seats. “This is an arrowhead. Native Americans used to attach them to these arrow shafts.” He lifts up a stick with feathers on the ends. Then he picks up the beaded bag like it’s a baby bunny. He pets it and gently peeks inside. He pulls out the necklace, and his face’s hard to read. “You didn’t find these outside.”

“On an island in our pond, under tons of rocks, wrapped up in an old animal skin.”

He realizes the class’s waiting. “These are very interesting, Maya. I think I’ll keep these in my desk to keep them safe, and I’ll contact your parents to tell them that you have them.”

“No, sir. I’ll put them back in my bag and bring them home. I just wanted you to see them because you were talking about the Indians—

“Native Americans,” he corrects.

“Native Americans that lived in Connecticut.”

He gathers them up in his arms. “These are too fragile to be carried back home in your backpack, Maya. I promise to take care of them until your mother can pick them up.”

I pull on the beaded satchel. “But I don’t want them to get destroyed in the fire.”

“What fire?” his eyebrows pinch together. Normally the class is happy to take these moments to throw things at each other or make fun of the person behind them, but they’re silent, watching the show.

“The fire that’s going to start on that wall.” I point to the outlet. “But don’t worry, no one will get hurt, because no one will be here.”

Everyone looks at the wall like maybe it is on fire already, but the kids spurt out laughing when it’s just another ordinary outlet.

“Maya, we’ve lost far too much time this morning. Go sit back in your seat and I’ll call your mother during lunch.”

I can tell it won’t do any good to discuss it anymore.

After we return from recess, the teacher comes over to me and whispers, “Stay after school please. Your mother wants to come in and discuss what happened today.”

I wish I never brought the relics in today.

I lay my head down on my desk as the teacher erases the chalkboard, and I hope we won’t be waiting long. I watch the dangerous outlet for smoke. I can hear Ellie’s voice down the empty hall and perk my head up to one sharp look from Mom for the trouble I’ve caused her today.

“Mrs. McArdle, thank you for coming in. Maya’s brought something in to share with the class that must be very precious to you.” He lays out the trove. 

She shakes her head in confusion. “I’ve never seen those before.” She glances to me like there must be some mistake, but when I look away, she knows I’m hiding something.

“I’m not an expert, but these look to be ancient Native American tools and art of great value. I was sure she must’ve brought in some of your collection.”

She shakes her head again and holds Ellie’s hand tighter as Ellie attempts to stand by me. “I don’t know where she got it.” Mom turns to me. “Where did you find these, Maya?” She seems afraid of what I might answer. 

“Beneath some rocks.” I don’t dare tell her on the island. I’m in enough trouble already.

The teacher sneers a bit. “I don’t think she could ever simply find these in the woods.”

“Ask Ellie, she was with me.” Please, please don’t say anything about the island.

Mom simply looks at Ellie, who, thinking she’s protecting me, says with her hands on her small hips. “It’s true. The Indian told her where to find them.”

Mom’s eyes roll to the back of her sockets for a quick moment, like this is all she needs right now.

“The Indian?” the teacher repeats.

Mom tries to laugh, but it sounds fake. “Maya makes up stories all the time. I don’t know where she found these, but my husband and I’ll find out and let you know.” She wraps up the relics and marches over to get Ellie’s hand before either of us can say anything else. “Come on, Maya,” she says with great restraint and promise of an earful once we get in the car.

The teacher tries to cut her off at the door. “Oh, just one other thing.” 

Mom lets out a tired breath, like she can’t wait to hear what it is.

“When I told her I would keep the objects in my desk for safety, Maya got quite upset because she said a fire was going to start in the classroom.”

Mom shoots a quick glare at me. I avert my eyes to Ellie, who gives me a small smile in support.

“I told you she makes up stories. She has since she was little.” She doesn’t even wait for the teacher to answer. “Let’s go, girls. Thank you for letting us know.”

Her heels click down the empty hallway like she can’t get in the car fast enough. She buckles Ellie in the front seat, and I slip into the back of our station wagon. She lays the wrapped up parcel on the seat next to me. 

“I don’t know where you got this from, but you won’t get dinner until you decide to tell me.”

Ellie twists in her seat belt. “She’s telling the truth, Mom. I saw her. Well, I didn’t see her because I—” 

“Couldn’t see,” I say before she says anything about the canoe. I open my eyes wide at her so she stops talking.

Mom slams her door shut. “I can’t believe I had to come down here today for this. You should’ve told me if you found these things. I bet your teacher doesn’t think I watch you two at all. Then you decide to take them to school and tell your teacher the classroom’s going to catch fire.”

I think it’s best not to say anything, and, by the way she’s driving, we’ll be home very soon.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


The instant we get back, I attempt to take the Indian treasure in, but she sweeps it up. I’ll probably never get to wear the necklace again.

I disappear to the back TV room for hours, hoping she’ll forget about not giving me dinner. She appears with a plate of chicken and rice and puts it in front of me.

“So have you decided to tell me where you found them?”

The smell of the gravy hits my nose. “A box in the basement.”

Ellie whips around to me.

The relief spreads across Mom’s face. “You have to stop making these stories up.” She pushes the plate across to me and hands me a fork. I dig in right away. “And next time you want to bring things into school, you must ask me first.” She walks out.

“Why did you lie to her?” Ellie asks.

“Because she’s never going to believe the truth, and I’m hungry.” I shovel in more.

“Well, she’s never going to believe you now.”

I hate that she’s right.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞


I wake up late for school and Mom grabs together a quick lunch for me and stuffs it into my backpack.

“I’m going to have to drive you today. You’ll never walk there in time.” She checks out the window. “Besides, I think there must be a bad car accident somewhere. I’ve heard three different sirens drive by.”

She throws a bathrobe on Ellie and sticks her in the car without shoes.

As soon as we turn onto my school’s block, we see the police cars and fire engines filling the school parking lot. Police wave cars trying to drop kids off away. Cars are parked down the street for two blocks and a crowd of nosy onlookers surrounds the school fence.

“What’s this?” Mom says either to herself or us.

I perch my head over the seat. As soon as it’s Mom’s turn to get waved away, she puts her window down and asks what everyone’s been asking the cop. “What happened?”

And he answers, just as he’s answered to each car. “The school had a small fire. Go home and call the school for more information.”

Mom’s mouth hangs open. 

“Just like Maya said!” Ellie says triumphantly. 

But Mom rolls the window up and forgets that she’s put the car in park to talk to the policeman and revs the gas. This draws the attention of the police, and Mom turns red, throws the car in gear, causing the car to lurch, and she drives away from her embarrassment. 

As soon as we’re a few houses away, Ellie says, “See, Mom, Maya knew, just like she knows so many other things.”

Mom has one hand on the wheel and the other covers her mouth until we get back home. I help Ellie out of the car and Mom just asks one question, “How did you know there was going to be fire at your school?” She swallows getting ready for the answer.

“I had a dream about it. That the place where you plug into started to smoke in my classroom and the whole room caught fire.”

“Don’t tell anyone else about it.” She takes Ellie’s hand and gets her ready for school. Right before she calls me to ride in the car with them, the phone rings.

Mom picks it up. “Oh, yes. Maya’s teacher.” She waves for us to go in the other room. She doesn’t say anything for some time. Finally, she says, “Maya didn’t know anything about this fire. She’s just a little girl.” She doesn’t talk again for a bit, then says, “I’ll discuss this with her father and get back to you.” She hangs up and finds us. “Get in the car. We’re very late.”

Once we drop Ellie off at her school, Mom doesn’t say another thing to me the rest of the car ride, the rest of the morning, the rest of the day. I can’t tell if she’s mad since she doesn’t yell at me. She has a look I’ve only seen once before when I had to go to the hospital for a high fever I had from chicken pox.

I make a bath for me and Ellie, and we’re trying to swim around the huge clawfoot tub when we hear Dad shut the heavy antique door in the dark room. Their voices rise up through the vents of the heating system from below. We can’t tell what they’re saying until the shouting begins.

“She knew, Robert. She knew about this fire before it ever happened,” Mom says. “And to make it worse, she told her teacher!”

“It’s just a coincidence. They can’t possibly believe a second grader started this fire.”

“Of course she didn’t start it, but she knew it was going to happen before it happened. She even knew it started in her classroom. In an outlet, Robert, just where her teacher told me it started.”

“Well, what do they want us to do about it?”

“They don’t even know what to do. They know she couldn’t have started it, since the school was locked—”

Dad scoffs. “They actually think she started it?”

“They want her to see the school psychologist.”

“What’s a psycholopist?” Ellie whispers and I shush her.

“No, she doesn’t have to see anyone. This is ridiculous.”

“But something is wrong with her! We can pretend all we want, but strange things have happened since she was little. She seems to know things before they happen.”

“Woo-woo,” Dad says in a high-pitched, sing-song way.

“You’re being a horse’s ass.”

Our eyes widen at her swearing. Mom never swears. A door slams shut, but Dad keeps yelling at her.

“We just have to stand together and tell them that nothing’s wrong with Maya and she doesn’t need any shrink to pick at her brain.”

Ellie’s hands fly to her open mouth. “They’re going to pick your brain.”

Suddenly, the bath water feels cold. “Let’s get out.”

Mom yells back, “I can’t deal with this alone.” She’s crying now. “I could deal with the coincidences, the odd things she said, the nightmares, the people she sees that I don’t, but this, she knew about a fire, Robert. A fire at the school! We need help.”

“We don’t need any help,” he says.

I give a hand to Ellie to climb out and we dry off.

“Of course you don’t need any help. You just pretend it’s not happening. While I have to show up at school and deal with it all.”

“Nothing’s going to go on her record. These things will follow her to college. It’ll be on her insurance for the rest of her life.”

A door slams again, someone comes running up the stairs, and the door to my parents’ room slams.

I get Ellie in her nightgown and bring her to her bedroom.

“Do you think they’ll get a divorce?”

I pretend to laugh. “No, they’re just fighting.”

“About you.”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe you should stop telling them things that make them mad.”

I pull her blanket up. “I’m not going to tell anyone anything anymore.”

“But just me, right? You’ll still tell me.”

I hug her. “I’ll always tell you.”
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