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Ghosts of Santa Clara

by John H. Briant

For years, stories of ghostly sightings have been written involving the Adirondack Park. A group of us from central and northern New York have been snowmobiling in the Santa Clara region of these mountains for a number of years. We favor a lodging known as the Santa Clara Hotel, where there have been reports of mysterious lights and sounds, but none of us have actually witnessed any of these alleged occurrences until this year. I will endeavor to do justice to the story of what happened; I can tell you it sent shivers up our spines.

The snowmobile season was nearing an end, and it was to be our last get-together at the Santa Clara, our final chance to enjoy the pristine beauty of this region of the Adirondack Park. During the month of March it is hard to predict what the weather might be, but we were blessed this March. There was plenty of snow in the woods and on the trails.

It was Friday, and our hotel keeper was preparing fresh salmon for supper. Fannie Mullins was well known for her culinary artistic ability. Just five foot tall, slender, and in her eighties, she had the stamina of a forty-year-old. We had just finished sledding for the day, and several of our group went to St Regis Falls to purchase some supplies. I stayed at the hotel and wandered into the large Adirondack kitchen to see if Fannie needed any assistance.

“Fannie, can I give you a hand with peeling potatoes or help you with the coleslaw?”

“Jason Black, you just sit down and I’ll pour you a cup of coffee. I know you like a little cream with it.”

“There’s nothing like a good cup of your coffee, Fannie. I don’t know how you accomplish so much working all alone.”

“I’m used to it. You know, years ago when the logging was plentiful here in the Santa Clara area this place was buzzing. Back then, I had a helper in the kitchen and a bartender. We kept those lumberjacks full, and with all the beer they drank, they sure didn’t have a thirst problem. Once in a while one of those fellers would get a little rowdy and I’d have to shut them off from drinking, but over the years they caught on to my rules. Gee whiz, I sure miss some of those woodsmen. They were honest, hardworking men, some with families they sent money home to. Many times they’d ask me to put cash in my safe to hold it for them. Yep, they were a hardy group; no one messed with them.”

“How did you handle those one or two trouble makers if they drank too much?”

“I’d simply tell them to knock it off or I’d call the state troopers. Oh! I had to contact the troopers a couple of times over the years. But if those loggers knew that Trooper Oscar Swenson was on duty they would settle right down, for they had seen Oscar in action. He was from a family of hearty woodsmen and talked their jargon. Back then he was in his forties and stood about six foot five. There was a man for you. He could whip about four of those loggers all by himself, and the majority of them knew and respected him.”

“I never knew Oscar Swenson. He was around before my time on the job, but I have heard some mighty interesting tales of his exploits from several older troopers. One story comes to mind from back at the end of the horse era. I don’t know the horse’s name, but apparently that foolhardy creature was making it difficult for Oscar to place his saddle in position. Now, those story tellers revealed that Oscar had a little temper when stressed. The story goes on to say that Oscar was so upset with his horse that he went around to its head and staggered the unruly creature with a slap. That solved that problem! Yes, Fannie, from what I have heard, he was one of New York State’s finest, a dedicated trooper serving the citizens of this great state.”

“I believe I heard that story, Jason, but it has been so many years I’ve forgotten all the details. I know that Oscar sure loved my vittles, and he’d eat all the fried salt pork that I could cook. You remind me of him in that way, Jason”

“By the way, I want you to know how much I appreciated the work you did when my bowl and pitcher were stolen by those two fishermen from Maine. That set was priceless to me.”

“I’m glad I was able to help you, Fannie. Those fellows sure were surprised that day in Warrensburg when I arrested them.”

“I bet they were. Nowadays I keep that pitcher and bowl locked up in a special place.”

“That’s a good idea. I know you had it displayed proudly for your customers to see, but you can’t be too cautious these days. Our society has changed a lot.”

“Thank goodness for people like you and your great group of friends, Jason. All of them are so polite, and each morning they leave their rooms in wonderful order. It makes my job easier.”

“Yes, they are a good group. I just hope we’re not making too much noise at night before we go to sleep.”

“You are no problem at all. In fact, I hope you all return next winter with your sleds. And in the meantime I think I’ll update my menu to give everyone a good choice of meals.”

“Fannie, that sounds great. We’ve always enjoyed your meals, and we sure do appreciate all your efforts. Now let me change the subject. Can you tell me what you know about the ghost rumors?”

“I will, Jason, but would you mind if I waited till after dinner when the whole group is here? Then I will share everything I know about those stories.”

“I think that would be a good idea. I’ll wait until after dinner,” I agreed. A short time later the rest of our group returned from St. Regis Falls, some with purchases and others empty-handed. All in all they had enjoyed their visit to that community, and some had taken pictures of the area.

While the rest of the group went to their rooms to prepare for dinner, I talked with my friend and co-organizer of the sledding trip, Charlie Taylor.

“Charlie, how was your shopping trip?” I asked.

“It was good. St. Regis Falls is a nice, friendly community. I bought a couple pairs of warm work gloves and looked at a .30-06 hunting rifle with a scope. The price tag on it was three hundred dollars. I would have purchased it, but I didn’t have that much money with me and didn’t want to use a credit card.”

“How much do you need, Charlie?” I asked.

“Oh! That’s alright, Jason. My wife wouldn’t want me to spend that much money anyhow, although it appeared to be a good buy. No, I’m passing on this one and maybe next fall I’ll look for another of that caliber. Some of my friends would like me to join them on an elk hunting trip next year and I’d like a heavier caliber rifle than my .30-.30.”

“Well, if I can help you out, you know I will. Guess we’d better wash up for dinner. I believe Fannie has everything almost ready for us.”

Charlie and I went to our rooms and prepared for dinner. In about five minutes we returned to the dining room and took a seat alongside our friends at the long oak table, which was lined with ten matching chairs. The table was covered by a white tablecloth and the settings were neatly placed. Two large platters of salmon were situated at each end of the table, with the space in between filled with bowls of mashed potatoes, carrots, and cut green beans, and side dishes of white gravy. There was tartar sauce made with chopped boiled eggs and baskets of fresh, hot, homemade rolls. Dishes of pickled beets were placed at each setting.

Before we began our dinner, Charlie said a blessing for the food we were about to eat. After that the dishes were passed and we all dug in.

The usual laughter and animated conversations filled the air, accompanied by countless requests for serving dishes to be passed, as almost everyone had second helpings. Even though Fannie told us to speak up if we needed anything else, she still kept checking on us, refilling the roll baskets and serving dishes as needed. As always, she was a most attentive hostess.

For dessert, there were pies and a chocolate cake with a white frosting and ice cream in the freezer. There was also sharp cheddar cheese for the homemade apple pie. One of the guys helped Fannie serve the desserts.

After the delightful meal, several people offered to assist Fannie in the kitchen with the dishes and pots and pans. The rest of us proceeded to the living room where we set up card tables under the watchful eyes of several mounted, large-racked deer heads. Charlie Taylor and another man played a game of pool.

When the card games were over and the pool cues returned to the rack, we all lounged around the large room and told stories, but when Fannie joined us, the room fell silent. It was time for her to tell us about the ghostly lights she observed at the old, abandoned camp. Everyone leaned in to hear her spooky tale.

Fannie began her story: “It all started with a late summer night’s walk I took with my Great Dane, Ralph. It was dark and I had walked Ralph further than I wanted to, but he pulled me along the foot path and I could hardly hold him. He was acting strangely, in a way I had never seen before. I gave him the command to stop, but he ignored me; it was as if he didn’t even hear my voice. I’m never out for a walk when it’s that dark out, as we’ve had some aggressive bears in the region and my late husband warned me several times to limit my walking to daylight hours, so I wanted to turn back. I continued trying to get Ralph under control, when all of a sudden he stopped dead in his tracks near an abandoned camp. All of a sudden I heard a swishing sound coming from the direction of the building. I saw a bluish-colored light in the window which went out as soon as I spotted it. I was frozen in my tracks, just like Ralph was. I felt a chill go up my spine.

“Next I heard a moaning sound, and a white light flashed in the window. I have to admit that I was frightened. I managed to get Ralph moving and we hightailed it for the hotel. I’ve heard many stories about such happenings over the years, but never experienced anything like that myself until that late evening in July. And that’s all I can tell you about it. End of story.”

There was total silence in the room, and then the group erupted with questions for Fannie about the incident and about the location of the cabin. She told us it was a short ways off the snowmobile trail that passed right by her hotel. We all agreed that we wanted to see that cabin, and we decided to conclude our week at the Santa Clara Hotel by paying it a visit. We were eager to check out the ghostly noises and eerie lights Fannie witnessed that summer evening, so we would make our visit at night. We’d drive in a ways, park our snowmobiles, and walk in to the cabin late in the evening the next day. We all thanked Fannie for her story and her hospitality and decided to call it a night.

“What do you think, Charlie?” I asked as we walked to our rooms. “I doubt very much we’ll see anything, but I do believe Fannie’s story because she’s such an honest person.”

“I agree. We’ll go as a group and leave our machines as we discussed in an area a distance away from the camp. Whatever happens, it will be a good way to end our vacation. And who knows—maybe we will see something. You and I both know that life is a mystery.”

“You’re right about that. I think there’s a part of all of us that is intrigued about the prospect of ghostly apparitions. But maybe what Fannie observed was just a visit by the former owner of the camp or a member of his or her family.”

“Well, try to get a good night’s sleep, Jason, and we’ll see what develops tomorrow.”

I said good night and closed the door to my room. After reading for a while, I turned off the lamp and soon drifted off to sleep thinking about Fannie’s story.

When I awoke, I turned over to check my watch on the night table. It was seven in the morning, and I could detect the smell of bacon wafting in the air. My room was over the hotel kitchen, and the smell of anything cooking downstairs would eventually come through the vents. This morning I was going to have some of that great bacon for breakfast along with my favorite scrambled eggs.

I got out of bed and hit the shower. The hot water felt good on my back, sore from riding the trails for several days in a row, and I enjoyed the scent of the soap and the large fluffy towels furnished by the hotel. After my shower, as I shaved and brushed my teeth, my thoughts revisited the ghost story that Fannie related to us the previous night. That would be something if we could make those observations ourselves, but I have to admit I doubted we would. I knew my friend Charlie felt the same way I did.

I got dressed and went downstairs to the dining room. A few of the guys were already sitting at the oak table drinking coffee and waiting for seven forty-five, when Fannie would start serving our breakfast. We knew she already had our lunches ready for the day’s ride, which we would enjoy along the snowmobile trail. This morning we had a choice of juices, French toast, Adirondack flapjacks, ham or bacon, and eggs. Oh…and plenty of homemade biscuits and hot coffee.

The main topic of discussion was the abandoned cabin and the possibility of a ghost sighting. As Fannie brought in trays of food, she told us something she’d forgotten to mention the night before—that years ago someone had taken his or her life in the camp we were going to visit. She didn’t know the name or anything else about the victim because she was a young child when it happened. That really sparked our interest, and we listened closely as she repeated the story about her experiences that late July evening. It was all of the unknowns that sparked our interest.

Our breakfast was wonderful and piping hot. Personally, I don’t tolerate a cold breakfast very well, but that was something you never needed to worry about at Fannie’s.

Some of the group joined Fannie as she cleared the table and helped her with the dish washing. Several hands made the job easier and we’ve always been grateful to Fannie for unfailingly going that extra mile to make our visits to her hotel the very best possible.

It took a little time after breakfast to put on our snowmobile suits, and it was nine-thirty when we started the first engine. As always, everyone gathered around Charlie before heading out. At the beginning of each trail ride, Charlie would take the time and effort to inform everyone about weather predictions for the day, along with everything we needed to be cognizant about along the particular trail we’d be following. He was a stickler when it came to safety, and we all listened to him.

Charlie was our trail leader, and he always manned the first sled. If we came to a highway, he would watch the crossing of the sleds, one at a time. The Santa Clara region was perfect for trail riding, with numerous beautiful vistas all along our route. We stopped on a prearranged signal to take photographs of spectacular scenes. My own camera was always ready to capture landscapes, cabins, trees, and anything else that caught my eye.

We rode for miles on trails and logging roads, and sometimes we came across deer, foxes, and coyotes. Once in a while we would be lucky enough to see a buck, lying along a hedge row or standing in a grove of trees. We always had our phones or cameras with us; two of our group members even had tripods for still shots. On occasion, the resultant pictures were outstanding.

It was nearing twelve-thirty when we decided to stop for lunch. We wouldn’t know what Fannie had prepared for us until we opened our brown bags—and we were eager to find out.

Everyone shut their snowmobiles off and gathered around Charlie, who was already starting a fire. He carried some wood on his machine, and we all gathered dry branches that had fallen from trees. Soon, the fire was roaring and everyone stood in a circle around it for warmth and conversation. Prominent in all of our minds was the adventure that would take place later that evening. It was speculated by a few that we would indeed see something; however, the majority of us were doubtful, and a few thought it was a waste of time. Nevertheless, we all agreed we would be at that abandoned camp in the dark of night.

Fannie’s trail lunch never disappointed. The sandwiches were thick, and between the slices of fresh French bread was a chicken salad that was beyond wonderful, accompanied by a crisp leaf or two of lettuce. Yesterday, Fannie surprised us with homemade whole wheat bread piled with tasty ham salad that was right out of this world. Today, along with two hearty sandwiches, we each had a red delicious apple, a plastic bag of almonds, and a large container of chocolate milk. Everyone raved about that lunch.

We warmed our hands over the fire while one of the fellows had to replace a spark plug on his machine. It was almost two o’clock when we started our sleds and continued our trail ride. One could easily imagine the old logging days and the activities that took place in and around Santa Clara; there was even a school for girls in operation during that period of time.

Fannie had told us how she and her husband had operated a grocery store and in one part of the store was a small U.S. Post Office where Fannie was postmistress. It was not difficult to imagine the lifestyle of the 1920s and the years before that. Life in the Adirondack Mountains must have been really hard back then. Nothing came easy for the worker who was raising a family and trying to exist. The rich, however, came to the Adirondacks and used the mountains as their playground until they started their travels to Europe. Many of the Great Camps of the Adirondacks still exist today, and some of them are visited by tourists from all over the world.

With our late-hour adventure looming before us, we decided to go back to the hotel and rest for a while. The men who assisted Fannie in the morning had learned that we were having roast pork and dressing for dinner. This sounded good to our ears: Fannie bought the finest pork available and cooked it to perfection.

We arrived back at the hotel at about three-fifteen. Fannie met us at the door and told us she would call us when dinner was ready. I think we all agreed it was an adventure in and of itself to observe her running this hotel, taking care of the meals, the rooms, and the bar, and purchasing the supplies. Fannie Mullins was an amazing lady.

I must have fallen off to sleep, because the next thing I knew, Charlie was calling me to dinner.

“Yeah, yeah, Charlie. I hear you. I’ll be right down.”

I splashed some cold water on my face, combed my hair, and went downstairs to join our group in the dining room. Fannie had already brought in the carved roast of pork and side dishes of dressing, mashed potatoes, and corn. There were also fresh, leafy salads at each of our seats and a selection of homemade dressings. The majority of the people had finished their salads by the time I got there, and they were already passing the serving dishes around the table. I made up my mind that I would eat my salad after the main course.

The dinner was spectacular. There was very little chatter going on at the table as we all enjoyed a fantastic meal. It would be our last dinner here at the hotel until next year. I could tell that Fannie put all her culinary talents to work. She was a wonderful cook and a tremendous person. We all loved her dearly.

Fannie was known for her exceptional pineapple upside-down cake, and tonight she topped it with real whipped cream. It truly gave this dessert a special flavor, and there were seconds for anyone that wanted another helping. I was one of six people who took her up on her offer. I was stuffed.

Just like at previous meals, several people helped Fannie clear the table and wash the dishes. The rest of us went into the sitting room and lounged in the comfortable chairs. While we enjoyed our last evening around the fire, we chatted about our plan for approaching the abandoned camp as quietly as we could.

It was about ten-thirty when we left the hotel, dressed in the darkest clothing we had. We wore sweaters under our heavy jackets because the night was cold, with temperatures dipping to thirteen degrees above zero. Charlie slowly led the way, and we followed in a line, our headlights and flashlights all turned off. Some of us brought phones or cameras—just in case we were lucky enough to need them.

We arrived in the vicinity of the abandoned camp at about eleven o’clock. No one spoke except Charlie, who cautioned in a whisper that we shouldn’t even move around, as our boots might make noise in the icy snow. You could hear a pin drop. The camp looked spooky from our observation point, and the sound of a coy dog off in the distance added to the already eerie scene. Two people had night vision binoculars which they quietly passed around so the others could have a closer look at the building. The roof was sagging precariously; if anyone wanted to bring the camp back into a livable condition it would be costly.

The minutes went by and we saw nothing. It was bitter cold—and getting colder. We were all ready to call our ghost-hunting expedition a failure when it happened. A reddish flash of light showed in the window of the camp. My spine tingled with excitement. Then a white light appeared in the same window. It was almost like a flash from fireworks. Then there were more flashes and what looked like a ghostly figure appeared in the window for a few seconds, followed by a low-pitched moaning sound. Could this actually be happening? Yes, it was, right before our eyes.

At that point we broke our “vows of silence” with utterances such as “unbelievable” and “holy cow” (and others I can’t mention). I had never seen anything like this in my entire life. I’d heard it from others—and doubted their grasp of reality—but I do have to believe that, on that night, we saw a ghost—the Ghost of Santa Clara.

Does the ghost have something to do with a previous owner of the camp? Is it the ghost of the person who committed suicide? We’ll never know, but one thing is certain—at the end of our week of snowmobiling in one of the greatest places in the world, we all saw a ghost. We will never forget that night.








Beyond the Blue

by Tico Brown


Dedicated to my brother Anthony who is now beyond the blue.



The dream slipped from him. He was awake.

The man rubbed his weary eyes with his hands and then opened them. Before his gaze, his own worn fingers quietly rocked in their joints. Despite their weathered form, his fingertips flexed like the wings of a butterfly, freshly severed from its chrysalis. Like the imago, he sought to soar through those skies that had until now been just beyond his reach. Those endless, cloudless skies.

The urge for a smoke brought his consciousness back to this plane. The celestial dome around him metamorphosed into the walls of a room he didn’t recognize. He was in a bed of some kind. The mattress was harder than he’d been used to. Either that or he’d been lying there for long enough to strain his back. He shifted his body to loosen the tension.

Whiplash. Sudden throbbing. Ringing in his ears. The man felt the back of his head, but there was no hair. He felt only thick, matted gauze. What had happened? Where was he? Who was he?

His vision blurred for a moment, restoring itself as he blinked his eyes. Once stabilized, they widened, as if nourished by the colors, textures, and sounds of the room itself.

Sunlight floated gently through the small window, illuminating most of the room. The olive-colored walls betrayed a cinder-block pattern and, save for a simple oak desk and chair, the room was empty. The only door stood ajar, allowing the scent of jasmine—or perhaps hyacinth—to straggle in.

It could have been ten minutes or two hours before the door opened further, revealing the form of an older woman in her early seventies or so. She hunched forward due to some sort of spinal deformity and walked with a cane. The woman wore loose clothing covered by a makeshift robe of indigo. Her other hand carried a ceramic bowl filled with water.

“Oh,” she said, in a croaking, wheezy voice. “You’ve awakened.”

“Who are you?” asked the man as he inched upwards in bed. “And where am I?”

“I am Miko,” she said. “We are descendants of the Abenaki of Missiquoi. We discovered you outside the grounds of our village, so we brought you in and nursed you back to health.”

The man sat up and felt his forehead. His memory was not returning.

“Here,” the woman said. “Perhaps some water will help.”

The man’s weathered hands accepted the bowl and raised it to his lips. The water felt refreshing as it streamed down his throat. He wiped two stray droplets from his lips.

“If I might ask, how old are you?” she asked.

“I don’t remember who I am,” he admitted, “much less my age.”

“It’s only been an evening since we first found you. Your memories might take some time to return.”

The man stretched out his arms to test them. After a few moments, he turned his body so that his legs hung off the side of the bed.

“I seem to be well enough,” he said.

“As far as I could tell, you only hurt your head. You’re welcome to stay in our village until your memory recovers. My son, Azeban, will help take care of you. He lives with his wife two houses down.”

The man wrapped himself in the sheet and slid off the bed, his feet meeting the floor with a low thud.

Walking around the small village provided the amnesiac with no clues to his identity. Azeban had been out, so he toured the area with the old woman, Miko. After spending several hours attempting to figure out who he was, the stranger became hopelessly convinced that no one in the village had ever seen him before, nor did he seem to have any reason to be there.

Miko had been right. It would take some time for his memories to return. What she hadn’t told him was that until they did, the anguish of adapting to an entirely new reality would be too immense to describe. His head had throbbed on occasion since he left Miko’s house, but the pain diminished quickly. He was getting better.

Although the physical pain had subsided, the emotional pain had become much more unbearable. In his frustration, he turned to Miko. In an attempt to soothe his anguish, she had made an appointment for him to see the village chief, a man named Mateguas. From what the amnesiac could put together, the village was too small to be considered a legal entity, but this man, Mateguas, seems to have served as a de facto mayor.

The amnesiac and Miko sat together in an almost empty hallway, an antechamber to the room that Mateguas used as an office. The walls were plain and painted an eggshell color. The floor was covered in a red rug that had seen far better days. Its color had all but faded, and the edges were fraying. Miko rested her cane against the wall beside her.

While the man was still unconscious, Miko had cleaned the clothes he was found in. He wore them again now, though they were nothing special—just an off-white, button-down shirt and a pair of old, discolored jeans.

“What is this Mottagwos like?” the man asked, mispronouncing the foreign name.

“Mah-tuh-gwoss,” Miko corrected him. “Mateguas is a younger man, but he has taken care of us for a number of years now. In many ways, we would be lost without someone like him.”

“Wouldn’t neighboring settlements be able to help? Don’t you fall into the jurisdiction of another city’s government?”

“Yes, but our ways are different from theirs. Our struggles are also different. We do our best to live as our own community and settle all of our own affairs internally. That way, we aren’t perceived as creating problems for other peoples. Live and let live.”

“Interesting,” he muttered, unsure what to make of their wish for independence.

Miko didn’t respond, so he changed the subject.

“Where is Azeban?”

“Probably at the hospital with Behanem,” Miko replied. “She has been ill of late, and their child will come soon.”

“Will she be all right?”

“Oh, she’ll be fine. And so will the baby.”

The man nodded.

“How’s your head?” Miko asked suddenly.

The man massaged his temples lightly.

“I think the pain is all gone. It hasn’t been that bad since I first woke up.”

“Good.”

The two were not waiting long before the doors opened and a man entered the hallway. A young man, whose thin frame supported a red polo shirt and khakis.

“The chief will see you now,” he said, beckoning them inside.

The amnesiac rose first and then helped Miko to her feet. He reached for her cane and gave it to her. At her age, it took longer for her to rise from a chair, especially when alone. She didn’t lack the ability to stand, but she welcomed the stranger’s aid. He wasn’t a young man himself, but the differences between them were clear.

Once the companions entered the office, Mateguas’s aide left, closing the doors behind him. The room was small but functional. It was colored the same way as the hallway, but Mateguas’s rug was in slightly better shape. Inside the room were a large but simple wooden desk, a few filing cabinets, and an old touchtone phone.

The man who sat behind the desk was young and well built. He seemed no older than thirty, but he had a frame like an ox. He wore a light sweater and jeans.

“So,” Mateguas said, “you have brought the outsider to me.”

Miko nodded quietly, turning her head to her companion.

“I, uh…” began the amnesiac. “I don’t know where to start. I can’t remember who I am, where I was going, or even how I ended up here.”

“I understand,” the chief responded with a warm and welcoming tone. “In that case, you are welcome to stay in Ojihozo until your memory recovers.”

“Ojihozo?” asked the man.

“The name of our village,” Miko chimed in. “Chief Mateguas, with your permission, he is more than welcome to stay at my residence. Azeban and his wife are willing to help out.”

“Good,” said the chief. “Then our business is concluded?”

“I think so,” said the amnesiac. “But it’ll probably take some time getting used to this place.”

“That’s all right,” Mateguas said. “Ours is a very small village. We will all do our best to help you recover.”

“Thank you.”

Despite having lost his memory, when the man stood up he knew he should reach for Mateguas’s hand. The chief responded and they shook.

“It was a pleasure meeting you.”

“I am happy to help.”

The man helped Miko to her feet again, but she took the cane herself. She motioned towards the door. As the stranger opened it, Mateguas spoke again.

“Oh, Miko,” he said, “I trust your preparations are underway?”

She looked at him and pushed her lips into a very small smile. “They are. I will leave in the morning.”

“In that case, I wish the best of luck to you and your family,” Mateguas said, bowing slightly.

The outsider and the old woman shut the door to the office behind them.

The two walked along the street. It would be several minutes before they reached Miko’s house. The first two of those minutes were spent in silence as the stranger took in their surroundings.

Ojihozo looked like any average village from a few decades ago. There were brick buildings and paved streets and electricity like a normal village, but the people still drew water from a well, and it seemed like the kind of place where no one would have a cordless phone, much less a cellular device. People still walked from place to place. Some had cars, but there were very few of them around.

The village had a certain embracing feel to it. He may not have remembered where he came from, but the outsider knew that it was not so bad for him to stick around.

Perhaps, he mused, if his memory never returned, he might be able to forge a new life among the people of Ojihozo. Granted, he himself was already advanced somewhat in age—he’d guess forties or fifties—so he couldn’t exactly start a brand new life. But a new life nonetheless. He could at least make something of himself here. Or so he felt.

“You’re… going somewhere then?” asked the amnesiac, breaking the silence. “How long will you be gone?”

Miko stopped for a moment, seemingly unsure of how to respond. The man looked at her aged face. He might not remember anything about his past, but he was no fool. Some secret seemed to be hidden behind her eyes—eyes that betrayed a sense of youthful longing despite their age.

The man sensed her answer before she gave it.

“I… I won’t be returning,” Miko finally said, continuing to walk. “Azeban has agreed to take care of you in my absence.”

The outsider followed her.

“But why?” was all he could muster.

Miko’s head sank. Her hunched back created the illusion that she was coiling her upper body into a ball like a caterpillar. She spoke slowly, but devoid of sadness.

“It is a tradition long passed down from our ancestors. Our storytellers speak of a man named Wlôwi who had raised a wonderful family on his own. He had children and grandchildren who loved and cared for him dearly.”

The stranger nodded.

“However,” Miko continued, “Around the time he reached sixty years, he is said to have had a strange dream. Tradition seems to have lost precisely what Wlôwi dreamt of, but the dream was certainly significant. After waking, he told his children and grandchildren that he loved them very much, but he would be leaving them. Of course, they begged him to stay, but he told them that as he aged, he would become a burden to them.”

The stranger suddenly understood why Miko had asked for his age. “Wlôwi eventually left them and traveled to a nearby mountain. He ascended it himself and remained there until he passed away naturally.”

“So that’s what you’re doing? Climbing a mountain alone and staying there until you die?”

“No,” she responded, without the slightest trace of sadness. “We don’t go alone. Our children escort us to the top of the mountain, bid us farewell, and then part ways. We stay on the mountain just as Wlôwi did.”

The stranger was overcome with grief. He had just met Miko that morning, and already she would leave his life forever.

“You must understand,” she said. “This is our custom, our tradition. This is not something that was thrown onto my shoulders. I knew from an early age that this was to be my destiny. And it’s something that I wish for.”

A tear escaped the stranger’s eye.

“How can you possibly want to leave your son and his wife alone? And what of me?”

Miko shook her head slowly.

“Azeban is old enough to take care of himself. And Behanem, for that matter. And I’m sure that you’ll find your way in time, my friend. It’s not that I want to leave you all alone. But it is my time. And I am ready to pass from this world and discover the secrets of what comes next.”

“What do you mean, your time?”

“When we become as old as I, we begin to keep track of our dreams. As village chief, Mateguas helps us to interpret them. Other members of the village council assist in this. The night before I found you, I had a strange dream, so I wrote it down. Mateguas in particular thought it was as meaningful to me as the dream that Wlôwi had before he left his family. Thus, I must do likewise, and follow him up the mountain.”

The amnesiac couldn’t believe it.

“Don’t worry,” Miko said as they neared her house. “I’ll have Azeban’s help to make it to the top of the mountain. You are welcome to come, too, if you like.”

The outsider nodded.

The following morning, roughly around ten, the three companions made it to the foot of the mountain on which Miko would be abandoned. Azeban had referred to it simply as Mount Wlôwi. This was of no help to the amnesiac as he tried to figure out precisely where he was.

The formations before them weren’t mountains in the strictest sense. They weren’t wholly vertical climbs that only a well-equipped professional could attempt. The slopes of these mountains were such that anyone of average health could walk through trails and across the cliff side until reaching the summit. The one that interested Miko didn’t seem any more difficult to climb—it was simply a bit taller than the rest.

Miko required some assistance climbing to the peak. While the stranger was younger, he was still old enough for the mountain to seem formidable. Azeban was the closest of the three to being in his prime. He was in his late thirties, and visible muscle tone emerged from his plaid, button-down shirt.

The stranger had never found a moment to ask what Azeban did for a living, but he figured it might be something as old fashioned as cutting lumber or perhaps delivering it. That was the kind of place that Ojihozo was.

Azeban had two canteens of water strapped around his shoulder. While he would be fine with minimal nourishment on the climb, he could not predict the needs of the outsider after the accident that led him to Ojihozo.

The village stood about half a mile behind them. Even at such a short distance, it seemed small from the outside. Although he had only been in the village for a short time, somehow the stranger felt that he belonged there. And he couldn’t shake the feeling that Miko still belonged there too.

It has been said that a thousand-mile journey begins with a single step.

It was nearly noon when they caught sight of the peak of the mountain, but not because it had been a rough trek. Initially, Miko walked at a much slower pace than the others, so they shortened their strides. However, as their elevation increased, the climb seemed to become easier for the old woman. The stranger couldn’t help but notice that each step Miko took seemed to increase her enthusiasm. Her steps had become surer, steadier, stronger. It was as if some strange sorcery had hastened her approach by slowly whittling away the effects of age upon her grey body. He half expected her to drop her cane before making it to the summit.

The scene was breathtaking. While little grew on the mountaintop, the granite edifice was spotted with explosions of vivid greenery—grasses, weeds, and a few small trees in which birds chirped audibly. The sky was a splendid shade of azure. The intense light of the midday sun pierced through a tiny crack in a patchwork shield of puffy clouds. It smelled as if it were about to rain, and yet it wasn’t—the only clouds were as white as winter.

The stranger walked forward to the far edge of the peak. The mountain was not steep enough to end in an actual cliff. But the mountain range had hidden something he had not been able to see from below. These mountains served as a natural barrier; the town of Ojihozo stood on one side, and a vast freshwater lake rippled silently on the other.

“That is the Blue Lake,” Azeban said. “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?”

The outsider nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it. I wish I could remember, but…” He reached for his forehead.

“Are you all right?” Miko asked.

“Yes,” he responded. “I am. I just… I want to take in this view for a while. No more beautiful view of nature exists in my memory, so I’d like to make this one last as much as possible.”

“I understand,” Azeban said. “How long do you intend to stay?”

“I’m not sure yet. I feel something familiar about this place. How soon do you need to get back?”

“We should go,” Azeban said. “Our job was only to bring Ma here. We are discouraged from staying on this mountain before it’s our time to do so.”

“Then go,” the stranger said. “I remember my way.”

“You’re going to stay?” Miko asked.

“I’m not one of you. I’m not Abenaki. I can at least give you some company while it’s still daylight out.”

Miko looked at her son, who returned her gaze.

“As you wish,” he said.

Azeban walked towards his mother and bent down towards her. Opening his arms, he gave her an impassioned hug. Miko embraced her son.

“I love you,” he said. “And we will all miss you dearly.”

Azeban’s eyes closed as if tears were welling up behind them, but upon opening them, those tears never fell. They ran instead through his heart, and no one else would ever be privy to them. He wanted so badly not to lose his mother. But this was her destiny. He had known that for as long as he could remember. And this was his destiny too. The only element of chance was the stranger who would be the last person his mother ever spoke with.

Azeban handed his mother one of the canteens, then reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a small packet, and gave it to Miko. Taking it in her small, withered hand, she placed it in a pocket. Though this action was silent, Azeban trembled under the gravity of the situation.

Taking a deep breath, he composed himself and stood upright.

“Here,” he said, taking the full canteen from around his shoulder. “Use this for the way down.”

“What about you?” asked the amnesiac, taking the canteen.

“No need to worry. I’ve done this many times without water.”

Azeban reached his hand out. The stranger’s other hand took it.

“Thank you for helping me bring my mother up here.”

The outsider nodded.

“Thanks for taking care of me. I really owe you one.”

Azeban nodded back.

“I wish we had met under different circumstances,” the burly Abenaki volunteered. “I’ll see you soon.”

It didn’t take Azeban long to disappear down the mountain. Once he had, the stranger began to speak.

“I’m guessing there’s nothing I can do to change your mind about this?”

The old woman chuckled and shook her head.

“Why are you doing this? Can’t you see you’re not meant to die yet? You could easily live for ten or fifteen more years!”

She raised her hand, signaling him to stop.

“Do you think Azeban hasn’t asked me to reconsider? I’ve heard it all. I know what I’m doing. Right now, I want only one thing.”

She walked closer to the edge of the summit and pointed her cane towards the clear sky.

“That’s what I want. I want to be out there somewhere, with Wlôwi and all of the others. Drifting past the sky into whatever lies beyond it.”

Her conviction seemed impenetrable. The old woman really sought to die out here. What would happen? Would she die of hunger or thirst? Or exposure? Would some wild animal find her here? Would she be a willing offering of carrion for insects, birds, and whatever else lived in the crevices between these ancient mountain rocks?

“What about the pain?” the stranger finally asked.

“What pain? The pain of leaving my family?”

“Yes. And the pain of death. I know you’re pretty eager to hand over your life, but your options at this point aren’t particularly painless.”

The stranger suddenly found himself hoping that Miko did not intend for him to take her life.

“You are just like my Azeban, you know? Anticipating this moment, he spent months trying to convince me otherwise. He even devised an elaborate plot where he would leave me here, but come back once the darkness fell. He would take me back to the village and hide me from Mateguas in the basement of his house, acting like I was dead, but feeding me and allowing me to live as long as I could. I tell you, he tried everything.”

She sighed, withdrawing something from her pocket. It looked like a small piece of paper folded several times.

“He gave me this in case it gets too rough up here. It’s a fine powder. If I put it under my tongue, it’ll numb the pain and kill me quickly.”

“A poison?”

She nodded, sighing again.

“I will miss that boy. But my mind is made up.”

She pocketed the drug. The stranger went silent for several minutes. “What about your granddaughter?” he asked suddenly. “Won’t you miss her?”

Miko was caught by surprise.

“She—It’s going to be… a girl?”

“I don’t know,” the amnesiac admitted. “But wouldn’t you want to find out? Won’t you live for her, if not for yourself? Can’t you see there are other people in this world worth living for?”

The old woman closed her eyes in silence.

It would be later that night when Azeban finally returned home, after the hospital closed at nine. Behanem’s condition had stabilized, but it was very likely she’d deliver the child within a few days, well or not. With the recent loss of his mother, Azeban refused to allow his wife or his child to perish in birth. Thus, he sought to spend as much time with her as possible. And the outsider understood.

The amnesiac would be waiting for Azeban when he returned. They had met briefly for an early dinner, after which Azeban left to continue his steady vigil over his wife. The Abenaki man had been so concerned for her that he couldn’t even recall what he’d eaten for dinner—much less the particulars of what they had talked about.

As he headed home after his visit, he noticed that the stars were particularly beautiful. The lack of clouds made the Big Dipper especially prominent in the evening sky. Beautiful as they were, they thrust the reality of his situation into him like a dagger in the stomach. His mother, Miko, was gone. She was now beyond the endless sky, floating somewhere in that sea of stars.

A tear escaped his eye and slowly slid towards his chin. Before he could wipe it from his face, it beaded and launched itself, spiraling towards the ground. It landed directly atop a blade of crabgrass, sliding down its stem towards the earth it would silently nurture.

Azeban opened the door to his house, revealing the weak flutter of candlelight. It led to his kitchen table, where the amnesiac sat, waiting for him.

“I couldn’t do it,” the amnesiac said suddenly. “I couldn’t leave her.”

“What happened?”

“We were talking and talking, and she seemed so… motherly to me. She was the first one to take care of me when I ended up here.”

Tears started to well in the stranger’s eyes.

“I may not have any idea who I am, but I do know that I owe her more kindness than to let her die alone on a mountaintop. She told me your plan, to hide her in the basement.”

“So, once darkness began to fall,” Azeban offered, “you brought her back here?”

The outsider nodded.

“She’s asleep now, on the spare bed in the basement. I put clean sheets on the bed and left her there.”

Azeban shook his head.

It had proven rather easy to keep Miko’s existence a secret. No one but Azeban had any reason to go down into his basement. As long as she didn’t leave the house, she would be safe. Mateguas seemed to have assumed that Miko’s abandonment had occurred as planned, and he never stopped by Azeban’s house to check for sure.

However, the days became more and more difficult for her caretaker. Behanem would go into labor soon, and he would have to be beside her, both for emotional support and to help deliver their child. Sometimes, in Azeban’s stead, the stranger would go down to the basement to offer Miko food, drink, or simple conversation. Even small things such as the aroma of chicken soup lit up the old woman’s eyes.

Miko had changed somewhat from her ordeal. She was no longer intent on scaling the mountain as Wlôwi had. Now she had a renewed raison d’être, as if she herself had been reborn by the experience.

The amnesiac presumed that this was due to his mention of her unborn grandchild. Perhaps the chance to meet a newborn family member tugged at her motherly instincts, pulling her away from death.

How grand, he mused, that the mere idea of life could bring one from certain death.

In time came the day Miko had been waiting for—the day her only granddaughter would be allowed to come home from the hospital. Behanem had given birth naturally and, despite her illness, the baby was born healthy. They named her Mamijla—”Butterfly.”

Azeban brought her back alone, as the doctors thought it best for Behanem to remain hospitalized for a few more days. The stranger hadn’t been told what illness she suffered from. Even if he had, the Abenaki name for it would not help him understand it.

The stranger greeted Azeban with open arms, as if they had been long-time friends. Azeban carried the infant in his arms, wrapped in a bright pink blanket. To the visitor, she seemed tiny, especially in the arms of a solidly built man like Azeban. The baby’s eyes were small, but of a bright, vivid green. Her hands were no larger than a half dollar.

“Congratulations!” said the outsider. He noticed first that the baby Mamijla had Azeban’s face. Their cheekbones and nose looked very similar. Perhaps the similarities would continue when she grew up.

“Will you take her to see her grandmother?” the stranger asked.

“Yes, I must.” Azeban said. “Will you get the door for me?”

The amnesiac opened the basement door and led Azeban down to see his mother. They found Miko lying in the bed, though not asleep. The wooden cane was at her side, propped against the bed. Her eyes were open, as if she knew the newborn Abenaki was coming.

Miko sat up at the sight of her young granddaughter bundled up in the arms of her loving father. She said nothing, but the tears in her eyes spoke volumes.

Azeban brought the young Mamijla to his mother’s side. She reached out her arms, and Azeban gave her the child.

“She’s in perfect health,” he said. “Not a single problem.”

As Miko laid the baby in her arms, Mamijla started to coo softly. The stranger smiled at the sight of this. He did not recall his past, but they were his family now.

A sharp knock at the door shattered the silence. Azeban’s gaze met the outsider’s. No one must know that Miko was there. No one.

Half a minute passed in a heartbeat.

“Hello in there?” called a voice from upstairs.

It was Mateguas. He was letting himself in.

“Take the baby,” the stranger whispered. “I’ll hold him off.”

A few heartbeats later, the outsider reached the top of the basement stairs. Mateguas had made it into the kitchen, but not yet in sight of the basement door.

“Hello, Mateguas,” the amnesiac said, pronouncing his name correctly.

Mateguas was alone, but came with a bouquet of carnations. It was a small, inexpensive arrangement of yellows and reds, a thoughtful gesture.

“How do you do, my friend?” the chief answered. “Is Azeban around?”

“He’ll be up in a moment. Is there anything I can help you with?” The stranger couldn’t think of much to buy time.

“I was hoping to check in on the newest member of our village. I brought her some flowers.”

“Here,” the stranger said. “I’ll get a vase.”

He took a vessel from the counter and filled it with water.

“She’s such a beautiful little girl,” the stranger continued. “My memory hasn’t been recovering, but even so, I don’t think I’ve seen such a young baby for some time. Her eyes are the same green as Azeban’s, and she seems to be quite healthy.”

Mateguas didn’t reply.

“Would you like to sit? Can I make you some tea or something?” The chief began to sit. Then, suddenly, the baby’s cry came from behind the stranger. Azeban had emerged from the basement with his daughter in his arms.
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