
  
    [image: The Boy in the Mirror]
  


  
    
      THE BOY IN THE MIRROR

    

    
      
        JAMES H LEWIS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: James H Lewis]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE BOY IN THE MIRROR

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        by James H Lewis

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2026 James H Lewis

        All rights reserved.

        ISBN-13: 979-8-9902037-7-8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. July 2018, Mt. Lebanon, PA

      

      
        2. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        3. July 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        4. August, 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        5. July 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        6. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        7. July, 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        8. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        9. July 2018, Mt. Lebanon and Lake Erie

      

      
        10. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        11. August 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        12. August 2013, Marion, VA

      

      
        13. August 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        14. August, 2013, Marion, VA

      

      
        15. August 2018, Wythe County, VA

      

      
        16. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        17. September 2018, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        18. August 2013, Camp Orchard Lake

      

      
        19. Fall 2018, Wytheville

      

      
        20. September 2013, Marion, VA

      

      
        21. Fall 2018, Southwest Virginia

      

      
        22. October 2018, Southwest Virginia

      

      
        23. October 2018, Home

      

      
        24. October 19, 2018, Wytheville

      

      
        25. Fall 2018 Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        26. November 2018 Southwest Virginia

      

      
        27. January 2019, Home

      

      
        28. January 2019, Pittsburgh

      

      
        29. January 2019, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        30. March 2019, Mt. Lebanon

      

      
        31. February 2019, Independence, VA

      

      
        32. March 15, 2019

      

      
        33. March 2019, West Virginia

      

      
        34. March, 2019, Pittsburgh

      

      
        35. October 2, 2019 Independence Banner

      

      
        36. Seven years later

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by James H Lewis

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 JULY 2018, MT. LEBANON, PA

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong with your kid?”

      The woman is in her early forties with long, stringy hair, blonde with a dark furrow at the part like a strip of turned earth between rows of corn. Her voice is raspy, her words shredded through a cheese grater. She wears a bright yellow top and blue yoga pants on a frame that would benefit from something less revealing. Her mouth hangs open as she stares at me, a face demanding an answer.

      “I’m sorry,” I say in a tone suggesting her question is inappropriate.

      “Cindy won’t behave,” she caws. “She’s stubborn, mouthy, and won’t follow directions.” Her daughter sits on the playroom floor, throwing a ball against the bookcase on the far wall. She introduces herself as Judy Moretti and her child as Cindy.

      “Lauren Wright,” I respond, burying my head in my book.

      She doesn’t take the hint. “She’s five years old but acts two.” Her daughter doesn’t turn her head as her mother speaks, but she’s close enough to hear her. “I’m sure you relate.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, “but Ollie is well-mannered. He never gives us trouble.”

      Judy wrinkles her features as though she’s detected a foul odor. “Then why’re you here? This place is expensive. I don’t have that kind of money, but I’m at the end of my rope.”

      The woman is right. Forty minutes with Dr. Asha Parekh runs $180, and she doesn’t take insurance. Her six hourly sessions bring in $1,080 a day. Multiply that by 175 workdays and she grosses close to $190,000 a year. I’ve worked that out in my head, an ability that amazes other people, but playing with numbers is how I earn my living.

      The child psychologist has little overhead. Her office is above a fitness center. To reach it, you pass by the front desk and squeeze your way along a row of sweating bodies, taking the back stairs to the wooden door that leads to this small waiting room. She does not employ a receptionist. You book your appointment online, an app designed by her husband, a software engineer, and sign in once you arrive. Used books and toys fill the child’s playroom. Its walls are decorated with cheap posters of small animals, the kind you find at Michaels. The place could use a thorough cleaning. Although it appears spotless, the odor of unwashed children and anxious parents hangs over it.

      Dr. Parekh’s private office is nothing to shout about. I’ve only been allowed in for a few minutes, but a small round table, low to the ground, dominates the room. Three chairs surround it, and a basket with drawing papers and colored pencils rests in the center. Her desk faces the wall, a workspace so small it holds only a notebook computer and a lamp. The doctor has a good thing going.

      “Cindy, stop that damn noise,” Judy yells. “Put that ball away and play with the stuffed animals.”

      “I don’t want to,” Cindy responds. “I’m bored.”

      “For once in your life, do as you’re told, or I’ll tell your father.”

      “Go ahead.” The child sings loudly enough to drown out her mother. It’s a mindless song, making up words as she goes, possibly meant to annoy.

      “I have three boys,” she says. “They’re easy. Girls…”

      I close the book I haven’t been reading and stare at the door leading to the inner sanctum. On this, our third visit, Dr. Parekh has yet to answer any questions I posed during what she calls intake. What goes on behind those portals? Ollie hasn’t told me much. “She asked me questions and listened while I answered,” he said after our last visit.

      I smiled and rested my chin on my fist, putting on a casual display to hide my uneasiness. “What sort of questions?”

      “What I remember. That sort of thing.”

      “Like your imaginary friends?”

      Ollie gave me that look, raised eyebrows and a slight frown that morphed into a condescending smirk, as though he knew something I ought to understand but which alluded me.

      “Yes,” he said as he hopped down from his chair, ending the conversation.

      Did you tell her about the water? I knew not to ask. The very mention makes him curl up inside.

      Once more, I try peering through the closed door. What secrets is my son sharing with this imperious woman? Why does he emerge from these sessions lighthearted, as though he’s unburdened himself of a backpack too heavy for his body?

      Cindy’s mother senses my disquiet, for she renews her probing, oblivious to my finding her intrusive. “What is it?” she asks. “He doesn’t talk yet? My sister has a kid who didn’t say two words until he was nearly five. You should hear him now. She can’t shut him up.”

      “He speaks well,” I say. Ollie has spoken complete sentences since he was sixteen months old. Now, just weeks after his fourth birthday, he engages adults in conversation, speaking with them as though they are peers. And his language? Just yesterday, he referred to an electronic game as “an abomination,” in that drawl of his. Where did he pick up that accent? Where does he learn those words?

      “Is he ‘on the spectrum’?” The woman puts air quotes around the description, raising her voice over her child’s bleating.

      I clutch my book in my hands, resisting the temptation to hurl it at her. “Oliver’s just fine,” I tell her. “He tests well above average and knows things that are beyond his years. That’s why Dr. Parekh is studying him.”

      This is mostly true. Ollie is an exceptional child. But far from analyzing his behavior, the psychologist is delving into the one thing I haven’t mentioned: his overactive imagination.
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      The first time he said it, I put it down to fear. It was the time in late April when warm air meets cold, producing thunder that sounds like God rearranging His furniture, lightning that turns our backyard into scenes from a graveyard, and sheets of water that drive against the side of the house like a giant hand pushing it off its foundation.

      “Mommy!” Ollie’s cry pierced through the cacophony like a barn owl.

      I’d been up late pouring over spreadsheets with month-end data and had finally fallen asleep. “Can you go to him?” I asked Chris.

      “Mmph,” he responded.

      “Stop pretending.” I swung my legs off the bed.

      Another crash of thunder brought a shriek from the next room. “Mommy!”

      “He’s calling for you,” Chris muttered.

      Because he knows I’ll come. I made my way through the darkened room.

      “Shit!” I yelled as my little toe collected the edge of the bedroom door. I hopped on one foot as I grabbed for the offended digit.

      “Mommy’s coming.” Then, sotto voce, “Damn it to hell!”

      I collapsed rather than lay down next to him and gathered him in my arms. “It’s just a storm, Ollie. It will pass.”

      His body trembled as though a fever gripped him. He sobbed so hard he couldn’t catch his breath.

      “Shh. Shh,” I whispered in his ear.

      “I want my mommy.”

      “I’m right here,” I said. “Mommy’s here.”

      “My real mommy. I want my real mommy.”

      “I’m here,” I said.

      He squirmed out of my arm and turned to face me. A flash illuminated his face as, for the first time I recall, he gave me that look. “I want to go home. This isn’t my house. I don’t like it here. You’re not my real mommy.”

      “Ollie, I’m here.”

      “Did the water get her?” He sobbed again and buried his face in the pillow, clutching Homer, his stuffed frog, in his tiny hands. I rubbed his back until he fell asleep and remained by his side until sunrise bathed the room in shafts of light.

      The following morning, he seemed to have forgotten about it. Chris asked Ollie if he’d slept well. He responded with an uh-huh and attacked his oatmeal without another word.

      Chris looked at me as though asking whether we should prompt him about the storm. I hadn’t told him about his confusion over who I was, for he was up and dressed before I arose. After he’d left for work and Ollie had distracted himself with his Tonka truck, I called my sister Sylvia.

      “The oddest thing happened last night.” I told her about Ollie crying out during the storm, but she interrupted me to claim it was a normal reaction. I love Sylvia, but among her lesser qualities is her inability to allow a person to complete a thought before delivering a verdict.

      “That’s not why I called,” I said. “He told me he wanted his mommy. I reassured him I’m here. He looked at me as though I were a complete stranger. He repeated that he wanted his mother and asked where she was. Then he asked if the water got her.”

      “His thing about water,” she said.

      “He didn’t recognize me.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you? Kids do that all the time. You did it too.”

      “I what?”

      “You were four when you decided you’d been adopted.”

      “I did not.”

      “You spun a tale to all your friends, how our parents picked you out of a group of little girls at an orphanage. I don’t know how many people you’d told, but Mom only learned of it when Mrs. Mitchell, Scott’s mother, asked her where she’d gotten you. She had three boys and wanted a girl. Mom asked her what she meant, and she told her she wanted the name of the orphanage Mom had used.”

      “You’re making this up.”

      “You don’t remember?” Sylvia said. “You know Mom. She went into a tizzy, demanding to know where she’d gotten that idea. You can imagine her all puffed up, barking out her denials. Then she took you aside and gave you a dressing-down.”

      My mother was always after me for something. I see her peering into my eyes, giving me instructions in her stentorian tone.

      “If you don’t believe me, ask her,” Sylvia said. “She’ll tell you the whole story.”

      “That won’t happen,” I said.

      She takes a deep breath. I know what she is about to say. “You need to get over it. She’s still your mother. Life’s too short.”

      It’s not short enough, I told myself. But to my sister, I thanked her for her reassurance and put Ollie’s confusion out of my mind; it did not remain there for long.
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      “You can’t sit here.” Cindy, who’s been tearing books out of the bookcase and tossing them haphazardly around the playroom, admonishes me as I plant my ass on the child size chair at the worktable.

      “But I just did,” I say.

      “You’re not allowed in here.” Although she sits on the floor with her legs folded beneath her, she plants her hands on her hips—an angry gnome.

      “I don’t see a sign. Show me.”

      The child scoffs. “Everyone knows it.”

      “The question isn’t whether I can sit here,” I tell her. “It’s whether I can get up when I’m finished.”

      She gives the slightest of smiles and returns to deconstructing the room and everything in it. Her song, if it can be called that, returns at full volume.

      I ignore her, removing a gray pencil from the box on the table and sketching a circle on a sheet of paper. I draw a straight line, bisecting the circle, and add two angled lines to a point below it. As I work, I glance up at the little girl, averting my eyes from the closed door.

      “What are you doing?” she says.

      “Drawing.”

      She shrugs and tears books from one stack she’s created to the other. She stops chanting, thank God.

      “Put those books back where you found them,” her mother commands. The child ignores her.

      I draw a mouth and eyes, add a neck and shoulders, and erase the guidelines. I sketch in details. Wisps of golden hair. A mere suggestion of a nose. An open mouth, turned up at the corners, with a line of teeth.

      As my eyes pass over the youngster, her curiosity overcomes her. She rises to stand behind me. “That’s a face,” she says.

      I nod but say nothing.

      “Who is it?”

      “Who do you think?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Let’s continue working and see if you recognize her.” I shadow the cheeks and brighten the eyes.

      “Are you an artist?”

      “No, I do this for fun. I began drawing when I was about your age.” She seems to want a more complete answer. “Now I work with numbers.”

      “Are you a teacher?”

      As I fill in the features, I explain that I manage data for a restaurant chain. “I look at what they order and what they sell to see if they’re doing things right.” I avoid telling her that not all do, that I just caught a manager selling liquor out the back door and hiding it in phony inventory numbers. When she asks for the name of the restaurant, her mother interrupts to tell me they’ve been there. She doesn’t like their salmon dish, she says. Too much stuff on it. She prefers her fish plain. Besides, it’s too expensive. Her daughter and I ignore the intrusion.

      “That’s me,” Cindy says. She puts a hand on my shoulder as she leans over.

      “You’re right. It is you.” I make it sound as though I’m surprised at the resemblance.

      She picks up the drawing and clutches it to her chest. “Can I keep this?”

      Ollie’s session is about over. “Help me return the toys and books where they belong, and the portrait’s yours.”

      She picks up a stack of books and returns them to the bookcase. I crawl next to her and help her finish the job. All the while, she’s smiling and has stopped her infernal chanting.

      “That’s a change,” her mother rasps. “You want her? Take her with you.”

      “She’s just kidding,” I whisper to the girl.

      “Daddy wants me,” she shoots back.

      “Yeah, Daddy spoils you. That’s your problem.”
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      Chris doesn’t spoil Ollie, but he spends most of his free time with him when he isn’t flying clients from one place to another. He takes him to the zoo and children’s museum, plays catch with him, and pushes him on swings at the local park. His active involvement is a reaction to the neglect he felt from his parents after his brother, Richard, was born.

      But he brushes off my attempts to tell him our son’s daydreaming is out of control. He insists he’ll grow out of it, that I’m making too much of it. He isn’t around enough to witness the intensity of these moments, which have become more frequent.

      When we were first married, we were one person. We enjoyed the same activities—biking, hiking, and skiing in Vermont during winter. We loved the same foods, except for spicy dishes that give him heartburn. Even the same music, unless he turned to country.

      I longed for a child, but he balked, giving myriad reasons to put things off. I thought he didn’t want kids, but he insisted that wasn’t the case. Perhaps he didn’t want to give up our carefree lifestyle. For four years I nagged—even pleaded with him—until I became pregnant.

      When Ollie was born, it made us complete. Whatever doubts Chris harbored evaporated once he saw the healthy, cheerful creature we had created.

      Because I could work from home, I became an almost full-time mom. Ollie would sit at my feet as I sifted data from the weekly activity and monthly inventory reports. Chris’s travel left us alone for brief periods, but when he wasn’t jockeying overfed corporate executives around in the company’s Gulfstream, he found time for his son. Ollie’s face lit up whenever he came through the door. He took his first steps one evening when Chris returned from a trip to the West Coast, tumbling into his arms to our mutual delight.

      Soon after Ollie’s first birthday, however, a crack appeared in our facade. I trace it to the incident of the bath. Chris was home from a long trip and, after dinner, said, “I’ll bathe the little man and tuck him in.”

      He’d never offered before, and I welcomed the help. “Just a little water in the yellow tub,” I called after them. “He doesn’t like too much.”

      I heard no response, but left them to it as I cleared the dinner table. Not three minutes passed before Ollie screeched. “No, no,” he cried. I rushed into the bathroom and found him thrashing about in water up to his chest. Chris held his tiny body in one beefy paw while trying to wash him with the other, but Ollie wore a look of sheer panic.

      “Get him out.” Losing my cool, I shouted, which startled both of them. “He’s terrified.”

      “I’ve got him,” he said.

      Ollie continued to scream and gasp for air, hyperventilating.

      “Let me have him.” I yanked Ollie from Chris’s grasp and wrapped him in a towel. “It’s all right,” I told him. “Mommy’s got you. You’re safe.”

      “He was perfectly safe,” Chris spluttered. His face was red, and he glowered at me. It was the first time I’d seen him angry.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to calm both of them. Ollie wriggled in my grasp, his arms outstretched as he reached for something that was not there. His body quaked, and I soothed him, rocking back and forth and singing to him. His breathing slowed, and he whimpered like a small dog asking to be taken out.

      “I don’t know what to make of it,” I told Chris. “He thinks he’s drowning.”

      “I was trying to help.” Chris climbed to his feet, grabbing another bath towel. His shirt was drenched. “A father ought to be able to bathe his son.”

      I got it. Chris’s job meant he was in and out of Ollie’s life. When I grabbed him from his father and told him he was safe in Mommy’s arms, Chris felt excluded. I handed Ollie back to him and got down on my hands and knees to clean up the mess, but the child was trembling. I had to crawl into bed to comfort him, which made things worse.

      The next morning, Chris flew off before we could discuss the incident. Neither of us raised it when he returned. We’d driven over a speed bump, tearing at our suspension, then gone past it, vowing not to take this road again.

      But months later, we returned. At Chris’s suggestion, I packed a picnic basket, and he drove us to North Park. We laid a blanket on the lawn overlooking the lake, avoiding the droppings of the Canada geese. I read while Chris sunned himself. Ollie waddled between us, carrying a twig he used as a wand. “Come play, Freddy,” he said. “I’ll protect you.”

      “Who’s Freddy?” Chris asked.

      “His imaginary friend. He talks to him all the time.”

      “Why does he say he’ll protect him? Where did that come from? How old is he?”

      “Twenty months,” I said, telling him what he already knew. “I guess he’s a Jedi, and Freddy’s been attacked by the sinths.”

      Chris chuckled. “Siths,” he said.

      Each time he returned from a trip, he marveled at his son’s latest exploits. Complete sentences. Words beyond those of a normal toddler. And the concepts he grasped. The night before, Ollie had reached for a fig. “The kid loves fruit,” Chris said.

      “It’s a veggie,” Ollie replied.

      Chris grinned at him. “If you say so.”

      I explained that he was correct. Fruits contain the seeds of a plant. Vegetables do not. That makes figs vegetables and foods like tomatoes and eggplants fruits.

      “You’re teaching him early,” he said. “Good job.”

      “I don’t know where he learned that. It didn’t come from me.”

      The smile left his face. “Do you think he’s all right?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “He’s fine.”

      “Is it normal to know so much at that age?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, having had no other experience, “but he does. He surprises me all the time.”

      “Whoa,” he said. “I wish I were around more.”

      His face showed he meant it. The company had six divisions scattered up and down the East Coast, from Toronto to Miami. Someone always needed to get somewhere in a hurry. Chris logged as much time as a commercial pilot. He routinely hit the thirty-hour weekly limit at the controls, but that didn’t include the paperwork associated with each flight or the time spent in hotel rooms while company honchos plotted their next moves.

      As we sprawled on the lawn, enjoying the June sun, he said, “Let’s go for a ride.”

      “We just got here. We haven’t had lunch yet.”

      “I mean on the lake. Let’s rent a paddleboat.”

      “I’d love to, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. Ollie⁠—”

      “Oh, come on,” he said. “We’ll tuck him in beside us. He’ll be fine.”

      He marched off toward the boathouse, but Ollie, who’d heard every word, turned toward me in terror. “No,” he said.

      “You’ll be safe,” I told him. “It will be fun.”

      “No, no, no,” he wailed. “No boat. Freddy doesn’t want to go.”

      “Freddy can stay here and protect our lunch,” I said.

      “No!” His shriek echoed that from the bath incident months before.

      Chris stopped in his tracks and returned to us. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s frightened. You know how he fears water.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Chris said. “It’s time to man up.”

      “Man up?” I shot back. “He’s not even two yet.”

      He recoiled as though I’d struck him. “He should get over this fear. A boy can’t go through life this way.”

      We stood over Ollie, quarreling like a couple of children. Our son burst into tears. “I want my mommy,” he sobbed.

      I picked him up. “I’m here. We both are.”

      “My real mommy,” he cried. “I want my old mommy and daddy.”

      We finished lunch in the car, both of us trying to make sense of what he’d said.

      “I’m sorry.” I reached across the console and squeezed Chris’s leg. “I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

      “It’s okay,” he said. But it was not okay, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The door opens. Ollie’s smile, so bright it illuminates the room, turns into a chuckle when he sees me on the floor. I climb to my feet and reach to embrace him. “How’d it go?”

      “I like her,” he says. “She listens to me.”

      “Ready for us now?” Cindy’s mom croaks.

      I look up from my son’s beaming face to see the psychologist standing at her doorway. “I want to spend some time with Mrs. Wright. Your appointment isn’t until 3:00. Ollie, please play with Cindy for a few minutes.”

      “Okay,” he says. He takes my place at the table, but the child turns her back and resumes emptying the bookcase. He shrugs and pulls a coloring book toward him, not letting the rebuff get to him.

      Dr. Parekh stands aside and closes the door behind me. “It’s the mother who needs counseling,” I tell her.

      She takes her seat at the round table and tents her hands. “We’re here to discuss Oliver,” she says.

      I take the rebuke and nod. Is she angry with me or just abrupt? I look at her long, slender fingers and her pecan-colored skin and wait. How old is she? I’ve only peeked at her diplomas, and her online presence lists only her accomplishments, not the dates. Forty-five? Her dark hair shows a few strands of gray but her eyes, despite pupils that are almost black, are bright. Perhaps she’s in her fifties.

      As I take this in, I realize she’s studying me. “Tell me why you brought your son to me.”

      “I thought I’d already done so,” I say.

      “I’d like to hear it again.”

      I respond with a deep sigh. Is this all I’m getting for three visits and $540? Worse yet, for concealing it from Chris? But she waits me out.

      “Ollie’s a perfect child in many ways,” I say. “He’s thoughtful. That’s the first thing that comes to mind when I describe him to others. He picks up after himself. From the time he could walk, he would carry his empty plate to the kitchen sink. He’s our first child, so I have nothing to compare him to, but my friends find his behavior remarkable.”

      I chuckle to myself. “They keep giving me credit. ‘What an exceptional mother you are.’ But he does these things on his own. When something saddens me, he puts his arm around me and tells me I’ll be all right. What child does that?”

      She rests her chin on her hands, but says nothing.

      “He’s very smart. Precocious. He strikes up conversations with everyone he meets, other children, adults. He’s wise for his age. Pluto is a dwarf planet. I knew it was no longer considered our ninth planet, but I didn’t know what to call it. Ollie does. He comes up with stuff that astounds both of us.”

      Do I detect a slight smile, or am I ascribing it to her? “But that’s not why you brought him here.”

      “No.” I pause and search for the right words. “He has an overactive imagination. He has this friend, Freddy. All kids have imaginary friends, I suppose, but he speaks to him as though he’s there. ‘Freddy doesn’t like this,’ he says when I serve him something new, ‘but I’ll try it.’ Whenever something frightens his imaginary friend, which happens frequently, Ollie says soothing words to comfort him. It’s rather sweet, but…”

      I again struggle to express myself. “It’s too realistic. Ollie seems unable to distinguish between real and make-believe.”

      “Go on,” she says when I falter.

      “He has an imaginary family.” My voice shakes as I get to the core of what’s brought me here. “He used to say he wanted his real mother. At first, I laughed it off. Kids say strange things, right? But he hasn’t dropped it. He’s perceptive and seems to sense how that hurts me, so he now refers to them as his old family. ‘That’s what we used to do,’ he’ll say when he spots something familiar to him. He’ll spin stories about visiting a dairy farm, something we’ve never done. When he spots a flock of sheep, he says they used to graze around the white house. That’s what he calls it, the white house, as though it’s a real place.”

      Before I can mention his irrational fear of water, she stops me, leaning forward and holding out her hand as though I should grasp it. “Mrs. Wright, please listen to me. You said, ‘as though it’s a real place.’ I’m convinced it is.”

      I lean back, suspecting I look as incredulous as I feel. “What do you mean?”

      She turns from me and looks out her window toward a patch of blue sky, as though she observes something I cannot. “I have never encountered a case like this in my practice, but I’ve read about them. They are not uncommon in my culture, but almost unknown in yours.”

      She leans across the table as though sharing a confidence. “What you consider Oliver’s flights of imagination are memories.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re telling me.” This is a mild way of putting it. I have no idea what she’s saying.

      “Have you ever heard the term transmigration of souls? No,” she says, reading my face, “you wouldn’t have. Your son has memories that were gathered by a child who has since passed away. When he died, his soul transferred to your son. He had a family, and Oliver recalls them vividly. Freddy, his childhood friend, is a real person. Or perhaps was.”

      I sit slack-jawed in utter disbelief. “This sounds like science fiction or fantasy.”

      Dr. Parekh nods as though she expected my reaction. “I will not try to convince you. I simply offer my professional opinion, having spent three sessions with your remarkable child. He’s everything you say and more.”

      “That’s it, then? After three sessions, all you can tell me is that Ollie lived a past life.”

      I expect her to respond to my outburst, but she does not. “Are you familiar with the Gullah?” she asks. “They’re a community of African-American people who live on islands off the South Carolina Coast. They spent years isolated from mainland culture, maintaining much of the language and many of the beliefs of their African heritage. When an adult dies, two men stand on opposite sides of the grave, passing an infant back and forth over the body. They believe it helps move the soul of the departed to the next life.”

      “What does that have to do with my son?”

      “There are many beliefs throughout the world that may seem strange to you. My culture accepts the idea of reincarnation. We believe the soul lives forever.”

      She fixes her gray eyes on me. “As a Christian, you hold many beliefs others might regard as far-fetched, but you believe them. You hold them to be true.”

      I’m not there to argue theology with her, particularly when I have my own doubts about the resurrection story.

      “Have you ever heard of the Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer?”

      I haven’t, and she seems to know this, writing his name on a slip of paper and passing it across the desk. “Read about him. You may find parallels between his life and that of Jesus, so many that you may wonder if the spirit of Jesus lived in him.”

      I still see no connection, and my face evidently shows it.

      “I ask two things of you. First, keep an open mind. Do some research and consider the possibility. Second, and this is more important, listen to your son.”

      Her tone shifts. “When he tells you one of his stories, how do you react?”

      I pause, thinking about it. “I don’t challenge him, if that’s what you mean. I just say okay and move on. I let him live in his little world.” Chris is another matter, but I don’t inject him into the conversation.

      “Instead, show some interest. Ask him questions. Say, ‘Tell me more.’ That’s all I’ve done for the past three sessions. I’ve listened to him. He tells a fascinating story, and I confess I don’t fully know what to make of it. I only have my conclusions based on years of professional experience.”

      I fumble in my purse.

      “Put your checkbook away. There’s no charge for today’s visit. To repay me, listen to your son. And,” she says, “if you decide to investigate this further, please talk to me. I know of other resources, and I want to stay involved. Your son is an extraordinary individual.”

      She rises to her feet, our conversation at an end. As I open the door, Judy Moretti bawls, “Finally! You’re ten minutes late.”

      Dr. Parekh makes no sign she’s heard her or noticed my pained reaction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 AUGUST 2013, CAMP ORCHARD LAKE

        

      

    

    
      The full moon cast a pale blue light on the valley nestled between Mount Jefferson to the south and Clinch Mountain to the north. A child’s cry pierced the sounds of frogs and crickets, but trained ears recognized it as a pair of screech owls hollering to each other from the trees huddled along the opposite shore of the lake. A barred owl ordered them to silence themselves, but it did no good.

      Gone were the chick-kurr of scarlet tanagers and the drink-to-you of towhees. They knew better than to venture out with these sharp-eyed predators alert for movement among the trees and thickets.

      Rowboats slapped against their moorings on the dock at the water’s edge. Aluminum canoes were stacked atop each other like ripe bananas.

      Forty young faces peered at wooden fireflies, sparks from the campfire around which they were clustered. The voices of the youth, some of which were on-key, sang, “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore,” as an attractive woman in early middle age strummed her guitar, her loud soprano leading the stragglers toward the right notes.

      The director, Karen Harper, didn’t mind the shrill dissonance. These children, the youngest group of campers in the nine she and her husband had led since mid-June at Camp Orchard Lake, made up for the discordance with enthusiasm. No smirks of disdain like those of the teenagers who’d camped the previous week or the outright boredom of the earlier pre-teens, angry that they were prohibited from staring at their phones during the evening sing-a-long or the vespers that preceded it. Not that there was anything to scroll. Cellular service was poor to nonexistent here, and the weak LTE signal drained batteries faster than an open plug in a bathtub.

      Having demolished one song, the youngsters took on “The Happy Wanderer,” some wandering around the notes and lyrics, coming together with exuberance during each repetition of “val-dera-ha-ha-ha ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.”

      Up the hill from the campfire, a single bulb above each door marked the locations of the bunkhouses where six college-age counselors did their best to enforce lights-out. Unlike last week’s high schoolers, who had defied every rule laid before them, this was seldom a problem among these youngsters.

      Most of the light came from the camp headquarters building, housing the office, kitchen, and dining hall, which doubled as an activity room on cold or rainy days. From this source, between choruses, a loud shriek pierced the air.

      Karen let the guitar fall slack and turned toward the sound. “Help!” a shrill voice cried. “We need the nurse.”

      Gail Ransom, kneeling among a group of third-grade girls, looked up at Karen as though seeking permission. “Go!” the director said.

      As though to underline the command, a figure raced down the hill, backlit by the lights from headquarters, then revealed by the campfire as he approached. “Quick,” he shouted. “Wendy’s hurt. Pastor’s with her.”

      The nurse was already sprinting up the hill, while the children stared after her. A few burst into tears.

      “Everyone stay put,” Karen instructed. She hesitated for a moment, then handed her guitar to a counselor and pursued the nurse up the hill. Dodging between rows of long benches in the dining hall, she followed the sound of voices into the kitchen. The scene burned into her memory as though a strobe light had fixed it in place. Nurse Gail leaned over the figure of a dark-haired woman. Blood oozed from her ear, and someone had used kitchen towels to staunch the flow. An overturned metal cart lay beside her.

      Karen’s husband, John, stood over the girl. Blood stained his tee shirt, and he held a bloodied towel between his hands. “Oh, no,” she moaned.

      “I tried to help her,” he said, “but I didn’t realize how badly she’s hurt. I should have called Gail right away.”

      “We need an ambulance,” she said. Then, realizing she was the only one available, Karen raced along the corridor and into the office where the camp’s sole telephone connected to its landline.

      As she blurted out commands to the 911 operator, her initial reaction ricocheted through her head. “Oh, no.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 JULY 2018, MT. LEBANON

        

      

    

    
      Chris returns as I’m preparing dinner, his uniform jacket draped over one arm, his other hand holding the flight bag in which he carries his iPad, Stratus GPS receiver, charts, checklists, and Heaven knows what else. He’s left his overnight bag in the car. If he doesn’t retrieve it after we eat, I will. He always has a change of clothing ready to go if he’s summoned in the middle of the night, which is often the case.

      Ollie rushes into his arms, and he makes a show of being cheerful and alert, but I can tell he’s tired. This was a West Coast trip, and he was awake at some ungodly hour to bring the executives home in time to join their families. They slept, of course, while he and his co-pilot carried them in oblivious comfort.

      “Rough flight?” I ask as he winds Ollie around his neck and carries him through the house.

      “At least they weren’t drinking.” Chris has told me stories of how company executives spend their outbound leg strategizing around a table, and on their return celebrate a deal by emptying the plane’s stock of bourbon. On a recent trip, one VP became so inebriated he vomited on the flight attendant. She resigned the next day, but Chris hasn’t heard how the drunk fared. “They wouldn’t tell me anyway,” he says, a reference to his self-described status as a glorified bus driver.

      “I brought you something,” he tells Ollie, swinging him to the floor. He reaches into his flight bag and pulls out a model of a sleek airplane. “It’s the Boom Overture,” he says, “a supersonic plane in development. Perhaps one day…”

      Ollie holds it, looks up at his father, and grins. He glides it through the air, making a roaring sound.

      “I don’t know where to put it,” I say. Ollie’s room is full of models Chris has given him. They crowd his dresser, sit on his nightstand and are suspended by fishing line from the ceiling, competing with his collection of toy frogs, which I think is of more interest to him than the aircraft.

      Chris pretends not to hear me. He never returns empty-handed, but handling his gifts is my problem, one I’m willing to solve.

      We sit down to a dinner of lasagna, Ollie’s favorite. He cuts the slice with his knife and fork and lifts a bite into his mouth. Not a drop goes onto his shirt. Chris thinks I’ve taught him table manners, but he picked them up on his own.

      “What did my little man do today?” Chris asks.

      Ollie beams at him. “I saw my doctor.”

      “Doctor?” he says. “Are you sick?”

      He looks at me, and I search for words. I’ve never mentioned Dr. Parekh because whenever I try to discuss Ollie’s behavior with him, he makes light of it.

      “No,” Ollie says. “She just talks to me.”

      “About what?”

      “What I remember. Who my friends are.”

      Chris’s scowl fills the room. The lasagna feels dry in my mouth. “What sort of doctor is this?”

      “I sat in the waiting room today while she visited with Ollie,” I say. “A mother and her little girl were there. She’s a bit older than he is. The woman kept telling me about her daughter’s behavior. She was only steps away and could hear every word. She spoke about her as though she wasn’t there.”

      He frowns for a moment, then catches my hidden message. “Okay,” he says. Our channel of communication is still open. I will discuss this with him, but not in front of our son.

      Ollie sees through us, however. Little escapes him. “Did I say something wrong?” His forehead creases into a frown.

      “Of course not. Daddy asked you a question, and you answered it. You always tell the truth. We are both proud of you.”

      Chris inclines his head, peering at me as though he’s looking over glasses. But you haven’t been truthful with me, he’s saying.
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      “I thought we’d agreed to ignore this.” Chris has tucked Ollie in and returns to the dining table. I sit with a glass of nondescript white wine while he pops a beer.

      “Our only agreement is to disagree,” I say. “You insist this is just a phase, that he’ll grow out of it. I keep telling you he shows no signs of dropping his insistence on a previous family.”

      He takes a swig of beer as he ponders what to say next.

      “You’re not here, Chris.”

      This stings, for he maintains his parents abandoned him as soon as they noticed his infant brother wasn’t responding to their voices and didn’t recognize their faces. “Once he was diagnosed, Richard got all the attention,” he says. “I was left to raise myself.”

      Rushing to repair the damage, I assure him I’m not finding fault. “You have an important job, one most pilots would covet, but it takes you away. You’re generous with your time when you’re home, but I’m here every day. I see things you can’t.”

      “I’m his father,” he says. “I have a role in anything that concerns him.”

      “And if we can’t agree? Isn’t his welfare a tiebreaker?”

      Chris seethes, taking a deep breath and glaring at me, his hand poised in mid-air.

      “I paid for two sessions out of my bonus,” I remind him. We both get extra income from time-to-time and have agreed to spend it as we please.

      “That’s not the issue.”

      “No,” I agree. “It’s not.”

      We sit in silence. We’ve had little practice fighting and are not good at it. “Listen to what she told me about Ollie. Then we can discuss it like rational human beings.”

      He doesn’t respond, which I take as consent to continue. I describe Dr. Parekh’s sterling reputation, which is primarily word-of-mouth, since she is fiercely independent and shuns the medical establishment. “Every mother who’s taken their child to Dr. Parekh praises her.”

      “You’ve told others about Ollie?” It is more an accusation than a question.

      “No. They’ve complained about their kids. They take one look at him and say they wish their child acted more like him. I ask whether they’ve sought counseling. Several have, and they praise Dr. Parekh.”

      He listens and nods. “One more thing to put your mind at rest. She’s never discussed Freddy with him. Never told him what he should think or feel. He told you so himself. He talks to her, and she listens. As far as he’s concerned, she’s more an older friend than a doctor. You know how he relates to adults.”

      “So no harm done,” he says.

      “Exactly.”

      I sense him coming around. “And what does she think of Wonder Boy?”

      I give a full-throated laugh. I hope it doesn’t sound as contrived as it is.

      “She thinks he’s exceptional.” This isn’t quite true. The word she used was extraordinary. But I tell Chris what I think she meant.

      “See?” he says. “Nothing to worry about.”

      He catches my hesitation. “But?”

      I haven’t prepared for this. I knew I would have to tell Chris at some point, but haven’t decided how to present it. Ollie’s innocent response to his father’s equally innocent question has forced the issue.

      “Most of our conversation concerned his make-believe world,” I say, dipping my toe in the water. “She calls them memories.”

      He repeats the word and flicks his fingers in the air as though it makes no difference. Just a word.

      I take a breath and dive into the deep end. “She thinks he’s recalling a past life.”

      “A what?” His words explode like a gunshot. I place a calming hand on his arm. We don’t want to wake Ollie.

      “I know this sounds crazy, Chris, and I don’t believe it for a second, but she calls it the transmigration of a soul. At the time Ollie was born, the spirit of another human being somehow transferred to him.”

      Chris is shaking his head, his lips curled in bemusement.

      “This is why he refers to another family, has this fear of water, and knows things we haven’t taught him.”

      “I hope you didn’t spend much money on this.”

      I shake my head.

      “Because you’ve been scammed. Parekh? That’s Indian, right? They believe all this nonsense. Next, she’ll tell you he’s descended from a frog, and that’s why he collects all these figurines. Freddy the frog. That’s his buddy.”

      He entertains himself so much he chortles, doubling over and holding his stomach.

      “When you’re through,” I say.

      “Really, Lauren. She doesn’t know why he says these things, so she’s come up with this story to draw you in. I’ll bet she can get to the bottom of it with just a few more sessions. Anything to keep the meter running.”

      “Not at all,” I say. “Dr. Parekh accepted my doubts and didn’t press this on me. She even said she doesn’t know what to make of it, that she’s never seen a case like it in western culture. She didn’t charge me for today’s session and asked me to keep an open mind.”

      “But you’re not buying it?”

      “No,” I tell him. I don’t have to think about my response. The theory is too fantastic to accept. “She asked one thing of me, and it’s sound advice. Whenever Ollie tells us one of his stories, we humor him. We don’t challenge him, saying he never had another family. We shrug and blow it off.”

      “What else are we supposed to do?”

      “Listen to him. Treat it as seriously as he does. Ask him questions. Draw him out.”

      He chuckles. “You can do that. I don’t have the patience.”

      “All right.” I don’t know how else to respond.

      Now he grows serious. “But I don’t want this to go any further. No more visits to this quack. Do you understand?”

      Chris is giving me an order, something he’s never done before. I stare at him askance. He grabs my wrist, not in a painful way, just enough
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