[bookmark: _xgaatphts5la]Lily’s Locket 
To the child within each of us, may these pages be a doorway— a return to wonder, a place to heal. Here, time is not a thief but a guide, leading us back through tunnels of old wounds and into the endless hallway of the heart. In this journey, may you find not just the strength to face the shadows, but the grace to live wholly, from the heart.
[bookmark: _roedfi8wli9l]Chapter 1: Daydreams
When I was born, I knew I was different. I've been told that people do not remember their birth, but I do. I remember everything- the warmth of my ma's belly, the soft but steady rhythm of her heartbeat, and the twinkling friends that lived with me there. While I was wrapped inside her cocoon, I could smell rose petals as I swirled around among the lights. Oh the lights. The darkness would give way to their soft, twinkling glow. They danced with me, spoke to me in whispers I can't quite remember but still feel in my bones. This was home.
But then I got pushed out, and everything got weird. Suddenly, there were all these harsh, blinding lights, and my twinkling friends just... vanished. Sometimes I think I catch glimpses of them in the corner of my eye, or feel their warmth when I'm really still, but they're never quite there when I look straight on. The gentle whooshing sounds I was used to were replaced with loud, clunky noises, like the world outside was trying way too hard to make itself known.
As soon as I was outside of Ma's belly, I felt like I lost something- like I'd left a piece of me behind in that warm, cozy cave of conception. But unlike at school, there was no lost and found box to rummage through to get it back. Though sometimes, late at night, I swear I can still feel my twinkling friends moving through the darkness of my room, like they're trying to remind me they exist.
It didn't take long for me to start feeling like I was in the wrong place. Earth has this funny smell, kind of like socks left in the rain, and it makes my nose scrunch up. So, I mostly breathe out of my mouth and pretend I'm still in that bubble I came from, where everything smelled like stardust and yummy possibility.
Even when I'm inside our house, it doesn't feel quite right. I mean, sure, I know my parents are my parents, and my brother is my brother, but it's almost like they're not really my family. Like maybe I got delivered to the wrong address. This whole "being human" thing feels like a glitch. Sometimes when I look in the mirror, I expect to see someone else looking back - someone whose edges sparkle just a little, like they're outlined in starlight. It might be true that someone pressed the wrong button when they made me. If I'd had a choice, I sure as heck wouldn't have picked this.
If it were up to me, I'd imagine home ought to be somewhere floating up in the clouds, where I could soar for miles on wings as big as my whole body. Could you just imagine? I would have the most beautiful rainbow feathers that would glisten in the sunlight, catching colors that don't even have names yet. Or maybe, just maybe, I'd choose a life as a wildflower. I could be tucked in the middle of a field where no stinkin' human has ever stepped before- just trillions of us swaying in the breeze, without a single loud or unnecessary noise to ruin it. Just sky and breeze and color-
"Lily!"
I look up, my daydream popping like a bubble. Miss Mayley stands at the front of the class, her hand paused mid-sentence on the chalkboard. She's wearing her typical outfit - freshly ironed khaki capris, braided brown loafers, and a three-quarter sleeved collared shirt in the softest shade of spring green. Today's broach is a silver compass, its needle spinning slightly as she turns to face me. I notice these things about Miss Mayley, probably more than the other kids. Sometimes I think she notices things about me too, like how my mind wanders off to places far more interesting than fractions.	Comment by Taylor Nelson: Change back to reading?
"Would you like to share your thoughts on the problem we're discussing?" she asks, not unkindly. There's something in her eyes that makes me wonder if she knows I've been somewhere else entirely.
I stumble for an answer but come up short. The whole class has now added to her collection of eyes, with their stares fixated on me. It is apparent that not only do I not know the answer, but my creative improv abilities have come up short. Stupid Johnny, sitting kitty corner from me in our desk pod, smirks that silly smirk of his.
"Lily, if you could please join us for the remainder of the lesson, I'd sure love to hear your thoughts on the next section." Miss Mayley's voice is gentle, but I can feel my cheeks turning redder than Johnny's T-shirt. Johnny, the loudmouth in class who is known for getting others in trouble when he himself is nothin’ but trouble. Sometimes I imagine taking my colored pencils and drawing his face out to look even funnier than it already does. I bet that would wipe that smug look right off.
I do my best to make my back as straight as the pencil I am fidgeting with, trying to look like I'm paying attention. But as I hold my pencil I wonder what extra details I could add to the drawing tucked safely in my desk drawer - the one I've been working on for the school T-shirt contest. Principal Warren announced it last week: every student can submit a design, and the winning artwork will be printed on shirts worn by the whole school for the entire year. The whole year! Just thinking about it makes my heart do a happy dance.
I've been staying up late with my nightlight, pouring everything I have into this drawing. Some nights I have drawn until my fingers cramp. In my design, I've created a world where everything fits together perfectly - even the things that seem different or out of place. I’ve included just about every color of the rainbow in it too, so it’s real stunning. Sometimes, when I'm working on it, I swear I see tiny sparkles of light dancing around the edges of my paper, like my twinkling friends are trying to help guide my colors. Sort of like the way Miss Mayley tries to guide my mind during class.
Other than her occasionally interrupting my daydreams, and sometimes teaching a few minutes past the recess bell, Miss Mayley is alright by me. Actually, more than alright. I get excited to see her in the mornings, to check which broach she's chosen for the day. My favorite is the one shaped like a ladybug, studded with red and black crystals. It's sillier than the rest of her collection, and I've only seen her wear it twice so far. Something about a golf-ball-sized ladybug tacked onto a put-together grown woman just makes me smile. 
I'd say Miss Mayley ought to be a little younger than Ma, but that's hard to tell. Ma is real pretty. Really she is. She's just a bit worn. Sometimes I look at her and imagine life rinsed off from her. I even visualize myself doing it for her, like I'm restoring an old masterpiece. I start with her hair, using not just any brush, but one that's adorned with gold-engraved flowers on the top of it and has every single bristle still intact - nothing like the worn-out one in Ma's bathroom drawer that looks like the back of a zebra at this point from the stripes of bristles that remain versus the ones that have fallen out over the years.
I'd start at the top of Ma's head and slowly run the brush through her mahogany hair, watching it go from wispy and matted to smooth and silky, like in them fancy shampoo commercials. I even imagine using that special bottle of hairspray I've seen in the beauty aisles at Winn Dixie, the one with the golden cap that promises to hold but never get crunchy. Then I take a soft, brand-new washcloth and wipe off life's burdens from Ma's cheeks. As I do, her skin begins to glisten, and along with her skin, Ma's face starts to soften. The tired lines around her eyes smooth out, and her beauty swims to the surface. Ah, there. There she is.
I start to wonder if I could do it for real, but if I am as good at this as I am at coloring, then Ma will look like the prettiest girl in the world. I apply a little touch of mascara to her already dark eyelashes and then a dab of lip gloss to make her lips pop. Ah yes, this is my best work yet. Wow, Ma is a sight to see - a true angel. 
The bell rings, cutting through my thoughts like scissors through paper. Everyone floods out of the classroom, their voices rising like a flock of noisy birds. My younger brother, Tommy, knows to wait for me by the bike rack. He's in first grade, and his classroom is closer to the exit door, so he often beats me there. The afternoon sun makes everything look chipper, and a breeze carries the scent of freshly cut grass. We live only about a half a mile from school, and the air this time of year still feels nice against my face as we pedal.
School is alright, but what I really look forward to is coming home and running off to the woods behind our house. Today especially - I need to finalize my contest entry, and something about being among the trees makes my imagination bloom. Tommy is usually happy with a TV show, as long as there's enough satellite connection, or playing in his room with the Lego set Grandma sent him last Christmas.
He learned to keep them in his room after Christmas, when he opened them and started building his little Lego worlds in the living room. One piece got loose, and Pa stepped on it with his bare foot. I'm pretty sure I've never seen anyone hop around like that before, or say the things he said out loud. Tommy got the message loud and clear: No Lego pieces are allowed outside of his bedroom door again.
Which works out perfectly for me, because it means I can slip out the back door without him noticing and wanting to tag along. The woods behind our house feels more like home than anywhere else. The trees wave hello each time I enter and the forest floor cushions me while I draw or daydream.
I used to enjoy playing with some of the neighborhood kids down the street. But my stomach still feels like it's a roller coaster about to drop when I think back to that god awful day. I swear if I could erase it from my memory I would. Even now, I can still hear Carly's voice going back and forth like a cheese grater in my ears. That day had started out so promising when I had seen all of the neighborhood kids gathering across the street. Get this, they were playing my game! The ball game I had taught Emily just a couple days before. 
But when I ran over to join, that's when Carly, the ringleader of the group, said rudely, "We don't need anyone else."
Everyone had fallen silent. The feeling stunk as bad as Tommy's toes, I tell ya. I attempted to break the silence by letting her know I had just taught Emily this game the day before. Surely she would cheer up by hearing that I was the one who invented it. Pretty smart of me in fact!
"Doesn't matter," Carly shot back, her words sharp as thumbtacks. "We don't want you playing with us."
It felt like someone had stuck gum beneath my shoes. I just stood there, my feet heavy as stones, not knowing what to say or do. None of them would look at me, not even Emily. The afternoon sun suddenly felt too bright, too harsh, like it was shining a light on every way I didn't fit in. I got the message alright. They didn't want me. They didn't need me. I didn't belong.
When I finally found how to pick my feet up again, I turned around quickly. I'd be darned if I'd let a group of stupid kids see the tears well up in my eyes. But well up they did, and quickly too. I waited until I was out of sight before I wiped my face with the back of my hand, trying to get rid of the hot, sticky feeling of shame. And here I had thought there was nothing more uncomfortable than North Carolina summer humidity. Boy, oh boy, summer humiliation was much worse. By the time I made it to the sidewalk, I decided loneliness was a less embarrassing option.
I filled my remaining summer days creating new worlds out of paper and colored pencils, or sneaking off to make forts in the woods behind our house. Sometimes, during summer nights if I am lucky, I've been allowed to play out past dark. I'd snatch one of Ma's old mason jars to use for catching fireflies. I know to put a little cloth and rubber band over the top so they can still breathe. I love the way they pulse and glow in the dark. They remind me of my twinkling friends left behind in Ma's belly. Maybe next summer I can fill an entire fort with fireflies. That would be the most magical thing I've ever seen.


[bookmark: _l14y8u5opupz]Chapter 2: The Prize
Today is the first Tuesday of the month, which means one thing—Teach Tuesday. Teach Tuesday is when all of the students in the school gather in the cafeteria at the start of the day for a special lesson. It is a bit like herding cattle, each grade filing in one after the next. Just a few less “moo’s” and a lot more “move’s!” 
Most kids race in, trying to make sure they can get a spot next to their best friend. I don't have a favorite friend, so I don't have to worry about that. I just do my best to get a spot far from the aisle. Because if Miss Mayley is focused on the lesson, or whispering to another teacher about lord knows what, I can usually get away with scribbling in my sketchbook. It is real nice because they don’t ever quiz us on anything from this lesson either. 
I overheard an upper grade teacher one time whisper to a faculty member that this day was as much of a break for the teachers as it was for us students. Adults are funny in that way. They always try to keep us busy like it's the important thing to do, and get on us when we aren't being productive, all to try and sneak in breaks from teaching themselves. What would be so wrong about being honest that most of us aren't interested in what they say we ought to be learning anyhow?
The whole cafeteria is buzzing more than usual. Every grade seems extra chatty as we all find our criss-cross applesauce spots on the floor. I can hardly contain my own nerves. Today isn't just any Teach Tuesday. Today is the day when Principal Warren will announce the winner of the T-shirt contest! My hands are too shaky to draw anything and my heart feels like the school drumline is about to beat straight out of it. 
Principal Warren steps up to the microphone, and says it is finally time to announce the winner. The entire room falls silent. No one dares to let out even a sneeze.
"And this year's T-shirt contest winner is…" she pauses, letting the suspense build. "Lily Miller, from the fourth grade!"
For a moment, I wonder if I slipped into a daydream. Had she really said my name? I look around, and my classmates on either side are now nudging me. Even stupid Johnny is smiling from ear to ear. It was real—I had won! Excitement spreads like spilled ink across my face. I walk toward the stage among growing claps and cheers to grab my certificate of congratulations.
The rest of the day, I might as well be up in one of those worlds of clouds I've puffed together in my mind. Every time I pass a classmate or teacher, they smile or give me a thumbs-up. Gosh, I bet even the neighborhood kids will want to play with me all next summer long. I want to bottle this feeling up like them fireflies in a mason jar. I'd make sure I put a cloth covering over the bottle so the feeling could breathe and stay alive forever. Then I'd stick it right in the center of my body where it would glow. I'd wear the feeling and school shirt every day for the rest of my life. I surely had created something beautiful, something I am proud of. And now everyone at school is also going to wear it. By golly my art does matter. I, Lily Miller, matter.
When the final bell of the day rings, I race to my bike. My wheels fly behind me and I can hardly slow down enough for Tommy to keep up. I don't have time to lean my bike up against the side of the house. Instead, I drop it on the front lawn, and run straight up the walkway to the house. The award is clutched in my right hand, ready to show it proudly to Ma. I imagine her wrapping me in a tight afterschool squeeze. She will notice the slight crinkle of paper. "What's that you're holding?" she'll ask. I'll playfully act like I'd forgotten, then exclaim, "Oh, look, Ma! I won the T-shirt contest!"
Her eyes would light up, “Oh, Lil! I’m so proud of you!” She’d clear space front and center on the fridge to display the congratulation letter from the principal. She’d have had a feeling today was special and already baked us fresh chocolate fudge brownies. Pa would see it on the fridge when he’d get home from work, and we’d all celebrate with a family game after dinner.
As I swing open the screen door, excitement bursting like the fourth of July inside me, I call out for Ma. But she raises her finger and turns, half-wrapped in the telephone cord.
It's okay, I can wait. My body wiggles faster than a puppy's tail as I slip out of my sneakers, one after the other. I throw my backpack on the kitchen table and slide into a chair, knees tucked beneath me, unable to pull my homework out until I get this good news off of my chest.
"Ma!" I yelp the moment she hangs up the phone, but she's already walking toward the back door.
I chase after her. I can't hardly wait any longer. I know she is going to smile so big when I tell her. It'll be the best news of her whole week, year probably even. "Ma!"
"Lil, not right now dear. I'm grabbing some items from the garden, and then I need to get supper started. We can have a chat at dinner."
Tommy is already in his room playing with his Legos. I go into my room and attempt to keep my spirits high. Maybe if I get all of my assigned reading done now, that'll leave more time for celebrating later anyhow. Yeah, that's a great idea. I can just get through all of the mumbo jumbo Miss Mayley assigned so then after dinner we can play board games as a family into the night. We will probably laugh so hard and eat so much ice cream that Ma and Pa totally forget the time and Tommy and I will be allowed to stay awake until 9:00 pm- on a school night!! Oh gosh, they'll wonder if we will be able to handle school the next day from staying awake so late. But then see us tomorrow morning both chipper and able to take on the day. They'll be so proud.
Eventually I hear Pa's truck roll up in the driveway and I am ready for another chance to share my big news. I run out of my room as soon as I hear him come through the front door and yell for the whole house to know, "Pa's home!" I slide around the corner, my socks carrying me farther than I meant to go. I am giggling as I use the wall to catch me. "Hi Pa!" I say wanting to just keep sliding into a bear hug of his. But when he makes his way through the front door, it is clear that he's in one of his post work moods. The kind where he moves his hand back and forth over his chin stubble and says he needs quiet adult time. Ma is already scooping up his supper and she hands it to him right after he kicks his boots off. Pa takes his plate into the living room and plops it down onto his belly at the same time his keister hits the recliner. He chews to the buzz of the television screen.
I guess Pa will have to find out after dinner. But Ma said we'd have time to chat over our meal. So this ought to be our time now. When I get to the dinner table, ready and eager to tell Ma about my exciting news, she starts in before I can even share. "Lil, your teacher called" "Oh! Did she-" "It appears you're not paying attention during class during the lessons. We really need you to give your best in class, or there will be consequences."
"But Ma! I got an award today. I won the school's T-shirt contest!"
"Great, Lil, now try placing as much focus on listening in class as you do doodling all day." She doesn't look up from her plate, doesn't even see the crumpled certificate I'm still gripping in my hand.
I stare at her for a moment more, willing her to see me, to ask to hear all about how my drawing was chosen, how it's going to be on shirts that everyone will wear. But she's already moved on to telling Tommy to chew his food slower. Maybe Ma didn't understand what I was trying to tell her? Or she didn't hear me correctly? Surely she'd be proud of me. Maybe it will be different when I have the actual T-shirt itself?
I was thinking too hard to realize I hadn't moved my fork full of food into my mouth in time. A salty tear plops onto my next bite of dinner. When the second one drops, I notice my tummy doesn't really want food. And my heart feels like a hornet flew its stinger right into it. As I lower my fork down to my plate, I think about how maybe if I were just a little bit more how she wished me to be, a little less… me, then the things I had to say would be more important.
In bed that night, I hug my pillow over my chest. I try to distract myself from the cruddy feeling inside by using my pointer finger to pretend trace in the air over the glow in the dark stars on my ceiling. The ones I wish were real. I close my eyes, and I can almost feel the outside breeze on my face, lifting me up. Letting me drift far, far away. Maybe if I flew high enough, I could find a place among the stars where I fit better. Maybe they would notice my twinkle, allowing me to create new constellations alongside them. I could be hung like a string of party lights, glowing and connected together.
But tonight, my strand of lights has been disconnected, unplugged. All of the fireflies let out of the mason jar. It is just me and the darkness. I pull the pillow tighter around my chest, and imagine I am slowly disappearing into the night.
[bookmark: _a4irqcfpxzb]
[bookmark: _2iroezh2458c]Chapter 3: Twinkling Lights
I am on the fringe of falling into a deep sleep when my eyes tickle. I try to scratch them but the tickle returns. I thought Tommy might have snuck in with a feather and was trying to mess with me. Oh gosh, it's not a bug in here is it? Maybe a moth fluttering against my face? I know Ma is always telling us to keep the windows shut for that reason. We don't have screens and she says this house isn't supposed to be a fly trap.
I rub my eyes with my hands wiggling the sleep away from them. When I slowly peek my eyelids open, I see tiny movements. What is that? There are little specks floating around. But these aren't just any specks - they make the softest sound, like someone's playing music on crystal bowls far, far away. Little lights. Twinkling lights. The twinkling lights. As they dance through my room, they leave trails of silver shimmer in the air, like someone drew with glitter then gently blew it away. Tiny rainbow reflections bounce off my walls, making my familiar bedroom feel like the inside of a kaleidoscope. Am I dreaming? Am I back in Ma's belly? Nope, I am here. In my bedroom. My eyes are open. I take a look at my clock on my nightstand. It's midnight.
The orbs of twinkling lights dance around my room for a moment, and then one by one begin slipping out of my window into the night sky. It is the middle of the night. I should be asleep. Heck, with them leaving my room now, I could go back to sleep. The tickling would stop. But who the fudgsicle am I kidding! I've spent nine years wondering if these twinkling friends were something I had imagined, or made up, or would ever see again!
These lights were what had me in cahoots over this human dealio. I thought being on this side of Ma's womb meant their absence. I thought the flood of earth's light made them vanish. But why now? Why after all this time had passed? Their glow is soft, so warm and cozy. I'd be darned if I let them slip out of my sight. Oh no, not this time. I won't let them vanish again.
I slide on the long-sleeved overshirt hanging on the edge of my bed, climb onto my desk, and stretch just high enough to unlatch the window and pull it open. I shimmy myself through slowly and carefully. Then, with my legs dangling back behind me, I give a "1,2,3" count in my head, and let go of my grip real fast. On the way down I just keep thinking, "boy I hope the ground is close."
There is a gentle thud once my feet drop onto the ground. I land in a crouched position and pause for a quick moment, making sure the house is still quiet.
Adrenaline is pumping like an oil well through me. But I did it. I look up to see the lights floating through the backyard nearing the edge of the forest. I run through the cool grass, enjoying the night air on my cheeks, catching up as quick as I can.
Once I make it to the edge of the forest, I give one more glance over my shoulder. Phew, all of the lights in the house are still off. The windows are dark, and the only sounds are the crickets cheering me on from below and the rustling leaves waving down at me from the tree tops. When I'm sure everyone's still asleep, I let out a sigh, take another step, and allow myself to adventure with the lights into the night.
The moon is only a sliver tonight. Nothin' more than a fingernail hanging low in the sky. Once within the forest, the moonlight plays peek-a-boo through the thick canopy. Shucks, the forest is darker than Pa's truck tires this time of night. But the twinkling lights keep at my feet like glow in the dark stepping stones made just for me. They flicker in front of my face, too. They're as silly and delightful as I remember. I reach out, trying to touch one, but the sucker darts away quick. I can feel it join my chuckle. I hope the night will stretch forever.
The further into the forest we go, the thicker the trees become. Their trunks twist and bend, and their branches look like long, bony arms. Wherever the lights float past, the shadows seem to bow out of their way, like they're doing a curtsy. Even the leaves above us turn and flutter, trying to catch the lights' glow in their palms. The air is rich and earthy, with a hint of something sweet I can't quite get at. It's like when Ma puts herbs from the garden into our sweet tea and we try and guess which ones. Sometimes I pretend I don't know just so she can pour me another glass while I keep trying. Oh I'd have a continual glass of the way this forest smells poured for the rest of my life if I could.
As the scents get sweeter and the trees larger, it dawns on me that I've never actually been this far into the forest before. A part of me starts to worry if I should turn back. What if Ma or Pa wake up for some reason? Sometimes I've heard them check in on Tommy and I at night. I pretend I'm sleeping even if I am still awake. Gosh, why didn't I think to put stuffed animals or pillows under my bed. Yeesh, I'd be in for it if they caught me adventuring out here after dark. How would I even explain myself? "Well Ma and Pa, there were twinkling lights in my room and they led me out back for a nighttime adventure. I decided to follow."
As I think of how silly that sounds, I look up. The lights! They were now a little ways ahead. I kick my legs into a full sprint towards them. My heart's rhythm is now a quick tempo and my breath is teasing me to catch up. I am afraid of losing the lights, sure. But most alarming, I now realize I can't get anywhere without their glow. The forest is close to pitch black without their light around me. Even if I did try to turn back now, I wouldn't be able to see my own hand in front of me, let alone the path back to the house. I put my trust in them with the force of a pinky promise.
The forest feels endless, and I wonder where they are taking me. Maybe there really is a secret stairway up into the sky, one that they know the way to. Or, a spot deep in the forest where trillions of them congregate and twinkle together.
When we come to what looks like a dead-end, the lights start to dance in and out of vines that drape from the treetops all the way down to the forest floor. Is this it? Is this all of what they wanted to bring me to? Perhaps just a spot so quiet and dark that we could be alone together with no one else around?
My thoughts scatter like dandelion seeds in the wind as I notice something odd. It's not just the twinkling lights moving anymore. The air is completely still, no wind at all, but the vines are... wiggling? I watch as the vines start to move, curling and weaving, almost as if they're alive. Slowly, they braid themselves aside, clearing the way to an opening. Whoa. This is definitely not just a quiet spot.
I can't quite make out what is just beyond the vines. I wonder if the lights have been here before, or if this is also their first time coming this deep into the forest. From the way they led me straight here, and how the vines opened up for them, I've got to believe they know something. There is something they are wanting to show me.
I follow them through the vines, and just as I enter, the vines seal the entryway shut behind me. I am led to a part of the forest even I couldn't have dreamed up.
My toes squish into the ground like stepping onto a bath mat. The earth here is different- soft and springy. My calloused feetsies are used to the forest's usual snap and crunch. Here, they melt like butter over the velvety moss.
The soft patch of yummy moss is protected by towering trees with trunks so wide it would take seven of me playing ring around the rosie to wrap around just one. Their bark seems to ripple with patterns that shift when I'm not looking directly at them. At the base of each tree are flowers that stand like royalty, wearing crowns made of dew drops that sparkle brighter than any diamond. Even in the night, the colors of their petals are richer than all of the Kings and Queens of the world. In the center, moonlight glows like a night-light plugged into the sky, pouring down liquid silver. Water trickles from a stream that winds its way around the entire garden as though to keep safe the magic that lives within here. 
Every petal, branch, leaf, and trunk feels loving and wise. I want to ask them for all the answers they're holding. Maybe if I stay within their company long enough, they'll let me in on their secrets. This place holds the kind of wisdom you'd expect a parent to have. The adult knowledge that Ma and Pa seem too occupied to let me in on. 
What is this place? I can't quite draw it up in my mind, but I feel... Well, I feel everything. But not with the overwhelm I usually get at home or school when I have to solve a problem on the board. This feels like my heart is growing bigger to hold all the wonder around me. The rest of the world gives me feelings I wish I could undress from. This place feels like a warm memory. One that I'd like to get cuddled up in. I'm far from home now, but I feel deeply at home here.
The lights guide me deeper into this opening towards the most gigantic towering oak tree I ever did see. Its branches must touch the clouds, the stars even. A glimmer at the base of the ancient giant catches my eye. And then I see it.




[bookmark: _il9hrxwlw06]Chapter 4: Treasure
I walk deeper into the garden towards the unknown light. The trees around me bend their trunks, trying to get a better peek. The flowers giggle as I pass by, whispering into one another's petals. The fallen leaves rustle themselves into enough momentum to climb their way back into the air. I don't feel like I am being singled out, or like I don't belong here. It is the opposite, in fact. The ground beneath me blooms to the beat of my each step. Like it knows I'm meant to be here. As though this place is for me.
I get closer with each step. Until finally I am within reach. It is worn and weathered, its golden latch catches the reflection of the moonlight. Tucked into the roots of the enormous tree, more massive and ancient than anything I've ever seen, is a chest. The kind of chest you'd only find if exploring an old person's attic after they passed away, or if you were a pirate locating your lost treasure.
My hands feel like they do after I've snuck into the secret stash of Halloween candy and have eaten way too many Reese's Peanut Butters. I am jittery with sugary excitement as thoughts flood my noggin faster than Niagara Falls. What could possibly be inside? Will I get to keep what I find? What if there really is treasure inside? Nah, it looks as old as this tree. It’s probably got nothing more than some old dirt inside. But who could have placed this here? How did they know to walk through the vines? The metal is cool to the touch, and the rusted lock gives way as I start to lift it open.
As I raise the lid of the chest, I notice it's a bit heavy. Thankfully, I've spent my whole life building forts, moving around big pieces of wood, and growing my muscles strong. With a little effort, I manage to flip the lid of the chest all the way open. The twinkling lights join me as I lean over to peek inside.
Wow, what are these? Sparkling like the crystals on Miss Mayley's broaches are a variety of stones in different sizes, shapes, and colors. Each one hums softly, wrapped in a woosh of whispering sounds, as if they're sounding out their stories in a language too soft for my ears to hear.
Resting on top of the stack of stones is a red velvet cloth, like a tiny blanket tucking in something special. I peel it back gently. Oh my, now that is the prettiest piece of jewelry I've ever seen. Not even Miss Mayley owns anything this breathtaking. It's completely unscratched, the top covered in swirly patterns that seem to dance when I blink. My hand stretches out. Unable to resist, I reach for it.
The moment my fingers touch it, a warm feeling rushes through me, like sunshine soaking into my skin. It's a golden locket that fits perfectly in the palm of my hand. I trace the tiny engravings with my fingertip, taking in the way they curl and twist. Etched right in the center is a rose. It's the kind of rose that looks like it belongs in a fairy tale, frozen in time.
Even though the locket feels light, it buzzes with something I can't quite explain- something alive. I feel a gentle pull, a little tug, right at the center of my chest. It's almost like the locket is connected to me. What's inside? I wonder. My thumb presses against the clasp, and I pop it open.
The second the locket flips open, the garden around me shudders. The air seems to crackle and bend, and the light twists, like it's being pulled into a wild dance. My mouth drops open as I stare at what's inside the locket: a tiny clock face, ticking away. It starts spinning, slowly at first, and then faster and faster, whirling like it can't decide whether to shoot forward or rewind back. My heart pounds, and I grip the locket tighter, bracing myself for what happens next.
Just then, the gigantic oak tree next to the chest begins to rumble. The sound starts deep beneath the earth, like distant thunder rolling up through the roots. Its massive trunk groans and creaks like the hull of an old ship caught in a storm. I feel the vibrations through my feet, up through my whole body, making my teeth chatter.
Slowly, impossibly, it starts to rise up out of the ground. The roots - some as big around as me - begin to pull themselves free. They snap and stretch away from the earth, showering dirt and pebbles all around like rain. Each root moves like giant fingers uncurling after being clenched too long. The motion reminds me of the vines braiding themselves aside, but this feels larger and even more powerful.
Where the bottom of the tree used to be is now an opening. An entrance leading deep into the earth. The roots continue their dance, twisting and knotting together to frame the opening like a doorway, almost like they're saying, Here you go, Lily. Welcome to… wherever this leads. The lights waltz along the edges of the roots welcoming me into the secret tunnel, the entrance into another world.
My mind can't quite wrap around it all. My heart beat can't keep up either. Part of me feels like I should be frozen, rooted to the ground like that tree used to be. But my feet have other ideas. They're now stepping forward, inching me closer and closer to the opening.
I'm close enough to peek inside. Close enough to see a hidden stairway with worn stone steps leading down into the shadows of earth. I have to remind myself to keep breathing. I'm a gutsy gal, I tell myself. Heck, I've spent my whole life dreaming about some kind of escape, some kind of adventure to take me far away from everything. But even so, my legs are wobbly, like someone swapped my bones for jello.
The lights drift downward, signaling for me to follow. They cast a glow over each step, just bright enough for me to know where to place my foot. My curiosity bubbles inside of me like a fizzy Dr. Pepper.
As I walk down the stone steps, the air grows cooler, wrapping around me like an evening cloak. The dirt walls are covered in tiny green vines that shimmer as the lights pass over them, and the reflections reveal tiny, glowing flowers hidden in their leaves. Their petals charm the dark with color and smell like fresh rain.
The stairs twist and turn, spiraling down deeper into the earth, pulling me further away from the world I know- the one I've spent my whole life trying to squirm away from. Now, I'm traveling into something much deeper. It makes me feel like I'm somehow moving closer to... myself?
The lights swirl ahead of me, playful and patient, like they know exactly where we're going. I follow them, my curiosity chasing away any lingering fear. For a moment, I imagine the roots of the tree above settling back into the earth, sealing this secret passage away forever. The thought sends a shiver of excitement down my spine. My next steps are filled with anticipation. What secrets will this place tell me? What mysteries exist down here? I put my courage cape on ready to fly forward.
Then, the steps stop. Ahead is a glowing white light that pours through the cracks of a beautifully carved wooden door. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears. The closer I get, the brighter the light becomes. I feel like a moth whose only mission is to move towards it.

[bookmark: _b9cdrkfcpgkt]Chapter 5: Lilian
I am face to face with the wooden door. I pause. My hand hovers like a ghost over the door knob. I am already deep below the earth and know that there is no turning back now. This door feels like a mystery that I cannot predict. I have always dreamed of an adventure like this. I gather my breath, give the handle a twist, and push the door open. A flood of light showers me, making me squint. As my eyes adjust to the brightness, everything around me starts to come into focus. I look up at a bedazzling field of green, littered with wildflowers that sing songs of rainbows. The air is affectionate, like a hug. In the distance, mountains watch over a valley filled with a bright blue lake. It's like nothing I've ever seen before. Truly. Yet I am tickled inside at how it feels familiar. Like a place I've been looking to return to.
I spin on my heel to take in more of the views. That's when I realize I am not alone. On the edge of the cliff peering out over the Crayola blue lake is a woman with flowing, long silver hair that dances with the breeze like ribbons of moonlight. She is clothed in an emerald robe laced with velvety petals that bloom and breathe with her. She is beautiful. The type of beauty that Ma has. But unlike Ma, no part of her looks worn. Everything about her is alive with celebration. She is more vibrant than a set of new watercolors, and at the same time she is peaceful and calm, like the lake stretched out before us.
I am completely lost in her when she turns to look at me. Her eyes. They are deep and endless, like they're holding the entire universe, stars and all. Before I can even think or question what I'm doing, my feet are flying beneath me. I'm in a full sprint, running as fast as I can straight toward her. I don't slow down, not until I'm housed in her embrace. My head tucks into her chest, my arms slipping under her soft shawl to hold on tight. Her long hair waterfalls over my shoulders, feathering my neck. She smells like the sweet nectar of wild roses, and every good thing I've ever known wrapped into one scent.
She feels warm, like the kind of warmth you wait all winter for. The shape of her arms around me feel like I was always made to fit inside of them. Like this was the way I was meant to be held. Each breath we take seems to sync together, as if we're sharing the same heartbeat.
I can't make sense of the feeling. I feel like I've known her forever, but how could that be? I want to ask who she is, but my voice gets tangled in my throat with emotions I can't even name. Slowly, I pull back just enough to look at her face. I stare at her, seeing every line and curve. Her eyes crinkle like tissue paper with a kindness that makes my heart ache. Her smile feels like a promise someone kept, even when you stopped believing in it.
I keep staring, taking in the gentle grooves around her eyes, the lines on her forehead, the soft creases by her mouth. I'm searching, trying to figure out how she feels so familiar, like a lullaby I've known since birth. "Who... who are you?" I manage to whisper, my voice so quiet it almost gets lost in the space between us.
"Hello, child." She smiles, and the air around us seems to grow warmer. "You may call me Lilian."
I blink, trying to make sense of it all. She lets out a smooth chuckle, and even the sound of her laugh is something I know deep in my bones. "My dear, I am you," she says. Her voice pours down my spine like warm honey. She sounds like elegant wind chimes on a breezy summer day.

What on earth does she mean that she is me? I look at her again, really look at her. Everything about her glows with a rightness I've never felt in myself. When she breathes, it's like watching a melody that was written just for her. When she smiles, it's like the whole world gets a little brighter. She sits as tall and steady as the oak tree that led me here, like she knows exactly where she belongs in the world.
"I don't understand." The words squeeze out of me like the last bit of toothpaste from the tube. "What do you mean that you are me?”
She smiles, and the skin around her eyes scrunch up in that comforting way that makes my chest feel warm and full. "Lily," she says, her voice carrying more love than I've ever heard packed into my own name, "You've come to meet me- to meet yourself. You have come to discover just how special you truly are."
I want to believe her - boy, do I want to believe her. When she speaks, her words feel like warm cookies fresh from the oven, the kind you can't help but gobble up. But this? This feels like too big a stretch, even for someone with an imagination like mine.
I steal another glance at her. She's the kind of person whose presence fills up a room - not in a loud way, but in a way that makes everyone lean in closer, wanting to catch every word. When she talks, I bet people actually listen. Not like me. I'm more like a shadow in the corner of the classroom, only noticed when I'm caught daydreaming or doodling instead of doing what I'm supposed to. Most days I feel about as wanted as the gum stuck under the desks at school.
The idea that she could be me? That's harder to swallow than Ma's overcooked meatloaf. There must be some mistake. Maybe the magic that brought me here got me mixed up with someone else. Because there's no way - not in a million, billion years - that I could ever be someone like her.
"This doesn’t make sense. What do you mean that you are me, that I have come to meet myself? I know who I am, and I'll be honest I don't really like being her most of the time. I wasn’t really made right, and I don’t actually fit anywhere." My embarrassment sticks to my tongue like Elmer's glue.
She reaches out, lifting my chin until I am looking into her eyes again. Her eyes seem to hold every star I've ever wished upon. "Lily, this is only true for you right now because you have yet to learn the truth of who you are.”
“The truth is Lilian, I think it would have been easier if I had been born someone else. I don’t get along with the other kids. I’d rather color and draw and daydream all day. But even that gets me into trouble. And when I do create something amazing, it's like my parents don’t notice or care. There’s no where I truly fit or belong.”  
Lilian leans in closer. “I know how heavy these feelings can be, Lily." she says, her voice full of understanding. "I know what it's like to carry the weight of not fitting in, to feel like there's no place where you truly belong. I promise you, I do. But listen closely, the reason you feel this way isn't because there's something wrong with you, Lily. In fact, there's not a single thing wrong with you. You're just still discovering who you are."
"But I don't want to keep discovering more of myself. Being me makes life hard. I wish I could be less of who I am- not more of her." The words tumble out like marbles spilling from a torn paper bag.
"Don't you feel like you belong while you are wrapped up in my arms?" she asks softly.
"Yeah, I sure do!" I say, looking up at her with a new idea. "I love being here with you. Can't I just stay here? With you? We could live here together, and everything would be perfect!"
Lilian's eyes soften. "Oh, Lily," she says, her voice like a cuddly blanket wrapping around my shoulders. "I know this will feel strange to hear. But I have been and always will be with you. I'm a part of you. You just haven’t come to know it yet. Once you belong to yourself, truly belong to yourself, you'll realize you belong anywhere you desire. You are just beginning on your journey- a journey of finding out who you really are."
I bite my lip, trying to chew on the ball of worry that's growing bigger by the second. "But... how do I find out who I am?" My voice comes out smaller than I mean it to, like a mouse asking a mountain for directions. I can’t solve a 4th grade math problem, let alone a problem this large. 
She places her hand over my heart, and I swear I can feel warmth spreading from that spot all through my body, like drinking hot cocoa from the inside out. "You're already on your way, Lily." Her voice is smooth and steady, like real maple syrup being poured over a stack of hot pancakes. I can't help but believe her, even if it's just for a moment. It feels like she would never lead me astray, like she knows secrets about me that I have yet to be told.
But then the fear comes rushing back, swirling around my mind like a storm, stealing all the blue from the sky. "But what if I don't know how? What if I mess it all up and I fail? I'm not like the other kids, I don't get things right."
"Oh, my dear," she says, her voice so loving it makes the corner of my eyes mist. "You couldn't possibly fail. You are smarter, stronger, and more brilliant than you could ever imagine. The fact that you're standing here with me now proves that. You didn't have to follow the twinkling lights when they appeared tonight, but you did. You chose to trust them and keep moving forward, even when it felt dark or scary or impossible. That took courage. And just like your twinkling lights, I will be here to guide you."
She holds me close, and I feel her words vibrate through her chest as she speaks. "Anytime you feel alone, or like you don’t fit, just remember how it feels to be in my arms. I will be with you, every step of the way, even during the times you can’t see me."
"But what's next? How do I go on this adventure? I don’t want you to leave my side."
"Here is how my dear. You take one step at a time. And when the twinkling lights come to guide you back to the garden, bring your locket with you. And remember these words:
"Open the chest, and reach for a stone, The right one will make itself known.
Just a touch is all it will take, For the magic of the forest to fully wake.
When the locket spins, and tree roots rise, The stairs will appear with a hidden surprise.
Follow your feet, and look for the door. Once you open it you will be led to more.
All of the tunnels will feel real and true, Just keep on the path, your treasure awaits you."
The light around Lilian and I begins to fade, the gold locket spins, and I can feel the pull back to the forest. I want to fight it, to stay wrapped up in her presence just a little longer, to memorize every detail of her face so I never forget what I'm becoming. "Promise you'll be here?" I ask, clutching the locket tightly in my hand, like it's the only thing keeping me from floating away.
"I promise," she says, and somehow her voice follows me even as everything else begins to blur. The words settle into my heart like seeds being planted, ready to grow into something beautiful.

[bookmark: _i8lo1b4bjv2c]Chapter 6: Just a Dream?
I wake up staring at the stars on my ceiling. The same ones I wished I could have escaped to last night. I am trying to piece together what happened. Was it all a dream? The secret garden, the magical tree, the glowing door, but most of all.. Lilian? It feels so real, like I can still smell the wildflowers and feel the warmth of her hug. But now, in the morning light, everything feels distant and hazy, like trying to remember a song I heard in a dream.
All through school, I can't focus - and not just in my usual daydreamy way. My mind is fixated on the garden, the magical tree, and the way Lilian's voice made me feel. I keep glancing at the clock, willing the hands to move faster so I can rush back to the forest after school. I need to find that place again, to see her, to know that what I experienced was real.
By the time the final bell rings, I am bursting out of my seat like a jack-in-the-box. I snatch my backpack and sprint out of the building, managing to beat Tommy to the bike rack. Tommy and I both hop onto our bikes, and I try to keep my pace steady for him, but my legs itch to pedal faster.  The forest isn't far, and as we get closer to the house, my heart pounds harder. I am a mixing bowl of excitement and nerves. What if I can't find the hidden garden again? What if it's disappeared, like a secret you are only told once?
When we make it to the house, I yell at Tommy that I will be back inside by dinner time. And then keep pedaling all the way through the backyard. Once I get to the edge of the forest, I swing my legs off and drop my bike and backpack to the ground. I push through the underbrush, not minding that the branches are snagging at my clothes. I search. I try to retrace my steps, fighting to remember where I was last night. But the forest was too dark to provide me with any cues. It was the twinkling lights glow that guided me there. The more I search, the more lost I feel. Everything looks different in the daylight, and no matter how hard I try, I can't find the vines that lead into the secret garden. It's as if the forest has swallowed it up, hiding it away.
Did I imagine it all? I sit down on a fallen log. "Please, Lilian. You said you would always be with me. Won't you show me the way?"
But nothing happens. The forest remains still, indifferent. I feel disappointment sting my insides. I drag my feet through the forest until I make it back to the yard. The magic I felt last night seems to slip further and further away, like sand slipping through my fingers. Maybe I just dreamed it all. Maybe I'm silly for thinking it could be real.
Back inside, I try to focus on my homework, but the numbers in my math book keep turning into twisted vines and ancient trees. Miss Mayley would probably say I'm distracted again, but this feels different. It's like my whole body is humming with the memory of last night, making it impossible to think about anything else.
During dinner, I push my peas around my plate, making tiny crop circles. Ma notices and tells me to quit playing with my food. I want to tell her about the garden, about Lilian, about how everything feels different now. But then I remember how she reacted to my T-shirt contest win. Besides, how do you tell your parents you met a magical version of yourself in a secret garden? They'd probably send me to the school counselor faster than Tommy can spill his milk.
Speaking of Tommy, he keeps giving me funny looks across the table, like he knows something's up. After dinner, he corners me in the hallway. "You okay, Lily? You've been acting weirder than usual." For a moment, I almost tell him. Tommy might be little, but sometimes he understands things better than grown-ups do. But then Pa calls him to help with the dishes, and the moment slips away like everything else today.
That night, I crawl into bed feeling tired and defeated. I close my eyes, trying to remember Lilian's face, the way she smiled at me, the sound of her voice telling me I wasn't alone. I want so badly to be back in that garden, to feel that sense of belonging again. The glow-in-the-dark stars on my ceiling seem to mock me now, their pale green light nothing like the warm glow of the twinkling lights.
Minutes tick by like molasses. I try counting sheep, but they keep turning into dancing lights in my head. The house creaks and settles around me, and every sound makes me hold my breath. Was that a twinkle? No, just the flicker of the neighbor's headlight. Was that a sparkle? No, just moonlight bouncing on my window.
Maybe I ought to give up, to accept that maybe I really did imagine it all. I am drifting off when something makes my nose twitch. I open my eyes—the lights. The tiny, twinkling lights are flickering around the edges of my room!
I sit up, watching as they float closer, swirling gently around me. The darkness gives way to their glow, making them brighter, more vivid. I reach out a hand, and one of the lights drifts close. It hovers just above my palm, warm and alive like a tiny heartbeat. They slip through my window out into the night sky.
I reach for my long overnight shirt, and as I pull it over my head, I feel a gentle weight hit against my chest from the front pocket. Of course! The locket. I slip the locket around my neck and then make my way out into the night sky. The lights lead me through the backyard and into the forest.
This time, the whole forest feels different. The trees seem to lean in closer, their branches reaching down like they want to touch the lights as they pass. The night air carries whispers being passed from leaf to leaf. Even the usual forest sounds feel like they're part of something bigger, like every cricket and rustling leaf is playing its part in a midnight symphony.
As the vines collect themselves into a braid and reveal the moss-covered opening, I see it. The chest - resting in the same spot as I had seen it last night. I find myself floating over to it immediately. Kneeling down, I hear Lilian's voice ringing in my head:
Open the chest, and reach for a stone, The right one will make itself known.
Just a touch is all it will take, For the magic of the forest to fully wake.
When the locket spins, and tree roots rise, The stairs will appear with a hidden surprise.
Follow your feet, and look for the door. Once you open it you will be led to more.
All of the tunnels will feel real and true, Just keep on the path, your treasure awaits you.

[bookmark: _b8yn3fpnb5ix]Chapter 7: Tommy in the Lake
I lift the lid of the chest and see the stack of stones resting inside. The twinkling lights flutter like tiny fireflies around a large, odd shaped stone tucked in the back. This stone pulses softly with colorful swirls of light dancing around it. As I reach my hand out, the colors around the stone become more vibrant. And then, I touch it.
The instant I touch it, the locket around my neck begins to spin, whirling faster and faster until it feels like it could lift off. The scent of earth and wildflowers stirs in the wind around me, and the great tree above shudders. Slowly, like an old man making his way out of his rocking chair, the tree lifts itself up out of the ground. Its gnarled roots beneath form an archway. The staircase below the tree opening appears, inviting me to once again enter. My pace is quicker this time, eager to be back with Lilian in the magical fields of flower and light. I follow the twinkling lights down the spiral stair steps.
As I walk down the staircase, I see doors with symbols etched on the front of them. None of these doors look like the large wooden door I walked through to meet Lilian. I start to get nervous. What felt like an easy pathway to her last time, now feels twisted and tangled by a maze of tunnels stretching out in all directions. How am I supposed to know where to go? Which door am I supposed to open?
Just then I feel heat coming from the glowing stone still cradled in my hand. Ah, the stone. I look down at the stone and then up over to my right at a door that has a light around the rim. It begins to swirl with the same colors as the stone did when I reached for it in the chest. As I move closer, I notice the symbols etched on the door match the symbols on the stone. It feels like a key fitting perfectly into a lock, a piece of a puzzle clicking into place.
I press my palm against the door. A shiver runs down my spine, like when you know something big is about to happen but you're not sure if you're ready for it. The door creaks open, and suddenly I'm there. Not just remembering, but living it all over again.
The summer air feels sticky warm against my skin, thick enough to chew. The lake stretches out before me, its surface dancing with morning light. I can hear the gentle swishing of water against the dock, a sound that used to be peaceful but now makes my stomach twist. Our family has just arrived here for a whole week of camping. Ma and Pa are back at the campsite wrestling with the tent, their voices carrying faintly on the breeze as they argue about which pole goes where.
Tommy and I got sent with the red wagon on an important mission - grab a bag of ice from the little store by the lake. The metal handle of the wagon feels warm in my palm from the morning sun. Looking down the hill, I can see the entire beach spread out below us. It's so early the shore's completely empty, like a fresh sheet of paper waiting for the day to draw itself.
I know Ma and Pa just wanted us out of their hair, but with no lines at the store, we'll be back before they even notice we're gone. Well, that's what I thought anyway. The memory of what happens next makes my chest feel tight, like someone's squeezing all the air out of me.
As we get closer to the store, Tommy takes off. His stubby little legs are running as fast as they can, and I see where he's headed—the dock. There's this big, tall crane standing at the edge, staring into the water like it's ordering breakfast. I laugh knowing that the bird will fly off way before Tommy gets anywhere near it. The sound of his flip-flops slapping against the wooden planks echoes across the empty beach.
"Fine, leave me with the real job," I say, rolling my eyes as I push open the store's door. A little bell jingles above me, and a wall of cool air hits my face. Finally, a break from the heat! The AC hums as loudly as the old freezers jammed with popsicles. I toss two quarters onto the counter for the bag of ice and use my foot to nudge the door open on my way out.
As I drop the ice into the wagon, I give a shout toward the dock.
"Tommy! Let's go! Time to head back!"
No answer.
I squint toward the water, expecting to see him poking at bugs or doing something stupid like chasing his own shadow. But then I see him - his little head bobbing up and down, his arms flapping in the water. My heart leaps into my throat. He's in the lake.
"Tommy!" The scream tears out of me before I can even think. Panic races through my body like electricity as I sprint toward the dock. The wooden planks thunder under my feet, and in those few seconds that feel like forever, all I can think is: Not Tommy. Please, not Tommy.
I leap in after him. The water hits me like a slap, so cold it steals my breath away. Suddenly I'm surrounded by green-brown darkness, and the lake wraps around me like a snake. Tommy's eyes are wide with terror, his small body splashing in the deep water. I reach for his slippery skin. I give it my all to lift him up, but my feet don't touch the bottom. There's nothing to anchor me. I start kicking, until my legs are burning like they're on fire. The water seems endless, stretching down and down into darkness. My arms are growing weaker, the weight of him starting to pull me down.
"Tommy, hold on to me!" I gasp between mouthfuls of lake water. I get him to wrap his arms around my neck, and he does - too tight, too desperate - but I push through, kicking us both toward the dock. The water fights against us, trying to drag us down, but I keep going. Each stroke feels like moving through mud.
The rusty old dock ladder comes into view, but it still feels miles away. Each doggy paddle feels slower and heavier, as if the water itself is fighting to keep us. My lungs are screaming for air, and Tommy's grip is so tight it hurts, but I won't let go. I can't let go. When my fingers finally land on the ladder, I use my last drop of strength to push Tommy up onto the dock, then climb out after him. We collapse onto the wooden planks, both gasping for air.
The danger has faded but I still feel as though I am sinking in fear. My body shakes even though the sun is warm on my skin. Tears blur my vision and I pull Tommy close. He's shivering, but alive. He's safe. My mind keeps replaying those terrible moments - what if I had been a second later to find him? What if my arms hadn't been strong enough? What if I'd lost him? I could've lost him. And it would have been all of my fault. It was already my fault because I had left him alone. I should have known better.
I am overwhelmed by how much I am feeling. The fear, the panic, and the self blame still lingers. They swirl inside me like the murky lake water. I feel frozen in time, like part of me is still in that water, still fighting to reach him. My whole body starts to tighten as the memory feels alive within me. Each muscle clenching like it's preparing to jump back in that lake.
Right then, a hand creased with lines places itself on top of mine. Lilian.
"Lily," she says softly, her voice interrupting the fog of fear. "I'm here."
I look at her, my chest pulls like a rubber band about to snap. "I was so scared," I cry, the words gurgling in my throat. "I thought I was going to lose him. There was no one else there to help. I had to... I had to do it all by myself. He almost died because of me."
Lilian's hand squeezes mine. "You were brave, Lily. So incredibly brave. But this wasn't your fault, dear. This was a lot of responsibility for someone so young. You couldn't have possibly known Tommy was going to fall into the water."

The memory keeps flooding my mind like a crashing wave, each detail sharp as broken glass. "But Ma and Pa told me to take good care of Tommy. They said it was my job to watch after him. I didn't follow their instructions. They would never have forgiven me if something really bad happened. I still don't think I've ever forgiven me."
"Oh, Lily." Lilian's voice is so gentle it makes my tears spill faster. "This was so very scary. It would have been scary for anyone, but especially for a seven-year-old. I can see why this moment feels frozen inside of you. My dear, we can thaw these emotions, and help them move through you."
"How?" I ask, my voice small but curious.
"First, tell me what you feel in your body right now, as you remember that day."
I hug my knees into my chest. "My body feels like curling up into a ball and hiding away forever. It feels like I got trapped inside a gray, dark cage. It is like all the sunshine got covered up with duct tape, making everything dark. And then waves of cold water keep crashing down on me. Making it so I might drown in here. I feel cold, trapped, and scared…so, so scared."
"I hear you," Lilian says softly. "And there's more under that fear, isn't there?"
The words start spilling out like water over a dam. "I was supposed to watch him. Keep him safe. I was in charge." My voice cracks. "But I was just a kid too. Why wasn't anyone else there? When the water was pulling us down, when I couldn't touch the bottom, when Tommy was so heavy..." I'm shaking now, remembering the cold, the struggle, the weight of him dragging us both under.
"That was too much responsibility for your small shoulders," Lilian says, her hand warm on mine. "You were asked to be the grown-up when you still needed grown-ups yourself."
I see Little Lil then, my seven-year-old self, sitting on the dock. Her clothes are dripping, and she's shaking, but her eyes stay fixed on Tommy like she's afraid to look away even for a second.
"Sometimes," I whisper, watching her, "I still get scared around water. Even puddles make my heart jump when Tommy goes near them. And I get so angry sometimes - at myself for letting him near the dock, at whoever left us alone, at everyone who wasn't there when we needed them."
"Of course you do," Lilian says. "Your body remembers what it felt like to be alone in that moment, to have to be stronger than any child should have to be. But listen to me, dear one - you didn't let Tommy fall in. You didn't create that danger. You were a child who saved another child. That makes you heroic, not responsible."
"But how do I stop feeling like I have to protect him all the time?" I ask. "Like I have to be ready for something bad to happen?"
"You're carrying a weight that was never meant for you," Lilian says. "What if we helped Little Lil understand that? Would you like to try something creative?"
I nod, and Lilian guides me through the visualization - peeling away the duct tape from the sun one strip at a time, letting light flood the cage I've been trapped in, shaking off the cold water like a dog after a bath. With each movement, I feel lighter.
I see Little Lil’s shoulders begin to relax. 
"Sometimes..." I whisper embarrassed, "sometimes I get mad at Tommy. For running to the dock, for not listening. Then I feel awful for being mad."
"That's natural too," Lilian says. "Being scared and being angry often live right next to each other in our hearts. Having those feelings doesn't make you a bad sister. It makes you human."
I reach out to Little Lil, and she comes to us, creating a circle of understanding. "Your job," Lilian says gently, "is to be a sister, not a guardian. To be a child, not a protector. The adults in your life - they're the ones who get to carry that weight."
As she speaks, I notice the stone in my hand beginning to soften, its edges turning to sand. The memory of the lake is still there, but it feels different now. I can see not just the fear and struggle, but also the love that made me jump in without hesitation, the strength I didn't know I had, the relief of reaching the dock.
"This is what healing looks like," Lilian says, watching the stone dissolve completely. "Not forgetting, but understanding. Not pushing away the hard feelings, but making room for new ones too. Your love for Tommy - that's still there, as strong as ever. But now it can flow freely, without the weight of that day holding it back."
Little Lil hugs me tight, and as she does, I feel her merge back into my heart - not as a scared memory anymore, but as a source of strength I can always return to. The locket around my neck begins to tick again, like my heart finding a new rhythm.
The tunnel around us gently fades, and the garden welcomes me back with a soft breeze. Lilian keeps her arm around me as we walk through the moss-covered ground.
"Remember," she says, "you can always return here when you need to heal another memory. But for now, allow yourself to rest- fears, feelings, and all."
I nod, feeling both tired and peaceful, like after a long swim on a summer day - but this time, the water holds no fear. The twinkling lights appear, ready to guide me home. Before I follow them, I turn to Lilian one last time. "Thank you Lilian. I love you."
She touches my cheek gently. "I love you too, Lily. Sweet dreams, dear one. I'll be here when you're ready for the next tunnel."
[bookmark: _cruopcd5ds28]Chapter 8: School
It is Friday and Miss Mayley is handing out our end of the week quiz. I look down to read what it's on. My stomach knots like a pretzel the second the paper glides onto my desk. The other students begin filling in their answers with no effort at all, their pencils moving with ease like they are writing nothing more than their own stinkin' names. I peek around at faces that are all focused but relaxed. No one seems worried or stuck.
Except me.
I feel the heat rise to my cheeks, my palms growing clammy. Everyone else is moving through the test like a knife gliding through butter. But here I am, unable to answer a single question. How could I be this stupid? My mind hunts for anything that might help me fill in the blanks. But there is nothing. I don't even have a guess. The paper reads as gibberish. Did I miss learning this? I haven't missed a single day of school, not one.
Miss Mayley begins her usual teacher walk around the classroom. The kind of walk where she is careful not to disturb, but is ready should a student's hand pop up. I stare at the sheet of paper in front of me. I am about to blow my cover if I don't start to look busy. I decide to doodle on the margins of the test. Maybe if I keep my pencil moving, no one will notice. I draw little flowers, spirals, anything to make it seem like I am hard at work. Lord, I pray she'll keep to the other side of the room, and just avoid my desk altogether. But the frog leaping around in my stomach warns me that her footsteps are getting closer.
What if I flip my paper over for "privacy" and ask to use the restroom? Oh, or I get up to sharpen my pencil! I am so close to thinking up a master plan. But just then.
"Lily?"
Her voice shoots through me like a torpedo in the park district pool. I bring my chin up but avoid eye contact. Miss Mayley is still beside me. Her head is tilted slightly, with curiosity and concern.
She whispers even softer this time, "Please see me before recess, Lily."
She was quiet enough to keep the other students minding their own beeswax. But still, my heart drops. Even the frog inside of my body goes splat. I gulp and nod at the same time.
When the bell rings and the rest of the class trickles out, I drag my feet toward her desk. Miss Mayley sits in her chair, waiting. She doesn't look mad—not like Pa gets when I mess something up. But even a nice adult feels scary when you know you didn't get something right. I stand there, shifting from one foot to the other, avoiding looking into her eyes.
"Lily," she says after a moment, her voice soft. "Why were you coloring on the test today instead of filling in the answers?"
My mouth feels like a desert. I search for an excuse but my tongue is dry and cracked. I consider making up an excuse—saying anything to avoid the prickly truth. But when I look up at her, the lie won't come.
"I didn't know the answers, Miss Mayley," I whisper. I am more mouthing the words than actually saying them.
She doesn't respond right away, just watches me for a moment. Her eyes are full of understanding. There's no anger. Just a quiet patience, waiting for me to say more if I want to. But I have nothing else to offer—just that raw, simple truth. I don't know.
I don't know the answers. I don't know how I ought to be. I don't know how to be different than I am. I don't stinkin' know!

When I get home Ma is carrying out the trash. There's a box sitting on top from the new gym shoes Tommy got over the weekend. I swear that boy grows like a weed. I overheard Ma and Pa arguing the week before about getting 'em. Pa said we can't just go buying everything we saw we want or he will have to get another job, and there aren't enough hours in the day for that. But when Tommy came home with pretty bad blisters last Thursday, Pa caved.
I ask Ma if I can use the shoebox and she says sure, handing it over to me. I don't know the answers to a silly math test but I sure as heck know what I am going to do with this!
When Ma sees me scrounging around my art supplies drawer getting ready to transform this cardboard of dreams, she tells me she's got a few more boxes she could give me if I'd like. I can't contain my giddiness. Yes please, Ma!!
I head to the kitchen to look for the plastic stuff she puts over food when we have leftovers for dinner. The kind that clings to your fingers if you're not super careful. You got to be a big kid to use it too because there are little shark teeth all along the edge of the box that will eat your fingers when cutting the plastic apart if you're not careful.
I collect the rest of the things I need.. scissors, tape, paper, markers, crayons. I take the lid off the shoe box and draw a rectangle on top, leaving about two inches of a border. Then I stab the sharpest pencil I own into one of the corners. I wiggle it side to side just enough to make an opening big enough for my scissors to slide into. Cutting along the line, I keep snipping until the rectangle pops all the way out. Leaving just the rim of the shoe box lid. Oh baby, this is going to be good.
Then I take my paper out and draw a landscape. I color the sky blue, and include the mountains and lake I saw when I met Lilian in that big open field of grass. When I have my main picture drawn, I glue it to the inside of the shoe box. Then I go on a hunt out back. I bring one of the other empty shoe boxes Ma gave me and use it as a bucket for collecting just what I need. I pick a couple of handfuls of grass, some wild flowers, and the most yellow dandelions I find. I also hit the jackpot collecting pebbles that are the perfect kind of tiny. Just right!
It's real nice out today so I decide to ask Ma for the outdoor blanket to lay in the grass. Ma agrees and also brings me out a big ol' cup of sweet tea. No guesses needed, she definitely put mint in it this time. I gulp it all back before she even makes it to the back door. I let the glass of ice cubes melt in the sun as I start gluing down my findings.
I get a nice layer of glue down and then sprinkle the pieces of grass I pulled up from the yard on top. The pebbles stack so nicely. I place them over the mountains I drew making them 3D. Wowza, these are so life-like! Then a dash of glitter over the water to show how much it shimmers and sparkles. It is almost complete. Now, for the finishing touch.. I place the flowers on top of the grass making it the most exceptional scene.
When the inside is decorated just how I like it, I finish up with the lid. I use a piece of the clear clingy wrap to cover the rectangle cut out. It makes it look like a glass window when I close it over top of my shoe box. Voila! It's so perfect. I'll put this on my nightstand to always remember the magic I felt when meeting Lilian there for the first time.
I use the other shoe box to make a nighttime scene using glitter for stars. I cut out little yellow circles and use my dental floss as string. I tape them to the top as little orbs of light that look just like my twinkling friends. I can't decide what to do with the last box Ma gave me so I safely slide it under my bed to use for another time.
As I slip into bed at night, I look over at the two little worlds I brought to life within the shoe boxes. The day may have started rough with that dumb test, but here, in these tiny scenes I created, I feel better again. These aren't just decorations - they're proof that I know how to do something. When numbers jumble on a page, my hands still know how to make beauty. When my voice doesn’t know how to be heard, my imagination still knows how to tell stories. I smile knowing that these little worlds are real to me.
I drift from this reality to the next. Until I am within the garden whispering..
Open the chest, and reach for a stone, The right one will make itself known.
Just a touch is all it will take, For the magic of the forest to fully wake.
When the locket spins, and tree roots rise, The stairs will appear with a hidden surprise.
Follow your feet, and look for the door. Once you open it you will be led to more.
All of the tunnels will feel real and true. Just keep on the path, your treasure awaits you.





[bookmark: _3kw23rsl5yyz]Chapter 9: Annie
Suddenly, I'm there. It's a warm summer evening, and I'm playing in the wash behind the house when I hear the tiniest "mew" coming from beneath the drainage pipe. I crouch down to take a look into the darkness. That's when I see her- a little red-haired kitten. Gosh, she had to be no more than three weeks old, trembling and alone. My heart skips as I reach out. My hands move real slow, not wanting to startle her. I scoop her up to feel her itty bitty body shivering in my palms. I race back to the house, holding her close as though she might vanish if I weren't uber careful.
"Ma, look what I found!" I call out huffing and puffing through the door.
Ma's face softens when she sees the little kitten, her eyes kind with compassion. "Poor little thing," she murmurs, putting the kitchen towel down on the counter. She reaches into the fridge for the carton of milk and warms it on the stove until it's just right. We use a dropper to feed the lil' fluff ball, and she drinks eagerly. Her little tongue flicks against the milk like she hasn't eaten in days.
[Would you like me to continue with:
1. Deepening the bond between Lily and Annie
2. Building the emotional stakes
3. Moving toward the heartbreak
4. Something else?]
Let me know how you'd like to proceed with this pivotal chapter!












