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The knocker is different.  Raynard & Starla Jean, the plaque previously read. Pap made it himself. Nana purchased a metal ring in town to attach for the knocker while I painted questionable trees all over the thing. The knocker was hideous and endearing, but not as ugly as the plain golden one that has taken its place on the vibrant green door. I already found something to fix.

Pressing my hand to said door, a breath catches in my throat. The air grows thin. How long has it been since I stepped inside? I was eleven the last time, so fifteen years. The door makes the same annoying screech as I’ve always remembered when swinging open, revealing a wide white kitchen. A minimal and bare space, save for the long island sitting at the center. Directly to the left, there’s an open archway leading into a spacious living room. On the far side of the room is another archway that leads into the dining room. Each room is a pristine white. Easier to sell if it’s white, but takes away all the beauty of the home, if you ask me. Colors can speak when words fall short.

I hesitantly step through the threshold. My feet tingle, like they somehow remember the importance of the surface. Is it getting harder to breathe? My hands tremble. I’m happy to be here yet my head aches with sorrow and guilt; a strange combination, while memories from long ago flood my mind.

I smell Nana cooking deer gravy, mashed potatoes, and ham in the kitchen. Pap sings old songs in his favorite chair located in the living area. Nimble fingers that never seemed to age plucked at guitar strings to create a soothing melody. My younger self, with unruly brown hair, runs across the mahogany patio visible through the glass windows; they reach from floor to ceiling across the entire wall of the living room. My own childish laughter echoes on the wind.

With a blink, the memories vanish. There’s nothing. No warm chair with Pap in the corner. No guitar in his lap, record player at his side, or TV mounted to the wall. No Nana in the kitchen or food in the dining room. Even the boat that once sat by the dock in the lake is gone. The shed remains, leaning to one side, and the once soft brown of the wood has darkened almost black.

“Edwin, sweetie, I don’t get why you’re doing this. Why don’t we put the house back on the market? You can stay with us until you find another place in New York,” Mom whispers cautiously, standing behind me with a box in hand. Tabby is loud, moving back and forth in the kitchen, dropping one box after another.

“Why? You think I’m going to remember and have a mental breakdown?” I look at Mom with a raised brow that brings a frown to her face. I’m not scared, even if everyone says I should be.

Rolling my eyes, I turn my attention to the spiral iron staircase that leads upstairs. When I grasp the metal there’s a wave of shock; a hit of solid emotions that has tears brimming in my eyes. I blink them away.

“I’ll be fine, Mom, just...just give me a minute,” I mumble while ascending the staircase. How many times have I run up them? How many times did I fall down them, is a better question.

Even with nothing upstairs, I recall every detail of what it once was. Nana’s painting’s on the walls and Pap’s books piled high. Oh, how I used to try so desperately to pull them out without causing an avalanche. I rarely succeeded. Pap never cared about the mess, only talked about how proud he was that I was willing to create it to read a good book.

The second floor has a total of three rooms; the master bedroom and two guest bedrooms along with the master and guest bathroom’s. I remember them all. The colors, the paintings, the style, the feel of smooth wood against my sensitive fingertips. I inspect each one, saving the master’s for last, either because I am scared or excited, I’m not sure.

When I finally step in, I swear I smell them. Nana’s lavender perfume and Pap’s menthol cigarettes. I hated those damn things, always said he should quit because he had to live forever. He laughed, and the sound was always hoarse and cracked, but also kind and warm. At the moment, I wished for the smell of menthol cigarettes to be real.

“Yo, Winnie, get your ass down here!” Tabby calls from the floor below. “I am not unpacking all of your shit! Let’s go. I wanna get a drink tonight.”

“Tabby!” Mom snaps.

“What? Oh, like you weren’t drinking at seventeen.”

“That’s—that’s not the issue!”

I snort when their voices fade into the distance. My eyes scan over the room, vast without furniture. Glass walls continue from the bottom floor into the master bedroom. There’s a beautiful view looking over the shimmering deep blue lake below as well as the vast greenery that consumes the horizon. Trees stretch into a seemingly endless horizon. Though there is no one around, I haven’t felt so comfortable in a long time. Fifteen years, I’d argue.

Downstairs, I find that Tabby has a large amount of boxes in the kitchen. Just then, the movers arrive with furniture. A long day of moving follows. Mom mostly puts items away such as kitchen and bathroom essentials while Tabby helps myself and the movers. By nightfall, all the furniture is in and (mostly) set up, but there are tons of boxes sitting around waiting to be opened. That isn’t happening though. Instead, I get those drinks Tabby mentioned, but she isn’t partaking because the poor thing is out cold on the couch from exhaustion. Not that any of us are surprised. We all had a long day.

I smile while brushing the jungle of red hair away from her open mouth. She lets out a gracious snore, so loud I swear the sound shakes the house. Then I grab a blanket from a nearby box and cover her, tucking it around her thin frame. She curls up, smiling in her sleep.

Snagging one of the few items I have in the fridge—beer—I return to the patio where Mom sits at the edge. She smiles in thanks when I sit beside her so that both our feet dangle off the wooden deck overlooking the lake only a few feet away. There’s already a soft fog lingering above the water, leading into the thick woods.

When I first visited as a child of four years old, the forest frightened me. A deep, dark, and maze-like structure closing in all around us. The trees, brush, and grass consumed the world. I thought they’d consume me too. I’d disappear in the dark like an idiot victim from a horror movie, but I learned the forest was not scary. The woods were an adventure waiting for me.

Nana and Pap took me through the forest until I saw it as fortresses, hideouts, and play places. One week was all it took until I welcomed the sight of a deep forest waiting to be explored, or rested in. A good nap in the cool grass or under the shade of a tree, listening to the flowing of a creek nearby. Even now, these woods calm me. They almost feel protective, like a barrier from the horrors outside.

“Feels like it’s calling to you, doesn’t it?” Mom suddenly asks. Her voice seems so loud thanks to the serenity around us. Compared to the sirens, shouts, and chaos of New York City, this place is like a whole other world.

“Whisper Woods, it’s certainly a fitting name.”

Mom throws her beer back in a single, quick gulp. I’m impressed until she slams the can against the deck and asks, “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“You know damn well what.” Mom’s eyes start watering when her gaze meets with my cold stare. Her bottom lip trembles. “Why did you buy this place back?”

“Because you sold it.”

“How could you have expected me to keep it?”

“It was Nana and Pap’s—their home—the one they built and cared for together.”

“Where they were murdered, where you, my baby boy, saw them get murdered, where I could have lost you too!”

“A murder I can’t remember,” I whisper over the rim of my drink. I chug mine quickly, setting the drink aside while looking over the lake rather than at my clearly crying mother.

“Do you want to remember?” She hiccups. “Do you think it will help your art in some way?”

I glare at her. The tears streaming down her cheeks aren’t enough to stop me from hissing, “What the hell gives you the right to say that?”

“It’s the only answer that makes sense.”

“Bullshit! What, an artist has to be damaged to make decent art? You honestly believe I came here to remember the most traumatic time of my life so I can paint it and make a profit?”

“That’s,” Mom bites her lip. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Yes it was. You just hoped I wouldn’t catch onto it.”

“No, I...I’m just saying if your mind made you forget then it’s for a reason and a damn good one!”

I swear we have had this conversation over three hundred times in the last few months. What makes her think discussing it again, especially after I already bought the house and moved, is beyond me.

“You can’t honestly believe it’s a bad idea for me to remember an entire three months that has been lost to me for fifteen years?” I argue.

“Yes, I can say I honestly believe it. What,” She suddenly grabs my hand. “What happened then, all we know is that they were killed. Somehow, by the grace of some God or the universe itself, you survived. Now you’re coming back because you hope to remember? Because it’s a house in our family? Why? I—I don’t understand, explain it so that I can understand.”

Mom looks at me with pleading eyes that I can’t change. I wish I could, but shrugging, I answer honestly, “I can't, because no matter what I say, you won’t understand.”

That isn't what she wanted to hear; that’s obvious by the grip she has on my hand. I pull said hand away, causing her to flinch, either because she didn’t expect it or she knows what’s to come. No longer do I shy away from the truth, years of therapy helped me with that.

“My best memories are here because while you and Dad fought and yelled and cheated—”

Mom flinches after each unintentional stab I send her way.

“I sat miserably in a house that was anything but a home. I hated it there. I hated when you divorced. I hated when he abandoned us and I hated when you got remarried. Now I understand you did what you could, but back then?” I shake my head at the memories of my so-called home. When compared to this, it wasn’t a home at all. It was hell. “The only good thing that happened was me coming here, every summer. Three months I was away from all that chaos and I can honestly say my greatest memories are always with Nana and Pap rather than you or that bastard.”

Mom bows her head, even if I didn’t mean to make her do so. The grudges I had in my youth are gone, especially after all our talks, years spent in therapy trying to mend what was never intentionally broken, everything she tried and succeeded in doing. My mom worked her ass off to earn me back so I really didn’t mean to snap at her, but my grandparents will always have a soft spot for obvious reasons.

Her voice lowers when she says, “I’m so sorry, Winnie, for everything. You know, I’m so, so sorry.”

“I didn’t mean to,” I pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh. Mom sniffles, even more so when I wrap my arm around her shoulder. She hugs me so tight it almost hurts when I say, “I didn’t mean to get snippy. You’re here and he’s not, so no apology is needed. Besides, even if you got remarried and I hated it at first, we got that shithead.”

I gesture to said shithead with my thumb, the one sleeping on the couch and still snoring obscenely loud. Mom smacks my chest with a smile.

“I wouldn’t have a little sister or a loving stepfather if you two hadn’t finally called it off, so at least something good came out of your spats,” I add.

“Yeah, if you want to think like that,” Mom says, wiping the tears away with the back of her hand after I let her go. “I lost my Mom and Dad here. I nearly lost you too. I can’t help,” She peers about with a disgusted grimace. “I can’t help but to fucking hate this place.”

When she puts it like that, I don’t really have a way to respond. I lost my grandparents. Mom lost her parents. She almost lost her son too. It makes sense she feels uneasy, but even after what happened, even if I can’t remember, when I look out across the lake all I feel is warmth. And I hate to admit it to myself and I refuse to admit it out loud.

“Come on, let’s see if I can scrounge up something to eat,” Mom announces, suddenly standing while holding out her hand for me to take. I smile and do just that, standing up before giving the lake one last look.

I’m not sure what I’m doing, but I know there’s something here. Something I can’t explain that makes me feel at ease, no matter what anyone says. It’s as if the woods, this place is calling to me, always has been. So many times I dreamt of Whisper Woods, dreams so vivid they felt real. I had to come back. I’m not really sure why. I just feel it in my gut.

Perhaps the woods do whisper and I’ve merely chosen to finally listen.
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“How are you adjusting, Edwin?” Dr. Driscall asks, smiling at me from her armchair. The pastel yellows and greens give the office a warm, soothing feeling. There are wide and bright windows that she opened upon my request showing off the small town of Whisper Woods. There are no honking horns or sounds of traffic, just the soft murmur of car engines when they go by and birds chirping on old rusted street lamps. 

“Great, better than I expected to be perfectly honest,” I answer from the couch across from her. 

This is our first official meeting. We spoke on the phone multiple times prior to my move. She’s the only therapist in town. There’s only one of anything around here. Jerry’s is across the street; a small family owned diner styled like a biker’s pitstop with old license plates on the wall and rusted farm wheels. Then there’s Lily’s Hardware store, which is self explanatory, but the owner sure as hell ain’t. Lily looks more like America’s Next Top Model until she dives right under a house filled with spiderwebs. There’s a baseball field encircled with a rusted fence and an old gas station with only one pump. A quaint place with quaint people that smile regardless of whether or not they know you and ask you how your day has been, much different than the city life I’ve had the last fifteen years.

“Better than expected?” Dr. Driscall hums. “Did you think things wouldn’t go well?”

“Not well per say, just, I haven’t been here since the,” I pause, unsure of how to phrase it. “Since the accident.”

“Yes, you said you were eleven the last time you were in Whisper Woods, correct?”

I nod.

“But your previous therapist suggested you visit before. Can I ask why you haven’t? What changed?”

“The house,” I respond. “The house was left to my mom in my grandparent’s will. They built it themselves. I visited every summer, and any other chance I could. It was more a home than anywhere else, but Mom put the house up for sale immediately after they died. Took five years to sell because of the history. Then there were the Welmore’s that lived there for two years and the Guritza’s that I bought it off of.”

Mom went ballistic when she found out I bought the house. Even more so when I said I was moving. A whole week she didn’t talk to me. Once she did, we argued like crazy. It was tough, but I wouldn’t change anything.

“And you moved in immediately rather than come up for a visit, why?” Dr. Driscall asks, which is what I’ve heard from a multitude of people, my manager mostly though. Devin wasn’t too pleased that I moved to the middle of nowhere nor the request for a year of silence. Apparently, plenty of galleries wish to show off my work as well as have me come in for interviews. Request to visit classrooms and college campuses, maybe even teach a class or two, so much that I’ve lost count. I said no. I’m going to keep saying no. I need a break and I’m privileged enough now to take that break.

“Do you think it’s a dumb idea? Moving here immediately?” I ask.

“I am worried it may be too much for you to handle. Staying there on your own may be uncomfortable, so I want you to admit it if it comes to be that way. Go to a friend’s house or a hotel if you feel too pressured. What happened there, what you aren’t remembering, it can’t be forced. It has to happen safely, so to start, have you met with anyone in town?”

I bite the inside of my cheeks, shyly glancing at Dr. Driscall who can tell immediately what my answer is. What? I’ve been busy! This place is an inspirational gold mine. I’ve been painting like a mad man. Such beautiful scenery, so different than what I’ve grown accustomed to over the years. And all the fond memories flooding back. My paint brush has hardly left my hand.

Sighing, she says, “You need to get out of the house, Edwin.”

“I’m out right now.”

“For a therapy session that happens once a week. You’ve been here a total of two weeks and you haven’t met with anyone?” The concern is obvious in her tone. Her red lips purse. “You knew other kids from Whisper Woods, surely they’ve contacted you?”

“They have.”

“And you said?”

“I’ve been busy.” Which isn’t a total lie. I did move into a new house that I haven’t been to in over a decade. I also used to live in an apartment so I’m accustomed to managing a three bedroom home. It’s massive. Took me hours to clean it yesterday. “Besides, the first week Mom and Tabby were with me! We had to clean up the place and paint, so technically, I’ve been on my own for only seven days.”

I sense Dr. Driscall wants to roll her eyes but refuses to do so. Ok, so I know she’s right, but that’s easier said than done. I haven’t kept in close contact with anyone here. I spoke with the owners of the house on the regular but that’s it.

“You can’t just make the house your home. Whisper Woods as a whole needs to be your home. You need to feel comfortable here and the best way to do that is to get out, even if you’re just going for a leisurely walk through town.”

Dr. Driscall snaps her fingers like she has remembered something. She rises to dig around in her desk, grinning when she pulls out a pamphlet to offer me. I nearly smack myself in the face at what it says.

Whisper Woods Tours! Come and explore the magic of Whisper Woods, home to the Forest Folk… and I stop reading after that. When I look up to my so-called therapist it’s obvious that I’m not pleased with her suggestion.

She giggles. “It’s our town’s local legend. Your grandparents must have told you about them. There are tours, shops, even tourists. The wagon ride is actually incredibly beautiful.”

“You want me to sit through a tourist attraction talking about some forest fairies?”

“Forest Folk.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Fairies are small and have wings.”

I let out a long groan. “The fact that you had an immediate answer infuriates me.”

“It’s only a suggestion.” Dr. Driscall laughs, taking back her seat and brushing the ponytail from her shoulder. She’s leaning back, smiling at me while I sink into the couch like melted ice cream. “Is there a reason you don’t want to meet up with anyone? You must be lonely there. Whisper Woods is already isolated, but your home, the nearest neighbor, is a mile away.”

“I know, it’s amazing.”

That earns me another laugh from her. Sighing, I push myself to sit up properly, flipping the pamphlet over and over in my hand. Pictures of the forest litter every inch of the paper. Honestly, it is extraordinarily beautiful. My memories never did Whisper Woods any justice. The land here is right off a protected forest reserve. The brush is so thick in some areas it doesn’t even seem like it’s traversable for animals let alone people. Makes one feel like they’re on another planet.

“To be honest, I’m worried about what others will say. Everyone seems to believe it’s a terrible idea for me to be living there. I keep thinking that people are going to see me as crazy or sick or, I don’t really know,” I grumble beneath my breath. I’ve been thinking about it since the moment Mom stared at me like I went mad or how my friends hesitated to respond when I told them of my plans.

“I understand, Edwin, but this is ultimately your decision. If it’s what you need then so be it. Some may feel that way, others will not. I suppose you’ll be able to tell real quick which people you want to keep around.”

“True.” I look up to the clock, finding our session is almost over. Dr. Driscall does as well then looks at me with a warm smile. I’m already standing up, thanking her for the session while promising to go out and do something. I’m not sure what yet, but I do end up bringing the pamphlet with me.

The damn thing is sitting on my passenger seat now. I glare at it for a moment, remembering how the mention of Forest Folk used to bring me such childish joy. My grandparents always told me stories, every night before bed they talked about this “local legend.”

“Forest Folk protect the forest and the flowers, the rivers, and you and me,” Nana always said when tucking me in. She’d sit on the edge of the bed wearing a fuzzy purple robe and beaming smile.

“How can they protect us if we never see them?” I asked, eyes filled with wonder.

“Just because you cannot see them doesn’t mean they aren’t watching over you.” Nana pressed a lingering kiss to my forehead. “Just like when you aren’t here with us, we’re still with you.”

As a kid, I loved such words; thinking that these magical beings of an ancient past were traversing the forests. But the belief in Forest Folk died with my grandparents. Guess I’m still a little bitter about it.

I toss the pamphlet into the backseat to be forgotten about minutes later. The drive home is longer than most would probably think, almost 20 minutes. Even after being here for two weeks I can’t get over the beauty. The way the tree’s line the road on either side, bending towards it to create a tunnel. Sunlight trickles in from above in soft rays that criss-cross over old tar. There’s always a coolness to the air so my windows are down. The scent is that of wild flowers and pine. The roads are windy, curved and unruly, as if carved out by a roaring river. My driveway would be missed if not for the bright blue mailbox perched at the end of the entrance. The house isn’t even visible from the road because of all the tree’s, but once it opens up it’s like the house is placed in its own special circle.

A two story building with a full wrap around porch. The high pointed roof is a soft green, same as the trees, and the wood a warm brown. Once there was a garden in front, flowers entangled up the wooden beams to the awning. Unfortunately, I do not share my Nana’s green thumb, but I’ve bought some hanging potted plants and a few bird feeders so it’s better than nothing.

I smile when stepping out of the car, peering into the many windows that line the sides. No use not having windows if you came here for the view, that’s what Pap always said.

Not even an hour later, when I’m trying to whip up a meal for myself, my phone goes off. I know who it is before I even answer, smiling while I put it on speaker. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hey sweetie, how are you feeling?” Mom asks, just as she always does.

“Great.”

“Are you sleeping well?”

“Like a baby.”

“Have you been cooking for yourself?”

“Sometimes.” I’m actually chopping up some vegetables for stir fry right now in my kitchen that finally looks like a kitchen. Mom and Tabby helped paint when they were here. Afterwards, they flew back to New York while I had a few minor details to work on. I always lived on my own in a smaller apartment so I had to buy some accessories for the house as a whole. I don’t think I did too bad, although I admit my skills lie with painting. Not so much decorating.

“Have you set up your appointment with the local therapist?” Mom asks.

“Yes, I actually just got back. You know, you’ve been calling multiple times everyday and nothing has changed. Seriously, I’m great, Mom. I love it here,” I say after finishing up the vegetables. I carry them over to the frying pan and slip them in.

“I know, I’m sorry, I just...I want to check in.”

“It is appreciated, but once a day would be more acceptable.”

“I feel like you’re implying that I’m overbearing.”

I laugh. “Everyone has their moments.”

“Edwin,” Mom groans. I can envision her rolling her eyes. “It’s not just you living in the house that worries me. It was hard enough getting you out of the apartment. You’re not overworking yourself, are you? I don’t want you passing out from stress. We agreed that you’d take time off. You need it, and relaxation does not mean just sitting at home either.”

“You are so hard to please,” I whine, a smile still on my face, while mixing my stir fry together onto a plate. “I’m painting everyday if that’s what you’re asking—”

“Edwin.”

“But it’s not for work. It’s purely for fun, I swear.” Although once Devin sees my work he’ll be insisting I put them up in a gallery. I can’t blame him either because, even on a canvas, the scenery is gorgeous.

My first series of paintings that sparked my career were of the memories and imagination I had of Whisper Woods. Fairies hiding in the bookshelves, rivers forming into castles, trees coming to life as man and beasts, and mermaids in the lake. Remembering tales Pap and Nana read to me, then twisting it in with what I remembered of Whisper Woods launched my career and allowed me a sense of relief concerning my unknown past.

Mom never talked about how she felt, seeing me paint such beautiful things from a place that brought her such pain. But I think she understood I needed it. As time went on though, those memories weren’t the same, even if I always dreamed about them. I don’t know if I wasn’t inspired or it was my mind's way of saying I needed to come back. 

Now it’s all flowing out like a broken faucet. The water won’t stop flowing so I can’t stop painting. I really don’t know where the imagery is coming from because it feels so real, although it shouldn’t be. Doesn’t change the fact that it’s there, clawing to get out so I’m allowing those dreams to breathe.

“Anyway, I just finished dinner. How about I call you in the morning, ok?” I ask, even if by the sound of Mom’s hum she thinks I’m lying. I’m already shoving a spoonful of my creation into my mouth.

“Ok, if you need anything—”

“Call, I know,” I interrupt her with a chuckle. “Love you. Tell Malcolm and shithead I love them too.”

“Don’t call your sister that.” Mom sighs, but I can hear her smiling. “I will, though. Love you too. Get your rest.”

“I will. Bye Mom.” With that, we hang up, allowing me to step into the living room where my recently finished painting resides.

The canvas leans against one of the wide walls. I stare at it from across the room, admiring the view that is a replica of the forest across from the living room window, but from fifteen years ago. Pap’s old white boat with a single thin red stripe floats by the dock as it should be. The shed is upright with wind chimes and bird feeders hanging from the edges. The forest rests, quiet and calm behind the lake, stars illuminating their tall silhouette’s. The full moon is reflected off the dark water, a serene landscape except for one tiny detail that is huge in my mind.

A figure, just one, standing at the edge of the lake across the way; like the light of a small, dim star that was plucked from the sky and placed on the treeline, soft and eye-catching yet unclear. I dream about it sometimes, an almost ghostly apparition beckoning me over with a soft song that I don’t understand.

My therapist once told me it was my mind’s way of keeping my grandparents alive. I keep seeing them in my dreams, but my gut says no. The figure certainly isn’t either of my grandparents yet the uncertainty of its origin doesn’t frighten me.

“You fit right in either way, don’t you?” I ask like I expect the painting to reply. Even if I don’t know why the figure is there, or what it’s meant to be, it seems to work so well, like it’s meant to be there.

Imagination is truly a powerful thing.
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I may never grow accustomed to waking every morning to a clear blue sky and towering trees outside my window. Everyday, I’ve found myself leaning into the rows of pillows on my bed, staring out into the forest. But today feels a bit different, like I’m not alone. Except everywhere I observe the house is empty. There’s no sound to think otherwise either, so I shrug it off and head to the grocery store. 

Grocery shopping for some basic canned goods was meant to be simple, and I suppose it is, but a familiar face in the aisles does have me hesitating; Henry Faever. He was the local sheriff during the time of my grandparents murder. His furrowed brow says more than words ever could, not that he gives any. He retreats and disappears down another aisle. I consider going after him, but am unsure of what to say or if there is anything to say. He retired without ever solving their case, which I don’t hold against him, but it’s obvious he worries over their unsolved murder.

After their deaths I heard from Henry a lot. He was the one who found me at the house. Even remembering what happened afterwards is hard. Everyone said Henry found me sitting by my grandmother with a blank expression. My face was pale and I wasn’t responding, didn’t respond for at least a week. Then suddenly I was awake and alert like it never happened. Mom had to relive it all when explaining the situation to me. I remember her voice, that shaking horror mixed with relief, and her hiccuped cries. I hated that she had to repeat the story. The whole town was in an uproar. Everyone tried to do whatever they could to solve the mystery, but there was no evidence. The trail went cold. Eventually, Henry stopped calling. I always knew it had more to do with his guilt for not finding their killer than not caring.

I didn't see him again before leaving with my groceries. And on the way home, I stopped at a red light to see the very tourist attraction that Dr. Driscall gave me a pamphlet for. A few tourists investigate the shop that resembles a fairytale cottage. The cabin is made of stained wood with deep green moss and leaves creeping up the sides of the exterior as if to return it to the forest. There’s a lamp post with a hanging basket of flowers, long veins cascading in the wind, and some chalk drawings by kids of what they think Forest Folk look like on the sidewalks. Somehow the sight has me pulling into the parking lot and stepping out of the car to approach the cabin.

The doors have wooden handles that are twisted like vines with colored and misshaped glass paneling. Pushing open those doors, I find the gift shop to the left and the museum to the right containing the supposed “evidence” of Forest Folk. Nana and Pap brought me here a lot. We’d dig through the books and look at footprints or pictures for hours. They’d tell me stories of magical creatures in the forest that tended to the fields, the flowers, and the river. I’d listen in awe, wishing desperately to meet one.

Not much has changed. There are a few new pictures, blurry ones shown on the TV screen mounted to the wall, but the photos are nothing more than shadows running through the tree’s, probably a bear or a deer. That doesn’t matter though because those who visit are already believers so their eyes see what they wish to see, and they wish to believe so they do.

There’s a large mural on the back wall of the building. It’s beautifully done with a painting of towering trees and deep brush like that of our surroundings, except the landscape is littered with Forest Folk, or what people believe them to look like. Some pop out of bushes or hide in trees, though there’s one prominent figure sitting on a rock by the stream smack dab in the center of the mural.

The Forest Folk is a woman with long silver hair flowing as beautiful as the river. She’s elegant, sitting with her feet in the water and hands against the rock while she leans back. About the only thing everyone agrees on are the long ears that stretch far back behind their heads. Flowers bloom in her hair and vines wrap around her limbs, forming clothes to cover her. Her skin is smooth like porcelain, a cool off gray. There are quite a few people admiring the mural, one little girl even exclaims how pretty the forest lady” is. I can’t help but to smile because, as a kid, I said the same thing.

“Edwin.”

“What?” I hum, turning to search for the owner of the voice, but there’s no one there.

“The Forest Folk carriage ride is boarding!” A man calls from a side entrance, Tony based on his name tag. Looks like he was plucked out of a Looney Tunes episode. Maybe it was him I heard, speaking to someone else before the announcement.

Tony smiles at the children who rush through the door he holds open, followed by their laughing parents. His eyes stray to me, a crooked smile on his face. “Would you like to come along, Sir? There are a few seats left and the next carriage won’t go for about thirty minutes.”

“Oh, uh, sure.” Dr. Driscall would probably like to hear that I got out of the house and I do recall the carriage ride being beautiful.

Handing the man my card to purchase a ticket, I follow everyone to an open carriage. It looks like a rickety old thing with two strong black horses at the front. When I take a seat, I swear I hear it again; “Edwin.”

Same voice. I look around at the other riders, but everyone is minding their own business.

Tony joins us, giving a brief introduction about himself before taking the reins. Children giggle over the horses pulling the carriage. Someone must have their music too loud because I hear the tune. When I search, I realize no one has headphones. Somehow there’s a tune, one with words that remain unclear and fuzzy in my mind. Where this tune is from or what it is, I do not know. I only know that the sound lingers in the back of my mind. I can’t get the melody out of my head so it’s quietly hummed or tapped against the wood.

“Whisper Woods is located right on a forest reserve, there’s over 8,000 square miles. There isn’t a better place to hide than here, in the deep brush. These trees you see here, some are two, three, maybe even five hundred years old!” Tony says animatedly. “There are all sorts of precious critters protected in there because of the reserve, but most of all, the Forest Folk. It’s easy for ‘em to hide. They live in the trees, the brush, and the water, not quite like fairies do. The first ever encounter with one was said to be during the first settlement of Whisper Woods over 300 years ago. A young girl claimed to have come across a man of white light, everyone thought she was crazy until others started spotting them too.”

“Has anyone spotted them today?” A young boy shouts from the back of the wagon.

“Oh yes, quite a few town folks claim to see ‘em regularly. They never cause any harm, stick to themselves, and even help the gardens grow. They have a green thumb, ya see. Give them a night and a sapling will turn into a tree.”

I ignore the guide that’s clearly trying to win over the kids. Instead, I lean against the railing of the wagon and admire the view. There’s wilderness on either side, tall trees and thick bushes with wildflowers littering the forest floor. Nana used to tell me a similar story about Forest Folk, only hers had the girl and the Forest Folk falling in love and living happily ever after together. I think they honestly believed the tales too. Both loved fairy tales, stories of wild adventures, knights and princesses, dragons and fairies. Why wouldn’t they believe in the idea of some magical forest people living in their own backyard? I wonder if I would have still believed had they survived. Either way, it truly is fascinating how the town turned all this mumbo jumbo into a tourist attraction. I have to give them props for that. Excellent marketing done right here.

My phone is out snapping pictures for future inspiration. I’m sure I’ll be painting like crazy once I get home. The ride eventually stops an open field atop a cliff that looks over the forest. There’s a wooden railing keeping people safe from the cliff side and signs requesting to keep a distance. Below the cliff rests a sea of green consuming the horizon. The sun is high in the sky, casting a warming light over the forest where birds flutter from the tree tops singing cheerful tunes. In the distance, there’s a break in the trees where the Crimson River resides. Something about the algae of the rock makes the water red in some places, which is how it got its name.

Tony gushes over Whisper Woods history and Forest Folk lore as I traverse the forest around us, taking a bit of a break from the group. I glance at them over my shoulder, double checking the group hasn’t left as I climb through the brush. The forest is so thick that it blocks the sun so the forest floor is covered in shadows with brief glimpses of light.

Something snaps. I pivot towards the noise. A bush a few feet ahead rustles, darkened by overhanging branches and vines. I take a knee, peering at my phone screen in hopes to catch a rabbit or a squirrel. The phone zooms in, focusing on the bush, scanning over it and—eyes. Black as night, gleaming from the brief light in the darkness, wide and watchful, frightening and fixated on me.

“What the,” I hiss, nearly dropping my phone in shock. I stumble to my feet, but the eyes are gone.

“Everyone huddle back!” Tony cries.. “We’re returning to the cabin. Come on, come on!”

I take a lingering glance at the calm forest. My racing heart doesn’t settle as I back away. I don’t turn my back until I’m out of the forest and heading for the wagon. On the return journey, I inspect my recent photo and find that I snapped a picture but it’s blurry and I can’t make out any eyes. Must have been my imagination.

“I hope you all had a great time today on our tour of Whisper Woods!” Tony announces when we have returned to the cabin. Everyone slowly hops off while he stands atop his seat watching on with a smile. “And remember, keep your ears and eyes open, you may yet see a Forest Folk through the trees tonight! It’s a full moon.”

I’m tempted to remark how that’s a werewolf thing, but decide not to since the kids seem so chipper about it. Once off the ride, I finally have time to shift through the photos admiring the beauty that is now my home. Then a pair of purple slippers and wrinkled toes appear in my vision. Slowly, I raise my gaze to find a peculiar elderly woman. Her hair is peppered gray and frizzy but twisted with random braids and flower petals. Her clothes are a bit tattered and brightly colored, like that of a fortune teller from some weird movie. Her face isn’t familiar, but somehow, it feels like she knows me. A pair of dark brown eyes, so dark I would argue they’re actually black, bore into mine with some form of determination.

“Bewitched,” she hisses.

“Excuse me?” I question hesitantly, retreating when she takes an abrupt step forward.

“You’re bewitched,” she repeats more confidently than the last.

“Uh, thanks for the warning?” I try to step around her.

Her cold fingers grasp my wrist. The sensation shooting up my arm makes my body twitch with discomfort. I smack her hand away. She smiles, nothing fearsome nor kind. I don’t know how to describe it.

“Fascinating,” she says, looking me over like a specimen in a lab. The gaze has me twisting my nose in annoyance. Before I can ask what the hell she means, or tell her off, she leaves without another word.

“Ok then. Seems I found the village crazy lady,” I whisper, returning to my car. The ride home is quick, but unsettling. I can’t get that woman’s eyes out of my mind. Her eyes just looked black, and the memory gives me the shivers. I blame it on her acting weird though. 

When I return home though, the feeling doesn’t leave. There’s no one here and there’s no one outside yet I swear there are eyes, somewhere, watching my every move. Is it like Dr. Driscall said? I moved too soon. This could be my mind’s way of saying it wasn’t ready for such a drastic change, and watching the news certainly doesn’t help this sensation.

“It was only one month ago when a young hiker, missing for two weeks, was found dead in the woods, Ms. Louise Taylor. Police have deemed her death a tragic accident, having a run in with a bear and now, a local elderly woman, Blanchette Prichard, has been found mauled outside her home. Police were notified this morning after Mrs. Prichard’s daughter found the body during her daily visit,” says the anchor with a sad shake of her head. “The police would like us to remind everyone to be careful and attentive. Bears are known for coming onto properties to dig through trash. Make sure not to leave food out for them either as it teaches them to return and makes them less fearful of humans. Please try to refrain from going out alone, especially at night.”

I jump when my phone suddenly goes off. The call is from Tabby so I turn off the TV.

“What do you want?” I ask, smiling at the immediate annoyed huff she gives me.

“Is that any way to talk to your beautiful baby sister?”

“Beautiful, I wouldn’t say that.”

“We both know I’m better looking than you so you’re only insulting yourself.”

I’d argue but she’s a chatterbox and no one can get a word in unless she wants them to.

“Devin has been going crazy about your sudden call for a break. He’s even calling us to see how you’re doing so could you possibly start answering your manager’s calls?” She huffs.

I’m not surprised. Devin does care, but he can be an anxious mess at times. He’s worried I’m going to lose it while here and put such a pause on my career that it turns into a fiery ball of death that plummets into the earth. Suppose that is part of his job, making sure I keep relevant or whatever.

“Just ignore him, Tabs. I do it all the time.”

“Yes, I am very much aware of that,” she grumbles. “You know, I honestly didn’t think you’d last there so long.”

“Yeah, you and everyone else thought I’d lose my mind.”

“No,” Tabby sighs. “You don’t have any friends there. You’re technically not working. You’re living all alone in a house that might trigger you at any moment. I thought you’d be dying to come home in a week, two at the most.”

True, but as I look around the house, feeling a sense of calm now that I’m not fretting over the supposed “eyes” on me. Must have been from that lady earlier cause now I’m fine, more than fine actually. Better than I ever had been in New York, or anywhere else, that’s for sure.

“I do miss you guys, but being here has been good for me. Painting doesn’t feel like a chore anymore. I’m eating better. I’ve even been going for walks.”

Tabby gasps, “You’re a little human after all.”

“Shut up.”

“Have you remembered anything though?”

I stiffen at Tabby’s innocent question. Out of everyone, she’s the most blunt with me. I wish our parents were like that too because, even if Tabby doesn’t fully understand, she at least respects my wish to remember.

“No,” I admit. “Nothing about that summer. You know, it’s so funny that I can recall talking to them right here, sitting on the dock with Pap, baking cookies and painting with Nana, learning how to swim and running through the woods. Everything is so clear, like it happened yesterday, yet that summer in particular, it’s blank, like it doesn’t even exist.”

“I know. That’s super weird, Winnie.”

I laugh at Tabby’s honesty. “Yes, yes it is. Everyone says it’s my mind’s way of protecting me, but the whole summer? How could I forget three months of my life?”

“I wish I could erase moments of my life,” Tabby says, causing me to go big brother mode, fully ready to ask where this person lives that may have made my sister feel this way until she continues. “Like the first time I had sex because, wow, what a disappointment.”

“Here I thought I had to be worried about you.”

“I mean, yeah, you should. I’m your typical miserable teenager, but like, I’m not too bad. Anyway, I’m getting side tracked. What has your therapist said? And if you don’t remember what happened, do you plan to keep living there?” Tabby asks, which has me staring out the windows across the lake. The view is as beautiful as ever.

“My therapist isn’t all that shocked I haven’t remembered. She thinks it’s good that I’m here, but wants me to be careful. I don’t know about the rest though.”

I always assumed I would remember, but what then? This feeling that draws me here, will it go away? I’ve never seen the ending to this “plan” of mine and I never really thought about it. Having Tabby ask makes me question what the hell I’m doing.

“I don’t ever plan to put the house back up for sale, I know that much. I love this place. My grandparents loved this place. If I don’t live here forever, then I want to at least visit as often as I can,” I say since that’s the best answer I have.

“It was super gorgeous there. I definitely want to visit in the winter. Do you think the lake will freeze over? We could go ice skating!” Tabby squeals happily. It’s so much easier to talk to her when she keeps things so simple, not always asking and bugging me for answers. 

We talk a while longer about her eventual next visit. There’s some discussion about boys. Mostly her getting on me about going into town to get a drink and find some 10 out of 10 dude to spend a few evenings with. That does sound like a good idea. Eventually, we say our goodbye’s.

It’s right after we hang up that something catches my eye across the lake. My eyes narrow on what I presume to be a firefly, but it’s definitely not. The fireflies glittering over the lake are small and cast a yellow glow while this—this light is a soft white hovering in the treeline; a familiar light.

My head whips to the side, staring at the painting I did a while ago, the one with the ghostly apparition with that same light.

I’m on my feet in a second. The sliding glass door is ripped open. I rush across the patio, but it’s already gone. There are only fireflies. No white light. No sign it was ever there to begin with.

Then there’s something on the wind, a voice, or I’m possibly going mad. I can’t make it out, a voice whispering words unknown, something warm and familiar. And that tune is stuck in my head as a broken record without words.

I rub my ears, wondering if it’s just the winds going through the trees. The humming of my mind stops. All is silent. For some reason, I get this desire to walk into the woods. I don’t know where or why. My toes even start to twitch, but I never go through with it, even when I swear I hear the woods actually calling my name.

“I think you’re actually going mad,” I say to myself, backing away one step at a time until I’m inside. It’s quiet there and, oddly enough, I don’t feel those eyes on me from earlier for the rest of the night.
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The shed door is open. Why is it open? I know I closed it. I closed it before bed. There’s someone in the shed. I hear labored breaths. Who is it? What’s there? Hello?



      [image: image-placeholder]My head throbs. I run to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face when reaching for the cupboard. The pill bottle falls into the sink. Luckily the lid is on, but it takes me a good minute to actually open it and take some medicine. When the cabinet is shut, I peer at my bloodshot eyes in the mirror. 

I can’t remember much of that dream, only this feeling in my gut, my own thoughts swirling in my head. My head hurts too bad to really think about it right now. Feels like someone beat my brain with a sledge hammer then tried to glue the pieces back together. The medicine will kick in eventually. It’s a bit later than usual, I’m probably hungry too, so I go downstairs to get a bite to eat.

It’s been a total of four weeks since I’ve been here. I can’t lie and say that things aren’t changing because I’ve been having weird dreams, like the one I had last night. I recall some thoughts a few days ago, like hearing my name but no one being there. Some would call me crazy for staying because this is textbook weird. To the point that it’s obvious what I should do; pack up and run, immediately.

Except even with all this happening I don’t feel unsafe. Normally there’s a gut feeling, everyone has had it, when our body or our mind or our very soul simply says, no. Something says to get out, to leave, but I don’t get that here. Not even when I sense eyes on me, not even now when my head aches, or later in the afternoon when I’m sitting on the dock, and I swear the woods speak to me. The water is cold on my feet. My jeans are rolled up to my knees, shoes and socks sitting next to me on the docks while my feet are a bit more than ankle deep in the water.

“Edwin.”

I jerk my head around, finding nothing behind me. My ears tingle.

“Winnie.”

Standing up, I look into the yard, near my house and the tree line, but there’s no one. Something is telling me to move, something I can’t ignore. I’m hastily pulling my shoes and socks back on. The voice continues ringing in my ears.

“Take my hand.”

I move through the grass towards the woods with no idea where I’m going. Am I thinking at all? All I know is the voice; a boy’s voice, so distinct, but I can’t pinpoint who it is. The brush is thick. I somehow find a path, ducking under branches and squeezing between briar bushes. The air is cool. The forest floor is a little damp. My fingers dance over the bark of the trees and tall grass.

I hear water ahead. I’m humming that tune without words again. It’s echoing through the trees, a soothing sound that mixes with that of the water I now see. A small stream working its way through the rocks, there’s even a small waterfall and, beneath it, rocks that—

“Look like stars.”

“What?” I whisper, my eyes blinking rapidly when my mind finally returns and realizes that I just walked into the woods after some imaginary voice. Holy shit, I really am mad!

I search for any sign of the voice or whatever the hell managed to drag me in here, but there’s no one other than a squirrel perched on a branch. This is the moment where I should be scared. I should feel a sense of dread, ask myself what ghost or ghoul is messing with me, but I’m not. There’s only a curiosity mixed with this familiar warmth twisting in my gut. Dare I say it, the feeling reminds me of what I always felt when I returned to my grandparents in the summer.

I loathed being with my parents through the school year.  I was consumed with excitement when summer came, even more so when my grandparents picked me up at the airport. We’d take the two hour drive back to Whisper Woods singing oldies the whole way. Nana would stop at our favorite restaurant. We’d get the best homemade rolls I’ve ever had. When we pulled up to the house, that’s when it really hit me. Pure joy. Pure contentment. An excitement that I can’t explain and, right now, that’s what I’m feeling, which makes no sense.

Is this really some demon messing with my head? Does that even make sense?

I make my way back home. Somehow the path is clear in my mind. I’m moving through the brush the same way I came in. When I make it out of the woods, I look over the lake, the docks and my own house half expecting to see someone, but I’m alone.

“Maybe I need to see a doctor,” I say to myself. With the headache I had this morning and now that, there might be something wrong. I should probably make an appointment, even talk to Dr. Driscall about it tomorrow.

Except I don’t make it until tomorrow because later that evening, after I’ve painted, after a shower, after I’ve wasted my day away in the warm summer sun, something even stranger happens.

It’s late. The sun has set long ago. The lights in the house are off, save for the one beside me. I’m sitting in a giant, fluffy gray bean bag by the window reading a book in my room when I get that gut feeling. It doesn’t say to run or to be afraid, only to look up, so I do. And when I do, I see it; that white silhouette across the lake standing on the edge of the treeline. When I blink the silhouette remains, seeming to watch the house like a silent protector.

I’m on my feet and barreling down the steps in a second. Once on the patio, I see that I wasn’t caught in time. The white silhouette remains, but has finally taken notice of my movements. They’re now moving quickly into the woods, but it’s too late. I know this isn’t a hallucination. It’s real, it was there before, it’s here now!

The grass is wet against my bare feet. It’s cold even with the humidity in the air. I no longer see the silhouette by the time I reach the other side of the lake. I’m breathing heavily, staring into the darkness of the woods where it fled. The only light comes from that of the moon and the stars, casting a soft glow over the top of the trees. There’s no way I can follow further, especially since I didn’t even grab my phone, and the news is rather telling of how dangerous the woods can be.

Owls call in the night, a few crickets too. The fireflies are dancing over the lake. There’s no sign of...whatever that was, but I know I saw it, which means I really did see it before.

There’s something out there.

Forest Folk? No way, right? They’re childish stories created in a small town that happens to live in a place that feels magical. There aren't actually magical beings in the forest. Yet I questioned about ghosts or ghouls earlier. Your logic is astounding, Winnie!

Who knows how long I stand there pondering that very question. Long enough for my toes to grow numb. Slowly, I return to the house, continuously peering over my shoulder at the very spot I saw the apparition. I stare at the painting I made. My eyes widen when I run my fingers over the canvas.

The silhouette is smaller. The one I drew from my dreams, it was smaller in height and stature. The one I saw tonight, the one I’ve been seeing lately, is much taller, but it’s that same light.

Fuck, what am I thinking? What am I doing here? This is absolutely crazy. Shouldn’t I be leaving? My grandparents were killed here and now I find out someone, or rather, something is watching the house. Something that has to have been here before because I remember it! Then there’s the voices, something calling my name, and that stupid tune that’s growing even louder now.

Then I remember; “You’re bewitched.”

No way. I’m not talking to the crazy village lady. Just because she said I was bewitched and now that’s starting to make sense doesn’t mean she has any answers. I bet she’s another con artist trying to spook tourists. No. It’s not happening. I’m not going. I refuse…

But I end up going the next day anyway. There’s a house by the Forest Folk cabin that screams village crazy lady. The place is a small shack with too many windchimes and enough plants to make the house nearly invisible. Hummingbirds flutter around the bird feeders. There’s a frog sitting in the small lake she has outside. The porch creaks when I step onto it. The house isn’t painted a single color, rather there are flowers and vines and fairies painted all over.

That’s it, I’m turning around, but when I do I find myself face to face with the crazy lady herself. She’s in similar clothes as the last time we met, but now she holds a brown paper bag with a long piece of bread sticking out. In her other hand, she has a green fabric bag. Seems she just got back from shopping.

Grinning from ear to ear, she says almost proudly, “You lasted longer than I thought. Come on in. I’m sure we have a lot to discuss.”

She brushes past me to head inside. Groaning, I peer behind me, wondering if it’s best to leave. My car is parked alongside the road. I could get there before she makes it back to the door. Remembering last night, and even this morning when I got up and heard the woods again, I realize that I really do have a lot to talk about. This lady might be my best bet. Besides, if she’s honestly crazy I’ll just leave.

With a deep breath, I step over the threshold with absolutely no idea where to begin. She says her name is Odette. Wow, even a fairy tale like name. I’m regretting my decision to come in even more now.

Her house is much like one would expect after seeing the outside. The interior is painted with a vast arrangement of colors and patterns, each room more different than the last. The rooms are rather small and crowded with countless knick knacks and peculiar accessories, even hanging ornaments and flowers. She has a breakfast nook with a white table by a few open windows. I’m sitting there now waiting for tea, which she brings over in a porcelain teapot with pink flowers all over it.

“Thank you,” I say when Odette pours me a cup, doing so for herself as well before finally sitting down. She holds out her hands causing me to cock a brow until she just reaches over the table to grab mine. Her touch is cold. The skin is a little rough when she runs over my palms like she’s searching for something. Then she peers into my eyes, once again reminding me how dark hers are. It’s like looking into the darkness itself and a shiver goes down my spine. She releases my hands, allowing me to warm myself up with the tea that’s pretty damn good.

“Did you see one?” She asks, taking a sip of her own glass.

“I saw something,” I answer.

“A Forest Folk.”

“I don’t believe in Forest Folk.”

“You don’t have to believe in something for it to be real.”

Sighing, I lean back into the breakfast nook and cross my arms. “Since we’re cutting right to the chase, you said I was bewitched. What does that mean and how do you know?”

“Bewitched means bewitched.”

“Like a spell? What is this, Sabrina the Teenage Witch?”

“If you’re going to be coy then just leave.” She points a sharp nail at the door. I go quiet, drinking my tea as an excuse to remain that way. “If you wish to call it a spell then yes, you’re under a spell,” she says.

“And how would you know?”

Odette smiles, the one from before that I can’t quite pinpoint how it’s meant to be taken. “I have my ways, but regardless, it’s true. I do not know why nor what it truly does, but it’s most certainly there.”

“Huh? Wait, are you saying you can’t help me with this?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why did you tell me in the first place?”

“Because you need to know you aren’t going mad.”

“As much as I appreciate it, this isn’t making me feel better,” I grumble while bringing out my phone to check the time. I left the house earlier since I have my appointment with Dr. Driscall today. I’ve got a while longer but I’m feeling super anxious now.

“Forest Folk don’t bewitch humans without good reason. Bewitching means they must show themselves. Showing themselves means they risk getting caught. For whatever reason, one found it important enough to bewitch you, yet even now they risk exposure.” Odette hums. Her nails tap against the tea cup. She’s analyzing me.

“Interesting,” she says softly.

“I hardly think this is interesting.”

“Isn’t it? Aren’t you curious; why you? Especially with what happened at that house.”

I stiffen at the mention of my grandparents' home. I figured Odette knew, everyone around here does, but bringing it up while speaking of this absolutely crazy idea of being bewitched makes this situation even more uncomfortable.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I ask the question that I absolutely dread the answer to; “Do you think the Forest Folk killed my grandparents?”

“Absolutely not.”

“You didn’t even consider it.”

“Of course not, because it’s ridiculous.”

I purse my lips. She seems pretty proud to know more about Forest Folk than I do (supposedly,) and she’s not telling me immediately for a reason. How annoying. I really should have left.

“Surely you know about Forest Folk. Your grandparents told you tales, right?” She inquires, which has me nodding. “Then you know they are life-bringers, they do not harm or kill. They heal the forest, the land, the water. Life is in the palm of their hands. They would never harm, especially never kill, a human.”

“Even when threatened?”

“Even when threatened.”

That hardly seems fair. If you’re threatened you have to defend yourself, but if these are magical creatures then it’s probably very easy for them to do so. Either way, I’m not getting a lot of answers here other than it seems I really am bewitched and Forest Folk are real. Great, just what I wanted to hear today. Maybe I should move back to New York.

“So, what do I do?” I ask, hoping that Odette has an answer. Judging by her silence I think it’s safe to say she’s at least thinking about it, but I’m unsure if I’ll like her response.

“I’m not sure myself,” she admits. “Without knowing why you’re bewitched or why this Forest Folk is watching you, it’s difficult to say, but if it makes you feel better, I’d say this makes you even safer. If Forest Folk bring life to all, would one let you come to harm?”

“I guess not,” I mumble more to myself than her.

“Then I guess you’re fine. Now, move along. You have someone to visit, don’t you?”

I’m slightly freaked out that she knows, but since I have looked at my phone she probably took an educated guess. Since there’s nothing more to say, or do for the matter, I excuse myself and thank Odette for seeing me. She waves me off, telling me to stop by again should I wish to talk, but reminds me that she can’t really help at all. I swear she is happy to say that because she’s grinning like...like the crazy village lady that she is.

I’m happy to head for the door, more than ready to leave, only the door opens before I manage to do so. The man standing in the doorway leaves me breathless. Perhaps life is really like an anime because I swear there are flower petals blooming around his ethereal figure.

“Ah, Madden,” Odette calls. “Welcome home.”

Madden gives a charming smile to her then returns his gaze to me, a light grayish blue. His body is tall and lean, made of pure muscles judging by the way his shirt and jeans hug him. I’d love to draw him, honestly. Golden lashes glisten over double eyelids and curls of blonde brush above his eyebrows. Even his voice is as smooth as chocolate when he asks, “You have a visitor, Grandma?”

“Yes, this is Edwin Belle. Edwin, this is my grandson, Madden.”

To think they’re related. He sure as hell doesn’t take after her side of the family. He’s too hot.

“Belle?” Madden hums. The deep sound rumbles in his throat. Speaking of throats, mine is tight and clogged now, refusing to function. It’s like he has put me under a spell. “Oh yeah, I heard you used to live here with your grandparents, right? I’m sorry about what happened to them.”

Madden watches me with his enticing grayish-blue eyes. He gives a crooked smile and chuckles when I finally realize, yeah, I can speak. “Oh, uh, thanks. It’s strange, but good to be back.”

“Glad to hear you’re settling in ok. I work at Manny’s just down the street.” Madden gestures over his shoulder. “If you have any car troubles, don’t be shy. Come on down.”

I think I am going to have car troubles very soon, or at least I really hope that I do.

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind, but I should get going.” I hold up my phone while slowly inching my way around Madden. He never breaks eye contact with me, which leaves me short of breath. “I have an appointment to get to.”

Odette waves from the table while Madden gives another smile, one that has his eyes squinting. I nearly tripped on the way out, resulting in Madden chuckling.

Oh no, even his laugh is somehow hot. This isn’t fair. Get it together, Win! Come on, calm down, you’ve seen hot guys before—but Madden is really—no, no, no. Stop. You’re never like this, what’s wrong with you?

“Bye!” I finally shout, filled to the brim with embarrassment. Madden waves goodbye and I bolt for the car.

With Madden out of my sight, I can actually think over the conversation with Odette as well as what has happened the last few weeks. My grandparents died here. I’m bewitched. Forest Folk are real. For some reason there’s one watching me and there has been one around me before. Some memories, I think, are returning and no one is really able to help me. Why isn’t this a blast?! Just what I wanted when I decided to come back!

Pulling into the parking lot, I wait for a moment in my car. There are a few options, pretend none of this is happening and continue trying to get my memories simply by living here, pack all my shit and return to New York or try to catch this supposed Forest Folk and make them talk. How I’ll do that, I don’t know, but I’m leaning towards the latter.

I want—no—I need to know what’s going on. Because now that this has come to light it makes me think those lost memories have something to do with this Forest Folk. Is that why I’m bewitched? Does it have to do with my grandparents? What’s going on? When did it really begin? And how is it all going to end?

To uncover the truth, I must speak with the one that’s continuously showing up; the apparition across the lake. They have to have the answers, or know who does. A plan must be made, but I have to do it alone because imagine what Mom or Dr. Driscall would say if I brought any of this up.

While with Dr. Driscall, I leave out any and all information about the voices, my headaches and, obviously, the strange creature by the lake. She doesn’t notice anything missing from my tales over the week. I tell her everything else after all, the time I did go into town and hit up a bar or two, walking through the woods just to see the view and, yeah, the run in with the very hot Madden, which she appears most pleased about. Our session ends and I’m heading back home with one thing on my mind.

Catch the Forest Folk, no matter the cost.

It sounds ridiculous, makes me feel even more ridiculous, but it has to be done. Throughout the day I’m constantly asking myself, “Am I mad? Am I mad? I must be mad.” Because this feels like madness, digging through my belongings and in the shed for a rope or a trap or anything that I can set up as a way to tell me when this creature comes along.

I actually turn off the motion sensor lights outside because the less they can see me the better. There’s some spots I could make a bit more comfortable in the tree’s around the lake, possible hiding spots for me to camp out in. Even after waiting though, nothing happens. For five continuous days I search the woods, set up camp or stay up late watching for the white light only to taste failure. I don’t sense being watched nor do I see anything peculiar. There’s nothing, no sign of the creature and I’m starting to feel like a fool, until the sixth night changes the game.

They’re here.

For whatever reason, the creature appears across the lake tonight. They’re visible through the cracks of the shed. They must not see me because they’re moving closer. I’ve never seen them close up. Finally, I can kind of make them out. This Forest Folk is definitely a man, searing white light, but the silhouette is undoubtedly male. The closer he gets the more I realize he really isn’t human, if the light wasn’t obvious enough.

He has antlers, tall and long like a buck’s with a total of ten points, five on each side. Long, pointed ears flick curiously at every little sound, just like the woman from the mural at the gift shop. His limbs are long, fingers more pointed than round. But as he grows closer the light begins to dim until it’s more of a soft gray mist. He’s more difficult to make out in the dark, almost as if he’s doing it on purpose. He must be. The motion sensor lights aren’t coming on and he notices. The apparition stops only a few steps from the dock. I can’t make out his features other than muscular with broad shoulders and no shirt but some type of trouser. It’s too dark to make out much else.

Just when he’s about to take another step towards the dock, he freezes. The motion is similar to that of a deer when realizing they’ve been caught. His entire body stiffens, then he looks to the shed. I freeze. My eyes lock on him through the cracks of the wood. There’s no doubt he is aware of my presence. His ears actually move, spanning out like a deer’s and twitching before he lights up like a beacon.

The light blinds me. When my vision returns, he’s gone.

“Damn it,” I growl, running out of the shed and spinning around in hopes to find him. It’s too late. He’s long gone.

But I saw him, not as a speck in the distance or a blinding light, but a man—no—a Forest Folk standing in my own lawn. Holy shit, I really saw one.
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