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I stood at the edge of the trees, staring at the light deep within the forest. Between it and me, a sea of shadow concealed the underbrush and all that lurked there. This forest, like many other forests, would have its insects, snakes, tangles of who-knew-what, maybe wildcats or some other thing ready to pounce on and maim me.

After hours of walking along a secluded, mountain highway, my brain was thoroughly scrambled. I knew enough to know that, and I knew enough to not fully trust what I was seeing.

It might be a lie, the light, a mirage conjured by some desperate part of my mind. I'd told enough lies to others, why not myself?

A fantasy of stumbling upon a cabin with friendly occupants swam through my mind. They’d have food left over from dinner, a plate they’d be happy to hand over to someone who really needed it, and I did really need it. Lunch was a distant memory, as well as the Skittles from my backpack, my bottle of water. If I made it anywhere alive, I would really have to reevaluate my packing priorities.

I sighed. Unless I wanted to sleep next to the highway, that light was my only hope. I adjusted my backpack straps and stepped into the trees.

I plodded through the darkness in high tops that weren’t made for terrain any more intense than a mall floor. I also regretted wearing shorts and a t-shirt because there was no trail, only weeds and trees and rustling sounds made by small animals nearby.

All the while, the light in the distance remained bright, burning my eyes, but I kept my sights on it because that was hope, even if it never seemed to get any closer.

I kept my mind off my creepy surroundings by considering who I would be for the people who awaited me. Had someone picked me up as I attempted to hitchhike, that lucky individual would’ve had the opportunity to hang out with a model, who was on her way to Miami. 

Everybody likes to hang out with famous people and people who are about to be famous. I’ve noticed this before. When I tell them whatever version of the story I’d concocted for the evening, their eyes would light up as if I had offered to take them along to fame and fortune.

The model story was my go-to. I was lanky and odd looking in a way that some people found attractive or interesting, at the very least, plausible model material. This was not the person I would be in the cabin. I didn’t have the energy to keep up the behaviors that went along with that lie.

Models didn’t eat substantial food. Models ate iceberg lettuce and drank lemon, cucumber water. My model did, anyway.

There in the woods with possible food ahead of me, there was no way I could keep that up. I didn’t care what food someone shoved under my nose. The idea of grilled opossum made my mouth water. Boiled weeds? Fine. I'd eat anything.

I tried to come up with another story, but the most compelling at that moment was my own. Broken car. Girl wandering the woods in hope of finding food and shelter. I was filthy and growing filthier by the minute. If I had scissors in my backpack, I would’ve chopped off at least half of my long, brown hair just to get rid of the tangles. That evening, I wouldn’t have to fake a look of utter desperation. So I let the story be what it was.

If they asked about my background, well, that was another story. Maybe I could put them off until my brain was functioning again.

I walked for a long time. Humidity. Heat. Mosquitoes. The forest constricted like every part of it wanted a piece of me.

I looked over my shoulder, back the way I had come, and the highway was nowhere in sight. How long had I walked? How far? I had no idea, and the light didn’t look any closer. If anything, it seemed to have shifted direction to slightly right of the path I walked, unless I was the one who had altered my course.

This was how people died in the woods. They got lost with no supplies or not enough supplies, and Mother Nature was all too eager to swallow them whole. I had to get to the source of that light, pronto.

I gripped my backpack straps and ran for it, tripping, stumbling through the trees, avoiding the snaps of sticks coming from all around as the wildlife took notice of this creature that didn’t belong.

The light rose up on a hill. I tackled that hill, up through crowded trees. Farther and farther into the forest, I moved. I didn’t understand how a thing could’ve looked so close from the highway and be so far.

At the top of the hill, over the hill, the ground sloped away from me, and I tripped and fell into the weeds, palms first and then onto my arms in the dirt. Using the nearest tree, I pulled myself up to stand again.

The light went out.

“No,” I said. I hadn’t spoken in hours, and the word scratched its way up my throat. “No, no, no, no. Please!”

A blanket fell over the night, dizziness sweeping over me. My hands went numb, my legs, and before I knew what was happening, I was back on the ground, leaning against the tree trunk this time and sobbing. 
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Someone was whistling and doing a pretty good job of it. The pieces of the melody slowly came together in my mind as I rose into consciousness. I knew that song. The words came to me slowly.

Going to Louisiana

For to see my Susyanna

Singing Polly Wolly Doodle all the day

Polly Wolly Doodle. That was the song.

I remembered where I was. My eyes flew open, and I sat up. I stood. 

“Hello?” I shouted.

Sunlight streamed through the trees. I wheeled around, scanning for the whistler.

The whistling paused.

“I heard you. Where are you?” I said. “Don’t hide. Look, I’m not a murderer. My car broke down. I just want to get out of here.” I realized, then, that whoever I was speaking to might be a murderer. I wasn’t sure if I really cared. I wanted this ordeal to be over, no matter the risk.

I heard a sound like an object dipping into water. Several yards in front of me, a man standing on a flat boat came into view. He was about my age, tall with shaggy, dark hair. He wore a gray, button shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Even from a distance, I could tell that there was something strange about him. I couldn’t put my finger on what.

Then I noticed that the previous night, I had stopped just short of tumbling into swampy water. Cattails and grasses, algae or moss or whatever grew thick, concealing the surface of the water. I never would’ve seen it in the dark.

“Good morning,” he said with a slight drawl sosousouth. “Did you sleep out here?”

“Yes.” I suddenly became conscious of how I must have looked and smelled. “I got lost. My car broke down and...is there any way I could use your phone? Mine is dead.”

“You can use it if you want, but it’s not going to get you home if that’s what you’re after. Phone only works within the village.”

“The village?”

“Mistwalk Vale. You should probably come with me.” He steered the boat toward the edge of the water, where I stood. The corner of the boat grounded, and he held his hand out to me.

I saw, then, what made him look strange, even from a distance. His eyes were a pale gray-green. They seemed ghostly, almost glowing as the sun caught them just right. 

I took his hand, and his skin was rough like he was used to a day of hard work. The boat rocked under my feet, and he steadied me gently.

“Probably don’t want to fall in.” He gave me a friendly smile. “There’s a seat in the back.”

I awkwardly made my way over it. I sat down, and then, all of a sudden, every inch of my body began to itch. I scratched my arms, looked down, and saw that my skin was covered in bug bites and blotchy, red rashes, and I was embarrassed all over again.

The stranger pushed off the shore and said, “You’re lucky you stopped where you did. Marsh water is for the dead.”

“Is there someone at your village who could give me a ride back to the highway?”

He chuckled. “Sorry, ma’am, but you’re probably going to be stuck here for a while. Name’s Owen, by the way.”

“Shannon. What do you mean by ‘stuck here’? If no one has a car, they can just show me the way or a trail or something. If there’s a path, I can follow it myself.”

“No path, no trail. No one can help you until market day.”

“Market day? When is market day?”

“Once a month. Next one is...” he squinted up into the trees as he thought, “aweeks, if I remember right. I’d have to check Samuel’s calendar to be sure.”

“I can’t wait that long. I have a convention in Atlanta. People are going to wonder where I am.” 

I was not on my way to a convention. Sometimes the lies took on a life of their own and found their way out of my mouth with no assistance from me. 

“A convention.” He stared at me for a moment, either unsure of what a convention was or trying to determine whether I was lying. “I’m sorry about that, but there’s nothing anyone can do until market day. Don’t worry; we’ll get you set up with a place to stay. We have plenty of food.”

“You can’t just keep me here.” I considered flopping into the water and swimming away, but then, he had mentioned food, and that was the magic word. 

“Sweetheart, I’m not keeping you anywhere. The forest is the problem. It doesn’t just let people leave. You can take off right now if you want. Just let me know where you’d like to disembark, and I’ll help you.”

I couldn’t pass on the meal. I already felt sick. A day of wandering around the forest would only make matters worse. I would eat, get some rest, and be on my way, no matter what the forest wanted.

“What kind of food do you have?” 

“Good food. You’ll like it; trust me.”

He pushed us along through the marsh with his paddle as birds sang in the trees. They were lou, almost overwhelmingly so. Beneath that, crickets chirred. It was peaceful there, pretty with the shafts of sunlight reaching for the surface of the water.

“What did you mean when you said the marsh water was for the dead?” I finally asked.

“The marsh is a graveyard. We wrap our dead in shrouds and weight them and sink them into the water. It’s peaceful down there, you know. Dark and quiet, away from the noise of life.”

It did sound peaceful when he described it and gross when I thought about how close I was to taking a dip in rotting corpse stew.

“We can take care of that, too.” He nodded toward the rash and the bug bites covering my skin.

“Sounds great.”

We arrived at a small dock, and I waited while he lashed the boat to a post. He offered me his hand a second time that day. I took it begrudgingly because doing so felt like I was agreeing to something. He was cute, though, and manners are always a plus.

He led me up the dock, to a dirt road. On the other side of it were rows of short trees with fruit hanging from the branches.

Owen noticed me staring at the trees and said, “You can have some if you want. Just watch for the coyotes. They hang out in the trees sometimes.”

“Coyotes don’t climb.”

“I’ve heard that before. Everyone who comes here tells me that. I don’t see how a thing that can’t climb could possibly be an effective hunter. If you look hard enough, I bet you’ll see one.”

I plucked a bunch of fat cherries from the branch closest to me. They were so ripe, they were about to burst open, and they were warm. I pulled out the stems and stuffed two of them into my mouth at once. They were soft and tart and juicy, probably one of the best things I’ve ever tasted. Of course, as hungry as I was, anything would've tasted good. I spat out the pits and shoveled in two more.

“There’s one.” Owen pointed up into the branches. “Look.”

I leaned forward, and where he pointed, there was a coyote, eyes bright and alert as it observed us. Its front claws, more like cat claws than dog, gripped the sides of the branch. Quiet as it could be, it shifted into a crouch and snarled.

“They aren’t any harm in the day unless you try to get too close. Once the sun goes down, they get together in packs and hunt. That’s when you want to steer clear of the grove.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” 

The road led off in two directions, and in neither was a village visible. 

I asked, “Where’s your village?”

“This way.” He started up the road, toward the base of what looked like a mountain. “Hard to see from here because of the trees.”

I trotted after him. “Hey, I saw a light last night in the forest. I thought maybe it was a house. I’m sure it wasn’t this far out in the middle of nowhere. Is there a place between your village and the highway? A cabin or something?”

“I don’t know of any cabin. The forest plays tricks sometimes; I can tell you that.”

“What kind of tricks?”

“The tricks that steer you in the direction it wants you to go.”

On any other day, in any other place, I would’ve written Owen off as crazy, but here, where coyotes could climb and the dead resided at the bottom of a marsh, it seemed like anything was possible. 
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Owen and I came to a road more well-defined than the one leading in from the grove. It cut sharply to the right, a straight line across the face of the mountain, leading onward and upward.

“What is market day?” I asked.

“We trade with a village in the next valley. We meet at the divide, and we bring them fruit from the grove and pottery we make in the village, along with a few other things. They bring us what we can’t make: wire for the phone lines, kerosene for the lights.”

I had a thousand follow-up questions that I didn’t have the energy to voice. At that point, I was lucky my legs still worked. 

The road zigzagged up the mountain at an incline that probably wasn't difficult for someone who wasn't already exhausted. I had to stop and catch my breath a few times, and Owen waited patiently. I kept myself going with the idea that there was food for me up there...unless my new friend was lying and he planned to murder me.

“Don’t worry. We’re almost there,” he assured me at the third turn in the road. 

We emerged from the trees at a low, stone wall, and we were smack in the middle of Mistwalk Vale. It was like being thrust from forest hell into a fairy tale. Cottages lined the street, intermingled with antique lampposts that looked straight out of a Victorian Christmas. Lush beds of flowers pushed against picket fences. It all looked old and settled in, cozy in its way, if not a little decrepit in places. 

The zigzagging streets continued up the side of the mountain with narrow alleys crisscrossing them to make a more direct and steeper route up and down. Each street had its own level ground, its own row of houses, and each house had a small yard that butted up against the wall supporting the next street up, like stairsteps.

The people there were dressed in a variety of ways, influenced by different decades. Most of the women appeared to favor a kind of Bohemian look, with long, hippie dresses and long hair. Most of the men dressed like Owen in decent but dingy shirts. It was an odd mix of people in an odd place.

But it looked safe enough, and hope for a meal swelled within me. Mistwalk Vale was a real place with real shelter. I nearly cried with relief.

“You like it?” Owen asked.

“It's like a dream,” I said. What kind of dream had yet to be determined.

“Come on. We should get over to Samuel’s place.” Owen made a left, and we headed down the street.

I noticed a few of the people wore matching necklaces, the pendants of which looked like small skulls. I couldn't tell what kind, maybe bird, I thought. Interesting style choice, but I supposed it wasn't much stranger than someone wearing a t-shirt with a skull on it. 

Almost everyone who passed nodded in greeting to Owen or they said hello. It was one of those places, where everyone knew everyone else. And how could it not be? All the way out here in a forest that supposedly trapped people, there probably weren't many options for socialization.

I had come from a bigger town, not huge, but big enough to necessitate three high schools and big enough to sustain the small winery and vineyard my family had run for three generations. I had a feeling this place was going to get very boring for me, very quickly.

Situated at almost the end of the road, Samuel’s place was an A-frame clapboard house with a sagging roof. It was taller than the houses around it and more stately, somehow.

Tomato plants ran rampant in the tiny front yard, vining up stakes and winding around each other in a mass of green and red. Owen picked up a half-eaten tomato with a worm in it and hurled it toward the grove far below.

In lieu of doorbell, a rope hung next to the front door. Owen gave it a yank, and a bell clanged inside. He walked in without waiting for an answer.

Inside, large skylights in the vaulted ceilings let the light of day stream into a dark wood-paneled interior. The furniture looked handmade, solid wood softened here and there by cushions covered in natural, neutral shades of beige and gray. The long table behind the sofa propped up a boxed herb garden. 

Owen called out, “Samuel? Sir?”

“In here.” The rough reply came from farther into the place.

On the other side of a massive room divider made of wicker was an office, small desk, and short shelves packed with books arranged any way they'd fit. Papers and yet more books crowded a table off to one side.

Samuel sat at an angled desk in the corner. He reminded me of the pictures I’d seen of Benjamin Franklin, only Samuel had more hair, and it was shorter. He wore bifocals and an old suit with a bow tie and a jacket.

“Morning, sir,” Owen said.

“Good morning, Owen. Is this a new resident?”

“I believe so. I found her at the edge of the marsh.”

I interjected, “Hey, I am not your new resident. I tried to tell Owen that I’m not staying. I don't care what your forest wants.”

Samuel laughed. “What a coincidence. The forest doesn't care what you want, either. Go if you want or try to go. We won't stop you.”

“I will, but I was hoping to get something to eat, first. Owen promised me food.” I was blunter than I'd meant to be, but my empty stomach had a death grip on my every thought.

“And food you shall have. But first, what is your role in the world?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your profession. Your skill. What is it that you do, exactly?”

“I'm a writer.” That was my base lie, the one I used most often when I wasn't pretending to be a model. It was close to the truth, if only slightly. Lying is kind of like writing or writing is kind of lying, whichever works.

What was I really? Not much of anything. An occasional waitress, a girl who had enough ambition to start college but not enough determination to finish. These were things that people never wanted to hear, so I presented them with someone more interesting.

“Good. Haven't had a writer in a while. We could use some new books. What do you write?”

“Fiction. Fantasy. Romance. Girly books.”

“Not sure how much interest you'll have in that here, but we’ll see, I suppose.”

“I don't plan on staying.”

“No one ever does.”

Owen said, “She was on her way to a convention.”

“For the writing?”

“Yes. For the writing,” I replied a little too quickly.

“When is it?”

“The sixteenth.”

He got up and went to the biggest chalkboard I’d ever seen. It hung on the wall next to the window, a long thing with the year written at the top and a long line of boxes drawn on for months and days.

He tapped his chin. “Market day isn’t for a couple of weeks. I’m sorry, but you're not going to make it.”

Arguing with Samuel would benefit me no more than arguing with Owen did. I chose not to waste my breath.

Samuel said, “We’ll get you set up at Betty’s place in the meantime. Mr. Landers can show you around and help you get comfortable.”

“Mr. Landers?”

Owen raised his hand. “Me.”

“Ah.”

As we left, Samuel said, “You may want to think about your place in the community. Such things are more important than you know.”

“Weird guy,” I muttered once we were outside.

Owen glared at me a moment before responding. “I'm sure you’ll think a lot of us are weird. We are, I guess. We do what we need to.” He picked up his pace, walking ahead because I had offended him.

“I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to be a jerk. I'm just frustrated. My car is broken, and I'm lost.”

He stopped and turned on me. “The sooner you realize you're exactly where you're supposed to be, the better. Insulting people gets you nowhere, sweetheart.”

“I didn't ask to be here.”

“You're right, and we didn't ask for you to wander into our graveyard. We help people, who show up at our doorstep. You should be respectful of that, at the very least.” He fell silent and moved on, head down, simmering.
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Betty’s house wasn't far. Four blocks and a left turn and we were standing at the front of a pale blue cottage with cream-colored shutters and flowerbeds bursting at the seams with lilac bushes. Flagstones led the way to the front door.

“Is Betty going to mind that a stranger is staying with her?”

Owenwalked in without knocking. “Betty died a few days ago.”

“I'm sorry.”

Owen opened the curtains to let in some light. The place smelled like an antique store, and it was stuffy. It was small, about the size of a studio apartment.

The main room started with a sofa and a loveseat and, further in, became a bedroom fitted with a thin, patchwork quilt similar to one my great-grandmother had kept on her bed. 

Then came the kitchen. It looked like something straight out of the 1800s. There was a wood-burning stove, no refrigerator, no dishwasher, no microwave.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

Poor Betty had lived like a damn pilgrim.

“What?” Owen asked, confused by my reaction.

“How can anyone live like this? Oh, God. Please tell me you have indoor plumbing.” 

Without waiting for him to answer, I ran to the sink. A faucet was present. I held my breath and turned it on. It sputtered to life, and I put my hand under it to make sure it was real. I splashed water on my face, and a brand-new round of itchiness flared.

I had almost forgotten about the vast swaths of rash and bug bites on my skin. I dried my face with a towel I found on the sink and then scratched more than I should have.
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