STRANGER IN THE WOODS
ASHLEY CARLOS

T've always had a poor sense of direction. Like the time when [ was ten
and walked down to the store far a gallon of milk not frve blacks away and
couldn’t And oy way back home. O lase year when 1 mjsul:en]:r tald oy
dad to turn off the highway and we continued on the wrong road for three
hours befors we realized the rest of the directions dida’t mal ARy sense.

My Father warned me not to go too far in the woods, but cherss
somc:hing about chis Plac-e that feels familiar even though I've never been
here hefore. Like the sweer aroma of butterscotch from ﬁ:e pine trees or
the sound the winds males againse the sl:a.P-e of them. My feet have been

ulling me forward through the maze of vegetation for howrs as if they

newe where to o, but s getting late and my feet seem o be Jose. My
dad’s going to be upser chat [ didn’t listen to him and I'm not home in dme
for supper. Ican a]l:e.:.d.},r see him fur rowing his browr and sl:aJ:ing his head
asifhe EKP-EL'I:ECI. better behavior from me.

A knot forms in my stomach as 1 look around, trying to remembera
marker. All I see are trees. And all of the trees lock the same. I have gone
around in circles ten times by novwe A breeze rushes through the wees. T pull
my _iaclae: a lictle :Ig}m.-r. The sounds of the crickets everwhelm my brain. &
crow Ries over, cawing, raunting me.

“Shue up.”

An owl hoots in responss.

The trees move in closer. Wh},r couldn’t T have listened to dad? IFT did, I'd
he sitting at the rble, 'dropplng" pleces of mom's reast beef on the Aoor
for Luna.

There's a rustling not too far away. I continue walking, knewing chac I
herter find my way back soom or Iwwon't be able ta do an}'ﬁ:ing ele= on our
vacation. & few steps later, I hear the c usl:lerg again. | qujcken oy pace, but
it seems to be following me. By legs push me faster.

Sn.m-e:hjng gra.l:s on e my a le, send]ng me forward to the gmu.nd.
The damp dire bugs my face and flls my nese. Everything goes black.
o

There’s a man standing over me. Blocking my view of the only sliver of
nmnhgh:.ﬁ;n}- mEmary of where ] am vanishes for a moment.

He kneels down next to me. My hand reaches wp to touch his face, half
expecting there to be no rJiing. Justa PI.'\DCI.LI.CI: ofm},rjma.g]nal:icm. He snaiches

oy hand away before I rmach his cheek

“Wha-" I say before he covers my mouth with cne hand and holds
dovam my arm with the other. [ squirm bencach his hold, o Fing to Fu.sl: his
AT avay.

ﬁQuler_ Don’t move,™ he w{:isp-e:s. gripping my arm :ighne:.

The seund of keaves crunch in the distance.

“Ohver here!™ somecne :pe-”s. The foo:sneps get louder.

“Great” The man next to me takes off running and P-u.l.ls me a]-cmg. The
trees dance around me like I'm in some reisted nightmare.

The man :jg]'l.:cns his rasp, assuring me this is ml:l:jng cos=toa
dream. [ ook back to see I:Elil: the men are several feec away baae seill closs
behind.

T erip owver my feet, but his hold prevents me From fa".ing doam.

He Eol:s over his shoulder before Pulhn.gme behind o glane cak tree.
His hand covers my mouth. The smell of pine rushes :I:utcu.gh me. | can hear
Poundin in my ears.

The teotsteps stop somewhere behind us. I hold my breach unsare ifT
should oy o get their attention or not. Somer}l.ing tells me not to.

The seund of keaves rus:ling 0 ouLr righl: catches che g:oup's arbention.
“This way!™

Their .Fool:s:cps erail off coward the noise.

The man meves his hand away from my mouth. I ry o shale off his
other hand chat's scill on my wrist, baae i won't l:u.dgc

“Why are you doing chisi™ [ whisper.

“Shkh, }'ou.'r\e in dang\er." he hisses.

Ileck up at his Face as he stares into che distance, lookJn.g.For the men.
He pushes his messy black hair back o the side, revealing a scar :jg}u: in the
rnl-dﬂlc of his lefe e:rel:tr-:n-.r. ;\'!l}' eyes focus on hjsja.w{inc :EI:“ comes down at
a sl:a.rp a.rLgJe to his wide chin. He reminds me of sameone. [ search for an
answer, going over in my mind Friends from schosl, p-c-:hpLeI'\-w seen back
horme, even celebrities, but n.n:-l:l:-jn.g COMES 00 M.

Another owl hoots. I can feel o fire l:u.l:nlng inside of my throat and
somethin deepwil:l:-jn me, |:-e|.|Jn.g me to mun. I listen o thatwaice. I kick the
man hard in the shin. He :peUs out as he lees ge of my arm. I run.

1 lock back to see him fo”m-.ring me. ]'.Fn:-n]':,rI could just wake up and
mom would I:hring me seme of her ppermint hotcocoaand sty with me
until I fell back asleep like she Llst\fl:\:\ dio when Twas a livde gidl.

The man catches up o me. He's not as cut of breath as I think he would
be. “They'll be locking for us soon.” he sags.

“Who's :h-e'y:.' An why are :]uy after usk”

The men's voices return.

“We need o get out of here. Bun and don® stop. Il try to get rid of them
and carch up wich Fou”

Before | can say another word, he pushes me fareard. I start to run, not

lool:jn.g back. I reacha hi#wa_r and slow down to carch my breath. Mr eyes
scan :hrough the darkness. Thar lictle voice returns, w”ing me o fuen righ:

and follow the read. I take its advice ance agpin, J'Lo]:u'ng it takes me
back to my I:-am.iJ:r.

The rcad leads me to a diner. I remember passing it on the way to the
cabin with my parent. The sign reads “Spudsys™ in big black lecters with
“Home of S'Fud.ry': Spuds" underneath. I passa fewr cars as | make my way
to the entrance. The warmeh hies me as1 open the door. The smell of fried
potatoes and coffes hlls che air. I bok arcound at the p-ec-ple sating their
greasy provisions. A middle aged man sporting a faded blue trucker hae sies
ar the bar, sipping his coffee. M}' eyes continue around the room, .Focu.sing
in on the empry booth next to me. Inan efore to lock normal, T sic down.
There’s a folded newspaper sitting on the able, and my efes are drawn to
these words:

New evidence in conmection with the dissppeanance of Toler Bloomberg. After
d'k.vﬁnm.lfng wear bois bewnctown nanJ.w' Mr.l'u"zy. ‘Mu'lfzz have bad na leads since last
Jear wben a bm&- belicwed to be bis ws_ﬁnm{ -J‘:"ﬁl'ﬂﬂrﬂ_j:. o IiieET ra.'m_f‘w'mw'd'
r.l::rbwiwg i bhave seen Bl'lﬂﬂn')ﬂ&\d'lg in e aran with another ma. Jw}fm':.éﬂ Aeiails
have beew released.

Mext to the article is a picture of the missing, Trler Bloomberg. T move
closer to geta better view of the familiar face. The room starts o spin and oy
wristaches as my eyes foous in on the scar on this man’s e:r\el:-ro-w. This has to be
adream, I el m}-seJ.E There’s no way that man in the Forest could be him.

The bells jingle an the door, causing me o e arcund. A rush of cold

air surrounds me, as | see who _iusl: walked in.



