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Jesse was scared. So very scared. 

Paul, the new neighbor boy who had moved into the old Sizney place in the past week, had taken him along on a hike into the forest. At first Jesse had been proud that the older boy had invited him on the exciting adventure. It made him feel like he was so much more grown up than he was.

After letting him ride on the rack on the back of his bike, Paul had taken five-year-old Jesse deep into the dense growth, where moss grew on the sides of the trees that received only minimal sunlight on their bark. It had seemed almost magical to the little boy, and he had touched and commented upon so much of what he observed.

Everything had gone well until Jesse fell and skinned one knee and the heel of one hand. Paul had run away, laughing as Jesse tried to keep up. 

After a futile attempt to catch up, Jesse had finally sat down on a fallen tree and started to cry. At the tender age of five, he was still unfamiliar with how cruel some children could be.

It was starting to get dark now, and that only made the forest seem so much scarier than it was in the daylight hours. He could hear things moving about around him, things he couldn’t see, and that frightened him even more than the monster under the bed did. At least with the monster under the bed, he could hide under his blanket, and it would not be able to reach him.

Here, he had no blanket. The monsters were out there, and he would be unable to protect himself from them.

When an owl hooted, Jesse just about jumped out of his skin. A moment later, he heard soft rustling in the leafy branches of a nearby tree.

“Paul?” He asked, hopeful that the boy had decided to come back. His nose was stuffy from all the crying he had been doing, making his voice sound funny, even to his own ears. “Is that you, Paul?”

There was no answer, just the sounds of the things that woke when the sun went down, going about their business. Jesse shivered, clutching his arms around his chest as though he was giving himself a big hug.

It was starting to get chilly, and the cold fingers of fear sliding against his bare arms only made him shiver even more than he had been. When he’d left the house, it had been nice and warm out and he had not needed even a light jacket.

That was not the case any longer.

Jesse rose, trying to orient himself in the direction from which he and Paul had entered the forest, but it all looked the same to him. His parents had never let him wander off on his own to play, and he would never have considered doing so, but he’d been very excited when the older boy had expressed a willingness to have him come along.

“Is anyone there?” He asked as he heard more things moving around in the forest. “I want to go home!”

The owl swooped down on noiseless wings and grabbed something from off the forest floor. It glided a short distance and then perched on a high branch. It had something dark and furry with a long skinny tail clutched in one clawed foot.

“Hello, Mr. Owl,” he said to the feathered sentry, forcing a tentative smile onto his lips. “Do you know the way out of here?”

At first, the creature seemed to consider his words. Jesse wondered if all owls looked so smart.

The owl’s head twisted around as though it was part of a ball and socket set. Daddy had shown him one of those when he went to visit him the last time at his garage. The owl reoriented its attention upon the curious boy, then turned to stare to its left.

“That way,” Jesse asked, turning and pointing in the direction the owl now faced. 

There was no reply. When Jesse turned to face the owl again, it was gone, having flown away on its preternaturally silent wings.

“Mr. Owl?”

Silence except for a bit of fading birdsong in the distance.

Jesse marched off in the direction he thought the owl had suggested. He knew the owl could not talk and probably did not understand what he had said, but he reasoned as only a five-year-old child could, that it did not hurt to take that chance.

Before long, the forest was so dark that he could not see his hand even when he held it up to his face. Even his bedroom did not get this dark when the lights were out, and his bedroom door was closed tight.

Jesse decided that it was best to hunker down where he was, in the shelter of some fallen branches that seemed to be covered in a layer of dead, decomposing leaves that gave off some warmth of their own as they slowly broke down into their component parts.

Feeling a bit hungry, he dug deep into his front pocket with a grubby hand and pulled a wrapped candy out. Not able to see what it was, exactly, he unwrapped it, careful not to drop it, then sniffed the sweet’s surface. Then he gave it a long, slow lick.

Butterscotch, he thought. Not great, but it was food, wasn’t it? He popped it into his mouth and allowed it to sit on his tongue, swallowing his spit as the candy slowly melted there. Maybe he could fool his belly into thinking it was having more than it was. It was worth a try, wasn’t it?

Remembering that littering was bad, he jammed the candy wrapper back down into his pocket, where it joined an interesting-looking smooth pebble and an eight-sided metal die he had found in the gutter next to the sidewalk.

Jesse





























d2d_images/cover.jpg
Anna Rose






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





