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MOONLIGHT

By Damean Mathews
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The sun was sinking low to the horizon as Tyler’s car entered a large expanse of road, clear on either side, offering a magnificent view of the hazy mountain range that seemed to go to the ends of the earth. A light breeze blew through his open window as he listened to the static buzz from his speakers where two stations battled to take over the frequency he was monitoring. He was used to this interference, knowing that he would soon enter a strong signal zone and classic rock would have dominance once more. He paid little attention as the sound of static grew louder than normal, subconsciously attributing it to the cool atmosphere until a voice broke through. 

“Stay in the car. Don’t get -,” the voice said sternly. 

Tyler slowed down a bit, wondering what station he’d picked up. Normally the only stations that were occupying the frequency in this place were his classic rock station and a bluegrass program that he would sometimes catch for a few moments. The static lowered slowly before rising to one more crescendo, allowing him to catch the voice he was almost positive he recognized. The white noise at an almost deafening level, one word came through, driving chills up the young man’s back.

“Tyler,” the voice said in a soft, almost pleading tone before the static faded to the usual mild din, returning the sound of his two stations dueling for singularity. 

There was no doubt in his mind the voice, that he was now almost positive was that of his father, had uttered his name. He drove on, paying little attention to the scenery he’d fallen so in love with since moving to the mountains. He hadn’t heard from his father in years, and now his voice was coming in over the radio? How was that possible? Maybe it was some strange high altitude interference and the voice was actually a phone conversation. Perhaps his father had tried to call him and the frequencies had gotten meshed. He’d heard stories before of people hearing cell phone conversations come in over their radio. Granted, that had been when wireless technology was relatively new and he was pretty sure that problem had been fixed, it was the only solution he could come up with. Checking his phone, he saw that he had only one bar and felt that his potential explanation seemed all that much more plausible. 

Putting the experience out of his mind as best he could, Tyler drove down the road, once more enjoying the scenery unfolding around him. He’d always enjoyed driving, but he never knew the world could be so beautiful until he moved to Tennessee. Having grown up in Chicago, he hadn’t gotten to travel much. With a father who was usually away on business and a mother who typically had her sorrows sufficiently drowned by only the best reds by 8 every night, there wasn’t much opportunity for travel. He’d escaped the minute he turned 18, joyriding down the various highways until he’d hit what he now thought of as heaven on Earth. The Great Smoky Mountains had called to him more than he ever thought anything could. From the first glimpse he’d gotten of the jagged, hazy range in the distance he’d known it was the place for him.

The little money he had saved up had allowed him to make use of a condo for about two months while he found work with a local tourist attraction. He didn’t think he would ever grow rich being a tour guide, but it put him in a house and paid his bills, allowing him to live a more than comfortable life and be happier than he ever thought possible, not to mention it let him spend 30 hours a week deep in the heart of the mountains with people almost as fascinated by them as he was. The house he lived in was about 15 miles from the small road he normally loved to travel on, which was more of a relief than he cared to admit as he neared his driveway.

Pulling the car onto the cracked, unsealed pavement, he entered his house wearily, suddenly feeling nostalgic for his family. He couldn’t suppose he was homesick, because he never felt more at home than he did when he first turned the key in the lock of his house in the Smokies, but he would love to be able to walk into a room and find his parents sitting there together as they so rarely had done. He had only been able to count on them being together three times a year before he hit puberty; Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. He seemed to remember a few times they were both around for Halloween and New Year’s Eve but didn’t have the same certainty he did with the other holidays. As he grew older, the days they actually were home at the same time seemed to diminish to only being those three days, until one year his father didn’t come home for Thanksgiving. That was the first time he felt like his parents didn’t love each other. 

He’d asked his mother where daddy was after he awoke to the scent of fresh pancakes and bacon that year, seeing his father’s empty place at the table when he entered the dining room with anticipation. She’d told the young, fragile boy that his father didn’t care to come home for this particular holiday, and that they would honestly do just fine without him. Ignoring the tears in her son’s eyes she had turned on the famous annual parade, hoping that the oversized balloons would keep him occupied enough for her to begin the family meal. The rest of that day was a blur to Tyler, he realized as he sat on his couch nursing an ice-cold soda and trying to remember when his relationship with his father had collapsed. He supposed the first cracks in their fragile bond appeared on that day, as had those with his mother. 

Lost in thought, Tyler began to doze slightly, his hand teetering dangerously with his half-full can of carbonated sugar. As one breath gave way to another, deeper one, his body relaxed more and more until a loud tone brought him back to consciousness with a jolt. Setting his miraculously unspilled drink on the table in front of him, he dove into his pocket to retrieve the phone that was ringing louder with each passing second, seeing the name “Mother” flashing on the screen before putting the warm device to his ear.

“Hey,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t be in a mood.

“Well hey. I was beginning to think you weren’t going to answer.”

“I must have dozed off. I just got home a bit ago.”

“Long day?”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t have it any other way down here.”

“I don’t understand how you do the mountains. I never felt comfortable so far away from modern conveniences.”

“Modern conveniences? I live in a tourist trap, Mom. We probably have more modern conveniences than you up there in Yankee town.”

“Alright, Daniel Boone. Let’s call it a tie,” she said, laughing as she had when he was young, furthering his nostalgia.

“That’s fair for now. But you still have to come see this place. You’ll never want to leave.”

“I have my doubts. But maybe I’ll get there one day.”

“I’ll hold you to it. What’s up,” he said, knowing small talk made his mother nervous.

“I just wanted to check on you. I’ve been a bit uneasy today, for some reason. Is everything OK down there?”

“Yeah, I think so. Well..,” he began, contemplating telling her of the incident with the radio, but deciding against it.

“What,” she said, a little too eagerly, as if expecting to hear he’d been attacked by a bear and was hopping in the car to come back to the city.

“I just had a weird drive this afternoon. I guess I got a little car sick and homesick. Maybe I need a visit, too.”

“You’re welcome to come home any time, Tyler. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, Mom. I know. But this is my home now. I don’t know how to describe it, but I feel like I belong here.”

“I know what you mean. Once you find something that makes you feel that way, it’s hard to let go. I would never ask you to do that.”

“I know,” he said, wondering where exactly her sentimentality was coming from.

“I just needed to check on you. I’ll let you go for tonight. Just be safe, OK?”

“Of course, Mom. I’m always safe.”

“Good. I love you. And Tyler,” she said, an exceedingly odd tone in her voice.

“Yeah, Mom?”

“Don’t get yourself into any trouble down there, OK?”

“Of course not. I love you, Mom. Have a good night.”

Tyler wandered into the kitchen after his mother said her goodbye, still pondering over why she’d been acting so strange. The odd radio interference had all but left his mind for this new occurrence that seemed even more out of place. Typically, conversations with her went more along the lines of her trying to bully him or guilt him back home. She’d fallen into a deep depression when he left, he knew, and hadn’t been able to fully recover from the negative effect it had had on both of them. For her to be suddenly so warm, welcoming, and accepting put him in a defensive mode that even he didn’t recognize. 

He pulled a thin steak from his refrigerator and threw it in a pan, finally feeling the pangs of hunger that he knew should be more prominent than they were. As the meat began to sizzle, the scent filling the small kitchen, Tyler felt his hunger reach an all new high. He turned up his can and finished the sugary drink inside, already feeling like he could use another. In no time the steak was done to his preference. Slapping it between two pieces of bread and choosing a glass of milk over another soda, he sat in front of the television and prepared to immerse himself in his favorite Monday night shows. 

The rest of the night went by with no thoughts of the odd things that had happened that day, just as he’d hoped it would. Most of his thoughts were actually occupied by the cute tour guide who had caught his eye the minute he got his job. Amy was tall, tan, with long blonde hair, and bright blue eyes - the girl belonged in a magazine, not showing tourists the mountains. But he couldn’t believe his luck at getting to work with such a knockout. His heart soared every time she looked his way. Midnight fell, allowing a new day to begin and finding Tyler feeling just tired enough to walk to his bedroom. Pulling off his clothes and cracking the window to allow both the cool winter air and the sounds of the world slipping into sleep to flow into his room, he climbed into his bed and relaxed as the day’s worries fell away, Amy on his mind as he felt sleep taking over.
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Peace didn’t follow him in his sleep, however. He was hounded through the night by images unlike any he’d ever experienced. The dream found him running through a large crowd of people, none of whom had a face, but all of whom were talking as loud as humanly possible. Panic set in quickly as he raced through the endless herd of faceless individuals, shoving them aside as he ran, looking for ... what? He had no idea. Whatever it was, he was certain he was running out of time to find it. He stopped dead in his tracks as the crowd in front of him parted on their own without him having to push them aside anymore. The masses pulled back into themselves, out of his line of sight, revealing something that made his blood freeze in his veins. 

A large creature stood in front of him, black as night and every bit of eight feet tall. Jagged fangs jutted from its mouth as it snarled, glowing red eyes meeting Tyler’s in an instant. His breath hitched in his chest as his body chilled over. He had no idea what to do. The first thing he’d seen in this crowd that had any sort of features at all was now glaring at him with a look of hatred unmatched by anything he’d ever witnessed. Saliva dripped from the open jaws of the beast, running down its chest, matting up and darkening the hair there. As he watched, unable to turn away, the thing licked its lips and raised its arms. He watched as what looked like a bastardized cross between human hands and animal paws clenched tightly, blood oozing from the skin as two-inch claws ripped through flesh to get at the muscle and veins below. 

He studied the creature from head to toe, marveling over how it balanced on legs that he could barely distinguish from a dog’s. Large muscles bulged in the thighs, leading down to a thin, bowed tibia, with the firm, stocky tarsus taking all its weight. As he watched, the creature tensed, every muscle in its body seeming to double in size as it crouched, looking ready to pounce. As it lowered itself to the ground, Tyler saw a thick tail swish back and forth before pointing down towards the ground, revealing another person standing behind the creature. This man, thin and frail, looking terrified, was the only human in the crowd that had features. The man’s eyes met his and instantly Tyler recognized the deep blue gaze of his father. Shrunken and withered, he couldn’t believe this specimen was the man he once thought looked so strong and firm. He remembered his father’s tall, wiry frame, how he always seemed to tower over him, and this cowering figure was nothing like the father he’d grown up with. 

“Tyler,” his father said, his voice small and distorted, as if being heard from a long distance. “Tyler, stay in the car.”

“What,” he said, not understanding what his father meant. He wasn’t in a car. He was standing in a crowd of people, suddenly maddeningly aware of how exposed he was. 

“Don’t get out. Stay in the car.”

His father’s mouth continued to move, but his voice was drowned out as the beast in front of him began to emit a growl that shook Tyler’s very lungs. It dropped to all fours and began creeping forward, growling louder as it did, the distance between the two of them growing smaller by the second. Tyler heard the voice of his father one last time as the thing took a breath and stood again, sparing him from seeing the cowering man’s face as his voice was carried to him from behind the towering monster. 

“Tyler,” the voice said pleadingly. “Tyler, nooooo,” the voice was drowned out as the hellish creature that now stood little more than an arm’s length from Tyler howled a deathly, mournful howl. The sound was so loud and shocking that it made Tyler jerk himself awake. 

Sitting up in bed, he tried hard to catch his breath and rid his mind of the sound of howling. He realized just as the sound began to taper off that it was coming from outside of his window, rather than in his head. 
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Tyler spent the rest of the night staring at his second-floor window, certain he would see the face of the monster from his dream staring in at him if he so much as blinked. He trembled, a cold sweat soaking through his bed clothes as he remembered the dream, seeing it play out over and over again, the look of fear on his father’s face burned into his brain. Why would he have such a strange dream? More so, why would he have a dream about his father on the same day that he heard the man’s voice come through on his car radio? 

But that must be it, he thought. He’d had the dream because of what he’d heard on the radio. It must be. That’s why the version of his father in the dream had said almost the exact same thing. That had to be it. But if that was the case, why had he envisioned his father so different than the man he remembered? It must be psychological, the academic in him said. He must internally view his father as small and weak, whether he admitted it or not. But what about that monster, that howl? He’d lived here for almost a year  and he had never heard anything like that. He knew there were coyotes in the mountains, had even witnessed a few of them during the spring and summer, but somehow that didn’t seem right. Would the small coyotes in this area really make a sound that loud and horrible? Plus, he realized, he had no idea just how much of the sound from his dream had come from this outside source and how much his own brain had created in response to the stimulus. 

His head began to hurt from a mix of overthinking and a lack of sleep as the sun’s first rays pierced the air, slipping in his partially open window, warming his face. He felt a sense of comfort as the day grew lighter, knowing somehow that whatever threats the night posed were not present in the day. He closed his eyes for a moment, feeling his body tense again as he saw the frightened face of his father. His stomach clenched, causing him to double over, suddenly very nauseated. Why was he seeing his father like this? Could all of this really just be because he had some strange radio interference yesterday? He had no idea if that could be the cause of his issues, but he knew that he would not be able to get the thoughts out of his head if he didn’t at least try to contact his father.
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Tyler breathed deeply of the steam-filled air, his lungs relishing the moist heat.  He scrubbed his body all over, trying to wash the trauma of the night away with the remnants of his sweat. He went over his decision again as he showered, unsure if he'd made the right choice.  He knew his father was a busy man, so busy that he rarely had time to see his family, and as a consequence they hadn't spoken in years. He wasn't even certain if the number he had would still be valid, but knew if he didn't try there would be no rest for his weary mind. Finishing his shower, he walked through his small house and started a fresh pot of coffee, hating that he needed it. As a rule, he tried to limit his intake of caffeine to soda, sweet tea, and his rare trips to the local chain specializing in over-priced specialty espressos after seeing his grandparents’ addiction to the drug, but he had a feeling that today he would need an extra dose if he wanted to be fully functional. 

As the smell of fresh Colombian blend filled his kitchen he sat down and looked through his phone for the last number he had for his father. He hadn’t spoken to the man in over three years and wasn’t even sure if his father would be willing to say anything to him. He knew his mother had told him that Tyler had relocated, and last he heard the old man wasn’t very happy about it. He dialed the number and put the phone to his ear, suddenly painfully aware of the oppressive silence filling his house. The phone rang and rang, the tiny sound on the other end coming ten times before he stopped counting. He heard his father’s voice say hello and almost responded before it went on to say that he was sorry he couldn’t answer and would you please leave a message. 

“Hey Dad,” he said, hating talking to a machine. “It’s Tyler. I know we haven’t spoken in a while. I hope you’re doing good. I just wanted to call and talk a bit. I’ve had a weird couple of days and I just...well, just give me a call back, OK?” 

He recited the number from memory in case his father had forgotten it and hung up the phone, feeling even worse than he had before he made the call. What had prevented his father from answering the phone? He looked at the clock on his phone and saw it was just after 9. It must be a meeting. Without really thinking about it he decided to call his mother. She answered on the third ring in a frenzy. 

“Tyler, what’s wrong?”

“Hey Mom, nothing I hope. Why?”

“Well, you haven’t called me at 9 a.m. in almost 5 years unless there was a problem.”

“Well, it might be nothing, but I had a strange dream and tried to call Dad.”

“You had a dream you called your father?”

“No. I had a really strange dream that involved Dad, so I just tried to call him to check on him. He didn’t answer.”

“Oh. Well, did you leave a message?”

“Yeah. Have you talked to him lately?”

“Uh...,” she began, seeming unusually defensive. “No. Not really.”

“Not really? Yes, or no, Mom. It was a pretty simple question.”

“It’s been a few months since I’ve had an actual conversation with him, but he sent me a strange text a couple of days ago.”

“What did it say?”

“Not much, really. He just asked if you were safe.”

“Why is that strange?”

“It was just out of the blue. Like I told you before, he seemed to be a bit upset to find out that you had moved to the Smokies, but I don’t think he’s asked me that question since you turned 15.”

“Oh. Did he seem OK?”

“I don’t know, Tyler,” she said, obviously uncomfortable and, he thought, keeping some part of this interaction to herself. “It was just a text. I told him you were fine and that was it.”

“All right,” he said, knowing that once she closed up there was no changing her mind.

“Do you want to tell me about your dream?”

“It was just strange,” he said, slightly touched that she was actually trying to be a mother for the first time in a long time. “I was in a crowd of people with no faces, and then I saw this monster. Dad was behind it. It howled at me and creeped me out. I think I had the dream because there was a coyote outside howling. I heard it when I woke up.”

“You had your windows closed, right? It couldn’t get in could it?”

“Well no, but I’m on the second floor, so it couldn’t have anyway.”

“Keep your windows closed, Tyler. You can’t be too careful with things like this.”

“Mom, I’m on the second floor.”

“I don’t care, Tyler,” she said frantically. “You live down there in that God forsaken place and anything could happen. You could be murdered by...anything. And I’d never know.”

“Mom, what’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she said, a little too fast. “I’m just worried about my only son, honey. You can’t just live down there and let anything happen to you. There are people that care about you”

“I know. I’m not just letting anything happen to me. I’m living.”

“I know. I know. I just worry about you. I don’t want to lose you.”

“You aren’t. Are you sure you’re OK?”

“I’m fine,” she said in a voice that dared him to contradict her.

“Alright. You know you can call me if you ever need anything, right?”

“Of course. Thank you, though. It means a lot that you would say it.”

“No problem. I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, Tyler,” she said, seeming surprised he even said it.

“I hate to go, but I need to get ready for work.”

“Go ahead, honey. And don't hold stock in dreams, OK? Don't let these things get to you.”

“Sure thing, Mom.”

His mind was racing as he hung up the phone. His mother was obviously keeping something to herself. What it was and why, he had no idea. He poured himself a cup of coffee, cutting the bitter darkness with a hefty amount of liquid creamer and grabbed a pack of foil wrapped pastries to eat while he pulled on his clothes.

As he was getting dressed the thought of his father wouldn't leave him. There must be some other way to get in touch with him. But how? He wasn't in touch with anyone from his father’s side of the family. The story he'd always heard was that his grandmother disapproved of the marriage and never forgave it. Meaning she wanted nothing to do with Tyler’s mother and, in consequence, Tyler himself. He suspected this could have something to do with the fact that Tyler’s parents had become serious shortly after the death of Tyler’s grandfather, while his parents were both teenagers. With no grandfather, and a grandmother who pretended he didn’t exist, Tyler didn’t have any real connection to the Randolphs, so family was out of the question. If only he had managed to meet his father's boss, or even get the name of the company he worked for, but that never came up in conversation, which he didn't actually find odd until just now. 

As he pondered this it hit him. Brad. His father's best friend.  He'd practically seen Brad more than he had his own father some years during his childhood. Of course Brad would be able to explain what was going on. In any case, it couldn’t hurt. He dialed the number quickly and waited impatiently until the man answered.

“Hello,” came the familiar rasp that he hadn't heard in years.

“Brad,” he asked, hoping he still had the same number.

“Yeah, who’s this?”

“It’s Tyler Randolph.”

“Little Ty Randolph?! You're not serious!”

“Sure am.”

“What in the world are you up to?”

“Not a whole lot. How are you these days?”

“I'm great, actually. Your mom tells me you're living in the mountains now.”

“Yes sir. I've fallen in love with them.”

“That’s great. If I recall Jack had a particular affinity for the mountains, too.”

“Really? That's pretty cool. Dad is actually one of the reasons I called.”

“Oh,” he said, as if he had already figured that out. “How can I be of assistance, bud?”

“Well, I was trying to get in touch with him, but his phone just went to voicemail. I've had-,” he began, trying to decide if he should tell Brad everything. “I've had a strange couple of days. He's been on my mind.”

“Well, buddy, I don't much know how I can help you. His number is the same, of course.”

“Well, I know. I was actually wondering if you'd spoken to him lately. Maybe he'd told you if he had a meeting this morning, or at least that he was OK.”

“I’m sorry Tyler, I haven't spoken to your dad in a couple of weeks. Last I heard from him he was doing fine, though.  He said he'd been dealing with some difficult things, but that's to be expected. “

“What sort of things?”

“I'm not really sure. He mentioned something about family illness or something. He was in a bit of a hurry and wasn’t making much sense.”

“And that’s the last time you heard from him?”

“Yep. I’m sorry, bud, is everything OK?”

“Well, I don’t know. I had a weird experience yesterday and a strange dream last night and it’s made me really feel like I need to talk to him. I’m afraid something might be wrong,” he said, not realizing just how worried he was about this until the words fell from his mouth. 

“You had a dream?”

“I know it sounds dumb, but it was really weird. My dad was in it, trying to protect me from something. He didn’t look anything like I remember him, though. I could tell it was him, but he looked shriveled, weak.”

“Well, buddy, your dad’s never been a big guy. I remember the day that happened with my dad, though. I used to think he was huge and tough and then one day I looked at him and he was just a normal guy. It can definitely throw you off.”

“I understand that, but I didn’t see him in person, I just dreamed him. I think that’s what strange. He didn’t look like I remember him and it makes me worried. Are you sure he didn’t say anything else?”

“I’m sorry, Tyler, that’s all I know.”

“OK. Thanks, Brad. If you hear from him can you let me know? And tell him to call me?”

“Absolutely, buddy. It’s good to hear from you. I hope you get everything figured out.”

“Thanks, me too. Take care, Brad.”

Silence filled his house again after he hung the phone up. What sort of family illness could his father have been talking about? Or was Brad mistaken about that. Maybe his father had been sick. Could it be that his father had a serious illness and he was in a hospital somewhere? Maybe that’s what his mother was trying to hide. He stopped himself before his mind went farther, knowing what his next “what if” was going to be. It wasn’t possible, though. His father was fine. Whatever was going on here had nothing to do with his father’s health. Why was he so worried to begin with? He’d just had a strange dream and heard a voice on the radio. That’s it. He laughed at himself as the absurdity of his actions sank in. He was seriously sitting here scared to death that his father was in danger because of a silly dream? He must be losing it. 

He put the thoughts of the last 18 hours out of his mind as best he could and finished his makeshift breakfast, knowing he’d be ravenous in a matter of hours. Making sure the coffee pot was off, he closed the door and left for work, turning up the radio as a particularly good song came. As he got closer to work he couldn’t help but think of Amy again, the thought of her face working perfectly to drown out the leftover sense of worry in his mind. 
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Tyler made it to work a few minutes early and managed to fit in a little flirting with Amy before the day really started. As he waited for his own group to fill up so he could take them on the tour of the woods and cave system, he flipped through his phone, letting the day’s latest social media drama pull him out of the world for a moment. Without thinking about it, he checked the weather forecast and was glad to see that there was little chance of rain until the end of the week and no snow for the foreseeable future. 

“Excuse me, sir,” someone in front of him said, pulling him back into the present. “Will we be leaving soon?”

“Let me see,” he said, counting heads and coming up at 9. “I usually prefer to wait until we have a full group, but I think we can make this work. So sure! I’m sorry to have kept y’all waiting. My name is Tyler, and I’ll be your guide for today,” he said, starting his routine with an extra bit of vernacular and Southern charm directed at the lady who had suddenly regained her composure when she caught his smile coming her way.

The tour lasted around 45 minutes, with a nice hike through the woods, past a small cabin built beside the creek that ran from the cave system above. He stopped and opened the door of the old place to let the group see the inside, giving them time to step inside and glance around the large, bare room and ask any questions they desired. After a few moments he redirected their attention to the stream and explained that its source was a freshwater spring deep in the heart of the cave system. It had been the object of much study over the last 20 or so years as the tourism industry grew and local biologists caught what fish and animals they could flowing out in the clear, cool waters. 

After this explanation, he took his group up to the entrance of the cave, where he gave everyone the opportunity to enter or wait, warning them that the floor was moist, steep and led into a cool antechamber that maintained a steady 58 degrees year-round. Everyone was eager to enter the cave and see what sort of strange rock formations they could see, many of them voicing an interest in seeing some form of darkness-loving creature in its natural habitat. As he went through the cavern he felt, like usual, that he was in an amazing place that time had created unintentionally. He loved the cave system and had actually explored far beyond the boundaries he was allowed to go with a group, finding that the miles and miles of caves held more beauty than he could have ever expected. Despite his love for the cavern, he couldn’t keep himself from constantly checking his phone, hoping beyond hope that his father would be calling him back any time.

When his first tour was over and he’d gotten more than one suggestive glance from the mother who had first spoken to him, he said goodbye to them and thanked them for their interest in what he now called “our beautiful mountains”. This was a phrase he loved to use and, since his first time using it around other guides, had become almost part of the script for them as well. 

Sitting down on an old portion of stone wall by the side of the waiting area, he felt the cool breeze blow across his face, hearing the sounds of the forest around him slowly die down as something rustled through the underbrush. The hair on the back of his neck stood up as a twig snapped behind him, causing him to turn around and peer into the darkness. Whatever was there ceased its movements, no more noise coming from the brush before him. He took a step closer to the wall, knowing the decision may not be a wise one if the creature in the woods proved to be a hungry bear that had ventured out in the unusually warm weather to search for a nice mid-winter snack. Silence hung heavily on the air as the sounds of the current tour group followed the beaten path behind their guide, leaving him alone for the moment. His mind ran rampant with images of the monster he’d dreamed about, hearing his father’s pleading tone that he just stay in the car. He leaned forward a bit more, fancying that he could almost make out a shadow in the underbrush.

As he stared into the darkness a sudden sound made him jump nearly out of his skin. A squirrel in a nearby tree, clearly feeling threatened by him, began to bark loudly, breaking the silence. This sound was followed by a sudden thrashing in the woods that made Tyler back away quickly, tripping over the uneven pathway behind him. He froze on the ground, certain he was about to be face to face with the monster from his dream, covering his face when a deer burst through the underbrush. The dainty, frightened animal leaped over the wall, landing a foot from Tyler’s prone figure, bounding away when it realized it had gotten so close to another living being. Tyler turned his head to watch the deer run up the path and back into the woods as it neared the tour group. 

He lay on the ground for a moment, realizing that his heart was beating away at the inside of his rib cage like a prisoner desperately wanting freedom. He began laughing as he realized he’d almost had a heart attack because of a little deer. He laid back completely, putting his hand in a pile of leaves as the laughter rolled and roared out of him while the squirrel above continued in its attempts to annoy him into leaving.

“What’s so funny, City Slicker,” came a voice from behind him.

He sat up quickly, turning to see the cute guide, Amy, standing there, regarding him with a grin that made her whole face light up.

“Oh not much, beautiful. Just had my life threatened by a squirrel and a deer.”

“Wow, you really must not have had many animals back home if those two scare you. Down here we eat those with biscuits and don’t think twice.”

“Is that so,” he asked playfully as he stood and dusted himself off. “That might be something worth trying.”

“It’s something everyone should try at least once,” she said, taking a step closer to him as she did. “I was actually thinking about fixing some on Sunday if you’re interested.”

“You just have deer and squirrel laying around to cook at any time?”

“Deer. I never really liked squirrel.”

“Well, I’ll try anything once.”

“Sunday at my place?”

“If you can stand the company of a Yankee in your humble abode, my sweet Southern Belle,” he said, playfully throwing out the nickname he knew made her laugh.

“I think I can handle one cute one, at least,” she said, blushing as she made the comment.

“Well, let me know when you find one cute enough to tolerate,” he said, stepping over until he was standing right in front of her. “I’d like to shake his hand for winning such a prize.”

“Well,” she said, moving even closer, “I think I might have found one.”

He leaned in, wanting nothing more than to kiss the girl who’d had his attention for months, terrified that she would change her mind. His lips touched hers lightly, before she reacted, pushing into him firmly as he pulled her closer. He had no idea how long they remained like that, but he knew that he didn’t want it to end. Once they finally separated neither knew who had initiated it, but both knew it was the best kiss they’d ever experienced. 

“So, Sunday,” he said, holding her by the waist, feeling like he’d just changed the world.

“Sunday,” she said, looking into his eyes, a look of satisfaction that he would never forget on her face. 

“Your place?”

“Unless you’d rather go somewhere else. I’m only about five minutes from here. You’re welcome to follow me tonight if you’d like to. Just so you can see where it is, of course,” she said, unable to hide her blush as she suggested it. 

“I’d love to,” he replied, feeling like his life had just improved once again. Leaning in, he stole one more kiss before they heard the sound of someone walking back down the trail towards them, signaling the end of the last tour before lunch break.

The pair stepped back, holding hands as they walked to the edge of the path to let the group pass by. Kayla, the other female tour guide with the
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