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Werewolf in Denim

Samuel’s Tale

Every Morning

Chapter One
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Arbor Hills.

Morning. Just like every other one.

The sun’s already up, too bright for how tired I feel. The air smells like mowed grass, gasoline, and honeysuckle. In the mirror, I look the same as yesterday: almost eighteen, scruffy, pretending I know what I’m doing. Blue eyes a little too sharp, a grin that never quite reaches them. My auburn hair fights back no matter how I try to comb it.

Same as always.

So why do I feel different?

I touch the small burn at my collarbone, a pale cross, faint but permanent. The mark left by the silver necklace Mom gave me for my twelfth birthday, before we knew I was “allergic.”

She cried when it blistered. I told her it didn’t hurt much. I lied.

Our house was a small three-bedroom affair. My parents’ room was only a little bigger than mine, though they had their own bathroom. The third bedroom had long since become Mom’s sewing and craft room. My father would sit there sometimes, reading his paper or an old paperback while she worked, the quiet rhythm of scissors and pages turning.

My room fit a single bed, a dresser, and a phone plugged into the wall. I’d never gotten a call. I wasn’t even sure the line worked.

Today’s supposed to be a big deal... graduation day. The kind of day that’s supposed to mean something. But standing here brushing my teeth, I just feel like I’m about to wake up from a dream I won’t remember.

Breakfast smells like memory: bacon, eggs, potato pancakes, maple syrup, and Mom’s white-lily perfume. She’s at the stove, already dressed for the ceremony, smiling like she can hold the world together by sheer will. A full head and a half shorter than me, and nearly as wide. 

Dad’s at the table in his work shirt, smelling of Irish Spring and diesel. He’s my height, and built for work. A mechanic, like he wanted me to be at first. The paper’s open like always, the same creased section he’s read every morning for years.

“Ready for the big day?” he asks. “You earned it, son. Full ride to Samson College. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks,” I say, because it’s what I’m supposed to say.

Mom leans in, kisses my cheek, and hands me a plate stacked too high. Her eyes flick to my neck, to that faint silver scar, and I see the worry twitch at the corner of her smile. She doesn’t say anything. She never does. Just piles on another pancake, like maybe syrup can fix whatever’s broken in me.

“I’m fine, Mom,” I tell her.

She nods, but her fingers linger on my shoulder a second too long before she pulls away.

The school at Arbor Hills was well maintained. Athletics were our pride, though music and dance came close. Our mascot was the marmot, still makes me laugh. Especially when the costume’s oversized head tried to sing along with the band. One hundred and twenty students would be graduating with me today.

School had been easy for me. A pleasure really. I had seen so many television specials where the school was full of drama ... fights, cliques, drugs. Nothing like that happened to me. Not once.

At the ceremony, everything smells like anxiety and new fabric. The gym’s packed, the air thick with hairspray and anticipation. Caps and gowns shuffle, teachers line up, and parents beam like their kid’s the first to ever graduate. I should feel proud, I guess. Instead, I just feel... apart.

When they call my name, Samuel Dare, there’s polite applause, the flash of cameras, the small-town show. I cross the stage, shake the principal’s hand, and for half a second, I see it in his eyes: a flicker of something. Not fear, not exactly, more like instinct.

A pause. A pullback. Then he smiles too wide, and it’s gone.

Afterward there’s noise and hugs and people promising to stay in touch. I stand in the sunlight, holding my diploma, pretending I believe them. The air feels heavy, charged. I can smell the oil from the marching band’s instruments, the heat off the asphalt, even the faint trace of rain miles away that no one else seems to notice.

Everyone else talks about the future. I just stare at the horizon.

Something’s coming. I don’t know what, but it’s close. For the first time in my life, I’m not sure if I should be running toward it, or away.

I believe people live in cycles. Not seasons... cycles.

For example, toddlers had the terrible twos. The difficult years of adolescents. Teenagers in the rebellious teens, and adults had... well, the midlife crisis.

In high school I wrote a whole theory about these cycles. I had a cycle for every year, because while a birthday doesn’t denote change, experience does. I called it SAM: Study and Analyzation of Mankind. A little hubris on my part, a little ego. Or was it id? Did I need the immediate validation of my idea by using the name?

Most people thought it was charming. A few thought it was worrying. For me it was just... true.

Because people are predictable.

Patterns.
Habits.
Repeating behaviors.
Everything in the world made sense if you could just map it.

Everything except perhaps, myself.

Still seventeen, and none of the predictable patterns fit anymore. Not mine. Lately, not anyone else’s. Not even the world’s.

Something was shifting.

I feel it in the back of my teeth. Odd thing to say, even more to think, but it’s true. I dream of storms and claws. I wake with mud under my nails. I don’t own a dog, but I smell like one at times. 

In the daylight I’m just Sam.

Just a kid in denim and old sneakers. Just a student drifting through a life that felt one size too small. Just a boy who believed understanding people meant he didn’t have to become anything unfamiliar.

I was wrong about that.

Very wrong.

Summer came early to Arbor Hills. The heat settled into the streets like it meant to stay, thick enough to slow traffic and make the asphalt shine.

For the summer, I took a job. The internship isn’t much, seasonal work for the Parks and Wildlife Department. Mostly maintenance, some data logging, and whatever else the rangers don’t feel like doing. It’s not glamorous, but it’s quiet, and quiet suits me fine.

Mr. Halpern, the lead ranger, meets me by the tool shed on the first day. Mid-forties, built like the trees he tends, broad, rooted, patient. He also had brownish hair, though it was greying in patches. He shakes my hand, firm and steady. His pulse drums slow and sure under his skin, like the rhythm of an old song.

“You’re the college kid, right?” he says. “Got your full ride already lined up?”

“Yes, sir.” I like his smile. I like his grip. 

“Good. Means you’ll probably show up on time.” He grins, passing me a pair of gloves and a faded green uniform shirt. “We take care of the small stuff here. Trails, trees, people who can’t read the ‘No Littering’ signs. Don’t overthink it.”

I don’t. I just breathe.

God, what a thing it is to breathe out here.

The air smells alive, pine needles crushed underfoot, wet moss clinging to stones, a tang of sap that sticks to the back of my throat. It’s like the whole forest exhales around me.

By noon, I’ve trimmed brush, cleared a fallen limb, and hauled trash bags that should feel heavier than they do. Sweat runs down my back, but my arms don’t ache. Mr. Halpern’s breathing hard beside me, but I’m just... fine. Better than fine. Energized, even.

We take lunch by the lake. He talks about his years in service, his kids in college, the slow crawl of funding cuts. I listen, half there, half somewhere else.

There’s movement in the water, ripples spreading, then stilling. I can smell the fish beneath the surface, the wet iron tang of scales, the algae clinging to the rocks. It’s too much, too vivid.

“Something wrong, kid?” Halpern asks.

I blink, force a smile. “Just... the heat.”

He nods, satisfied, and goes back to his sandwich.

But something in the trees is watching. I don’t see it, not really. I feel it, a shape just beyond thought, older than words. A wildness pressed flat against the edges of the day.

When I close my eyes, I almost hear it whisper. Not in words, but in rhythm. The same rhythm as Halpern’s pulse, the same beat as the wind through leaves.

Come home.

Later, as we pack up, a deer bursts across the trail, fast, terrified. Before I know it, I’ve dropped the rake and I’m after it. My legs move on their own, lungs burning with joy instead of exhaustion. The world narrows to motion and heartbeat.

I can’t quite catch it, but I’m close. The deer vanishes into the woods, gone like smoke. I stop, panting, unsure why I ran.

Mr. Halpern catches up, hands on his knees, eyes wide. “Son, you trying to give me a heart attack?”

I laugh, shaky. “Guess I got carried away.”

He studies me, breath still ragged. “You’re fast,” he says, not quite a compliment.

I shrug. “Good shoes.”

But when I look down, my shoes are caked in mud up to the laces. I don’t even remember stepping in anything that would have left a trace.

The mornings are easier in the woods. Out there, things make sense. The forest breathes at its own pace, steady, patient, honest. No voices to cut through the rhythm, no eyes watching. Just wind through pine needles, the creak of bark, the whisper of insects trading secrets.

The more time I spend beneath those trees, the more I realize how loud people are. Even when they’re quiet, they hum. Their phones buzzing, thoughts racing, hearts thudding too fast. The forest has none of that. It’s clean. Pure. Like something that remembers me.

I stop for tea most mornings before work, the corner store on Main, the one that smells like cardboard and fryer grease. Same clerk, same Styrofoam cups, same quiet start to the day.

But that morning, everything feels off.

There’s a man near the door, slumped beside the magazine rack. He doesn’t look like he belongs in Arbor Hills, too thin, too dirty, eyes sunken deep as if he’s been chasing ghosts. When I pass, his head jerks up.

He smiles. It’s the kind of smile that makes you feel colder, not warmer.
“Got any change, kid?”
His voice is wet somehow. Not sick, just wrong.

The smell hits before the words finish, sweat and rot, something spoiled under it, like meat left in the sun. It clings to the air, heavy and thick. I gag, just once, then pull a few crumpled bills from my pocket and hand them over without thinking.

He laughs, a dry, rasping thing, and pockets the cash. “Bless you,” he says, and the words taste like rust.

I can still smell him as I leave. Still smell him halfway down the block. Still smell him after I start running.

By the time I reach the park gates, I’ve realize I’ve forgotten my tea. My pulse is too loud, the air too sharp. Everything in me is screaming to wash it off.

I scrub my hands at the sink behind the ranger’s office until the water runs hot and clear. I didn’t touch him, but it doesn’t matter. The scent lingers, in my nose, on my skin, inside my thoughts.

I can’t breathe until I’m in the trees again.

The moment I step off the path, the world softens. The forest doesn’t just smell different, it feels different. Cooler. Wiser. Like it knows what I’m running from, especially since I don’t. 

I drop to my knees and press my palms into the soil. The earth is damp, alive. I close my eyes, breathing deep, pine, moss, the faint sweetness of decay that’s natural, clean. Slowly, the other smell fades.

It takes time, but eventually it disperses. 

When I open my eyes, the forest feels closer than before.
Like it’s leaning in.
Like it’s whispering, You belong here.
And maybe I do.
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Chapter Two
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A dream. It starts in the woods.

Not the park close to where I live, but older. Wilder. Trees taller than cathedrals, roots thick as rivers, moonlight cutting through in thin, trembling blades. Everything glows silver and blue, the air sharp enough to taste. I can hear things breathing... foxes, birds, maybe even the soil itself.

Somewhere close, something else breathes too. Heavy. Measured. Familiar.

I walk without knowing where I’m going. The ground is soft under my bare feet, and each step feels like a heartbeat, mine, but deeper. My body hums with it. The rhythm pulls me forward until I reach a clearing.

There’s water there, black as glass. The surface ripples before I touch it, as if it already knows I’m coming. I kneel, staring down, and the face that looks back isn’t mine. Not exactly.

Same eyes, same grin... but wild. Teeth sharper. Skin paler. There’s no reflection of the moon behind me, only fur at the edges, as if something waits just beneath the skin.

The air thickens. The scent of pine twists into iron. Somewhere in the distance, a howl rises. Long, lonely, perfect. It pulls at my ribs like a hook. I open my mouth and...

The dream twist and I stand in the middle of the city. The big one that I had gone to as a child. Not just town. The actual city. 

The press of bodies around me is not as stifling as the press of their minds, the relentless beating of their hearts. The smell. It is always the worse. The stench. Some are unwashed or sweaty. Even those clean carry their own decay. Unlike the forest, it isn’t clean. It isn’t pure.

I shower each day, though my father told me every other day was sufficient. I don’t know why he believes this, clearly it’s not true. Perhaps his senses don’t work quite like mine.

The city begins to collapse, a building at a time. Not by some disaster, rather is if time had finally caught up to them. I stand alone in the middle of what was once a city, now only open streets. Then the streets collapse, taking me with them. 

I wake.

Sheets tangled, heart thudding, air heavy with sweat and the faint smell of damp leaves. The window’s open, curtain fluttering in the early breeze. For a moment I swear I can still hear that howl echoing in the distance.

Then I laugh.

Because really, what else could it be? Some stress dream, some leftover nerves from graduation and work and the weight of the future. Everyone dreams weird things sometimes. Everyone smells phantom scents or hears the night talking.

I’m not special.

Just ordinary Sam Dare. Almost eighteen, human, probably too much imagination for my own good.

Anything else would just be vanity.

My birthday came and went a month ago.

It wasn’t much of a day, not that it ever really was. Mom and Dad said they were still saving up for my “real” present. Something special, they promised. We’d celebrate later, once bills eased up. Fair enough. Things are tight. They’ve always been tight.

Dad works, mom stays home and tends the house and her crafts. At least there was always someone home. It wasn’t exactly lonely.

So tonight, a month late, the house is full of people I barely know. Aunts, uncles, cousins from somewhere upstate. A few neighbors. Everyone smells like perfume, aftershave, and too much casserole. Their laughter fills the kitchen, bounces off the walls like static.

I stand near the table, smiling in all the right places.

They talk around me, not to me. They always have.

Mom sets down the cake, chocolate, store-bought, “Happy Birthday Sam” written in careful blue frosting. She looks tired but happy, her eyes shimmering with the effort to make the night feel like something. Dad pats my shoulder, proud and solid.

For a moment, I almost feel normal.

Then I blow the candles out. I was supposed to make a wish, but I couldn’t think of anything I really wished to have. 

Everyone claps, cheers, starts grabbing slices. The moment passes. Someone I’m related to but couldn’t name asks what I’ll study at college. When I answer, they nod politely and drift away mid-sentence.

It’s fine. That’s how it goes.

I learned a long time ago not to take it personally.

When people forget you, overlook you, or just don’t notice you’re still standing there, you learn to “do the Sam.”

That’s what I call it.

When someone forgets my name, I forget theirs. When someone cancels plans, I don’t make new ones. When people give me half their attention, I give them half of mine. It’s not revenge. It’s balance.

It’s what keeps me from caring too much.

So I do the Sam tonight. I smile, nod, say thank you. I open a few cards, pretend not to notice there’s no gift. I listen to my relatives talk about people I’ve never met, places I’ve never been.

I fade into the background like I always do.

The forest remembers me more than they do.

When it’s over, I help clean up, take out the trash, and step outside. The air’s cool, thick with summer’s end. I can smell rain on the way, the faint electric buzz of lightning far off.

For a second, I think I hear a low growl under the thunder.

It might just be my stomach. Might be the wind.

Or maybe the night just knows my name better than they do.

Morning again. The kind of morning that still smells like last night’s rain, fresh, clean, and just a little cold around the edges.

I step out the front door with my pack slung over my shoulder, ready for another day at the park. Mom and Dad follow close behind, both of them grinning in a way that immediately makes me suspicious.

Then I see it.

In the driveway, gleaming under a strip of sunlight, sits a brand-new moped. Red paint, chrome handles, a giant white bow tied around the seat like something out of a commercial.

I stop dead.

Dad tosses me a small ring of keys, the metal catching the light. “Yeah, I know,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve been a shit parent sometimes. Not always able to get you what you wanted or needed. But I didn’t forget, Sam. Just didn’t want to shame folks for showing up to your party without gifts.”

I can’t find words for a second. Just stand there, keys in hand, feeling something twist in my chest. “Thanks,” I finally manage. “Really, Dad. Mom. This is... this is amazing.”

Mom smiles, proud and teary. Dad shrugs, pretending not to care, but I can see the warmth hiding behind the gruffness.

I sit on the moped, feeling the weight of it beneath me, small, solid, perfect. I turn the key. Nothing happens.

Dad chuckles, steps forward, and points to the handlebar. “You gotta hold the clutch in first, then twist. Like this.”

I try again, and the little engine sputters to life. The sound is sharp, steady, alive, thrumming up through my bones.

He nods, showing me the rest, brakes, throttle, turning. He’s patient, which is rare. Normally, he’s all bark and motion. But this morning, he slows down. Explains things. Makes sure I understand.

It’s not fancy, but it’s something real.

When I take it down the street for a short loop, I catch Mom waving from the porch. Dad’s arm rests over her shoulder. For the first time in a long while, I see them as they must’ve been before life got heavy, younger, easier, still believing the world might give something back if you just worked hard enough.

I don’t know much about happiness, but I know what it feels like right now.
Simple. Bright. Quiet.
I ride past the corner store, the one with the homeless man. The space where he sat is empty now, but the smell drifts through my memory, faint and sour. I push it aside.

Today isn’t for that. Today’s for the road, freedom, the wind in my face and the sound of my father’s voice teaching me how not to fall.

For today, that is enough.

It started with a candy wrapper.

Bright red, caught in the grass beside the trailhead. A woman stood over it, phone in hand, scrolling like the world would wait until she was done. From her fingers dropped another, similar wrapper, I stepped closer.

“Ma’am,” I said, keeping my voice polite. “You can’t leave that here. We’ve got bins right by the sign.”

She sighed, like I’d just ruined her day. “It’s just one piece. Someone else dropped the other. You get paid for this, right? You pick it up.”

I smiled, the kind that doesn’t reach the eyes. “That’s not really how it works.”

She rolled hers, muttered something about “kids with attitudes,” and turned away. I bent down to grab the wrapper myself. That’s when I heard it...

Crack.

Not loud. Not obvious. But wrong.

A sound deep in the bones of the forest, like something splitting that shouldn’t.

I straightened, scanning the trees. Wind moved through the leaves, whispering low. The old oak by the bend... the one the rangers called “Grandfather,” shuddered, its trunk twisting in slow motion.

“Move!” I shouted.

She didn’t. Maybe she thought I was joking. Maybe she didn’t believe what she was seeing.

I didn’t think... I exploded into motion.

I hit her shoulder-first, hard enough to knock her off her feet and into the ditch beside the path. The air left her lungs in a startled grunt. Then the world exploded in splinters.

The tree came down like thunder. 

The tree didn’t fall clean.

It tore free, roots ripping out of the earth with a wet, grinding sound, dirt and stone spraying like shrapnel. Branches snapped midair, one smashing the trail sign flat, another burying itself into the dirt where the woman’s head had been a heartbeat before.

Silence followed.

The kind that presses against your ears.

I lay half on top of her in the ditch, breath knocked out of me, heart hammering so hard it blurred the edges of my vision. Dust drifted down through the sunlight, slow and unreal. Leaves fluttered like stunned birds.

She started screaming.

Not words... just sound. High, broken, panicked. Her hands clawed at my shirt, nails digging into my shoulder like she thought I might vanish too.

“It... it just...” she gasped. “It almost...”

“I know,” I said, still catching my breath. My voice sounded too calm in my own ears. “You’re okay. You’re okay.”

I rolled off her and stood.

The oak lay across the path, split lengthwise, its heartwood exposed, pale, raw, steaming faintly in the cool air. 

Grandfather hadn’t been ancient. Oaks can live for nearly a thousand years, though most typically reach around six hundred. Grandfather was only a bit over two hundred years old.

Trees don’t generally die without cause or sign.

The woman scrambled to her feet, phone shaking in her hand. She swung it toward the wreckage, then toward me.

“You shoved me,” she said. Not accusing yet. Confused. Trying to line things up in her head.

“Yeah,” I said. “I did.”

“You hurt me.”

I looked at her. Dirt-streaked leggings. Scraped palms. No blood. No broken bones. Alive.

“You’re alive,” I said instead.

That’s when the shaking started... in her, then in me.

Other hikers were running up the trail now, voices rising, questions colliding into noise. Someone shouted for help. Someone else started filming. I smelled adrenaline, fear, sweat, too sharp, too clear.

Mr. Halpern arrived at a run, radio crackling at his shoulder. He took one look at the fallen tree, then at the woman, then at me.

“Sam,” he said slowly. “What happened?”

I opened my mouth.

For half a second, I considered lying.

Then I remembered the crack. The warning. The way my body had moved before my mind caught up.

“It started to fall,” I said. “She didn’t move. I did.”

He studied my face, searching for something. I didn’t know what he found there, but his jaw tightened.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

I nodded. Too quickly.

The woman rounded on him. “He knocked me down! He attacked me!”

Halpern held up a hand. “Ma’am, take a breath. You were nearly crushed by a twenty-ton oak.”

“That doesn’t give him the right...”

“It does,” Halpern said flatly. “If he saved your life.”

Her mouth opened. Closed.

Phones were still pointed at us. Red lights blinking. Recording.

I suddenly became very aware of how hard my heart was still pounding. How warm my skin felt. How good it had felt to move like that.

Too good.

“Sam,” Halpern said again, lower now. “I need you to sit down.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“I didn’t ask.”

I sat.

I noted my hands were still shaking from before, not from fear, but from something like aftershock. Like I’d almost done something else. Something worse.

As the crowd buzzed and the woman’s voice rose again, I looked at the broken oak.

For a moment, while I couldn’t see the length of the tree, I could swear it smelled off. I wondered if perhaps the tree hadn’t fallen by accident at all.

The forest had warned me.

And I had listened.

Which meant, sooner or later, it might expect something back.

They took me immediately to the clinic. Mr. Halpern insisted, even though I told him I felt fine, which was true, at least on the outside. The nurse there looked at my torn clothes and raised an eyebrow. “Where’s the injury?”

“I guess I heal fast,” I said, half-joking.

She didn’t laugh. Just told me to sit still while she checked my vitals. Everything was normal. Pulse steady. Temperature cool. Not a single scratch.

Halpern drove me back to the park in silence. Every few miles I caught him glancing my way, like he was waiting for me to fall apart. I didn’t. The only thing torn was my uniform.

Back at the station, he handed me a fresh uniform, shirt and pants, folded neatly, no questions asked.

In the locker room, I peeled off the old one. The fabric was torn and stiff with dried blood around the rips. Mine.

I stood there for a long moment, staring at my skin in the mirror. Unmarked.

Whole.

I dressed without saying anything.

“I’m going to take a walk,” I told him. “Clear my head.”

He studied me, then nodded. “Don’t go far.”

I didn’t argue. Maybe he understood more than he let on.

.

I take the long way into the trees, past the marked trails and the neat little signs that pretend the forest is tame. The air’s still unsettled, carrying the faint tang of splintered wood and rain-soaked soil. Somewhere behind me, radios crackle and voices rise and fall, but they fade fast.

Out here, it’s quieter.

Not silent... never silent... but honest.

I walk until my legs should ache. They don’t. My breath stays even, my pulse calm, like nothing happened at all. That bothers me more than it should.

I stop where the ground dips low and a fallen log bridges a narrow stream. I’ve sat here before, eaten lunches, watched water slip over stones. Today the water smells sharp, mineral-heavy. Recent break. Recent fear.

I crouch and run my fingers through the stream. Cold. Clear. Real.

“Did you see that?” I ask the woods, feeling ridiculous the second the words leave my mouth.

The forest doesn’t answer.

But it doesn’t pull away either.

I sit on the log, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. When I close my eyes, I don’t see the tree falling. I see the moment just before, the crack, the warning, the certainty. No hesitation. No thought. Just action.

That’s what scares me.

Not that I responded.

That I didn’t have to decide.

People talk about instincts like they’re small things. Gut feelings. Hunches. This was bigger than that. It felt... old. Like something I’d practiced long before I ever needed.

I touch my collarbone again, fingers brushing the faint cross-shaped scar. Silver. Mom’s necklace. The way it burned like my skin was rejecting it, pushing it out.

“Allergic,” the doctor had said.

Yeah. Sure.

I hadn’t healed from that though. Not instantly. Not ever. 

A breeze moves through the trees, stirring the leaves. I smell sap, wet bark, something animal and clean. My shoulders loosen without my instruction.

You saved her.

The words aren’t spoken aloud. They don’t come from anywhere I can point to. They just arrive, settling in my chest like truth.

“I know,” I whisper.

Another thought follows, quieter but sharper.

What more can you do?

I stand abruptly, heart kicking harder now. That thought isn’t right. It doesn’t feel like mine. It feels like a door I shouldn’t open yet.

“I’m not...” I start, then stop. I don’t even know what I’m denying.

The forest exhales.

Not approval.

Not judgment.

Patience.

I head back toward the ranger station as the light shifts, shadows stretching longer between the trunks. My boots crunch on gravel when I rejoin the path, the sound jarring after so much quiet.

By the time I see the roof of the shed through the trees, my hands are steady again.

On the outside, at least.

Something has started.

I don’t know what it wants from me yet.

But I know this much, with a clarity that settles deep in my bones: The forest knows me. It is willing to protect me. Unlike others, it will never forget. 

The woods were different in the late afternoon.

They looked the same, sure. trees where they’d always been, paths winding where I’d walked a hundred times, but the air carried weight now. The kind of stillness that follows lightning.

I walked until the trail narrowed into deer paths. The sound of town life thinned, then vanished entirely. Only the forest remained.

The smell was rich, tree sap, loam, the faint sweetness of fungus and rain. Every breath steadied me. Every step quieted the noise in my skull.

And then I noticed it.

The forest was... listening.

Leaves stilled as I passed. Birds shifted on their branches but didn’t flee. Even the insects paused, the air thick with waiting.

A fox stepped out from between two trees, its coat bright as fresh copper. It should have bolted at the sight of me.

It didn’t.

Instead, it tilted its head and sniffed, curious.

I crouched without thinking, palms open. It came closer, close enough that I could feel the warmth of its breath against my fingers.

We stayed like that for a moment.

Man and creature.

Neither afraid.

Then it blinked, turned, and vanished into the underbrush.

I don’t know how long I wandered after that. The light shifted, gold bleeding slowly into gray. The forest began to hum, low, steady, the same pulse I’d felt within the fallen tree.

When I finally stopped, I stood before the splintered remains of the oak.

The smell of sap still hung heavy in the air, sharp and sweet.

I pressed my hand to the trunk. The bark was rough, but warm. A faint vibration ran through it, like a heartbeat.

For a moment, I swore I heard something, not words, not exactly, but something deeper.

We saw you.
We know you.
You are ours.
I pulled my hand back, heart thundering.

“I’m just Sam,” I whispered, my voice small in the quiet. “Just me.”

The forest said nothing.

It didn’t need to.

When I turned to leave, the wind shifted, and every branch bent, just slightly, in the same direction.

Toward me.

By the time I reached the road, the sky had gone violet. My moped waited by the gate, quiet, patient. I started it and rode home, refusing to look at the trees as I passed.

But even over the hum of the engine, I could feel it.

The rhythm.
The heartbeat.
The forest, breathing with me.
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Chapter Three
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Dad fell at breakfast.

Not dramatically... no outcry, no widow-maker clutch at his chest. Just the scrape of a chair, the soft clink of a spoon against a mug, and then Dad slumped forward as if he’d been asked to sit and simply forgot how.

Mom screamed. One raw sound. Then everything sped up and slowed down all at once.

I jumped up from my chair and ran to his side. Thought I could lift him, drag him back out of whatever was closing around his ribs. I shoved the chair back, reached for him, and felt the room go hollow, like a place with edges but no center.

His skin was still warm under my palms. His face looked ridiculous with sleep, like a man who’d dozed off reading the paper. His hand lay loose in mine.

There was no searing pain. No dramatic struggle. Just a slide into silence, and then the light in his eyes was gone.

I called 911 before I remembered to breathe.

Mom kept saying his name over and over, as if the right arrangement of sound might force him to open his eyes.

The paramedics came with practiced hands and flat voices. They did things, compressions, a cold plastic mask. I watched as though it were someone else’s body laid out on a stage. Not Dad. I had no idea how they knew what to do. I wish I had known.

One of the men murmured, “We did all we could,” the way people do when the truth is both smaller and larger than anything you want to hear.

He was forty-four.

Forty-four, and suddenly everything that came before, years of small choices, stubborn silences, and quiet labor, folded inward and stopped.

After they took him away, the house felt amiss. His coffee cup sat on the counter like evidence. Mom stood in the kitchen with flour on her apron from a pie she’d started and never finished. She looked smaller than I’d ever seen her.

She cried, but not properly. More like someone surprised they still remembered how.

The funeral was the kind towns do well: tidy, respectful. Men from the yard and the school, rows of people with soft faces and the same puzzled sympathy in their eyes.

How do you look at a man’s son and know what to say?

I thanked people I barely knew because that’s what you do. You nod. You accept casseroles. You sign cards.

They offered words.

“He was a good man.”
“Worked hard.”
“Always had a kind word.”
I said thank you because feeling anything else felt like theft.

Afterward came the details I’d never cared about before... forms, signatures, appointments. The insurance agent’s smile held both business and practiced solace. There was a policy. Enough, they said, after a lot of careful talking, to pay off the mortgage and let Mom stay in the house.

“He was prudent,” someone said.

It felt both hollow and precious.

I thought of Dad at the kitchen table, grease under his nails, calluses earned from honest work. He hadn’t seen a doctor in years. Wouldn’t take pills even when I begged. Shrugged off pain like bad weather.

He’d been tough in a way that left him brittle. I wondered if perhaps that was his form of “doing the Sam.” Treating life as it had treated him. 

Mom didn’t know how to work, not outside the house. She’d kept the lists, the lunches, the holidays. A choice they’d made when I was small, one that once looked like love or kindness. Now, suddenly that choice demanded that someone learn a language they’d never spoken.

The insurance would buy time. A roof. Groceries. A little comfort.

It wouldn’t bring him back.

At night, I stand at the back door and look toward the trees as if they might offer the right words. They don’t. They only breathe.

The forest feels older now. More patient. Like something that’s known this kind of ending long before humans bothered with calendars.

I go there to touch wood and remember solidity. I come back with soil under my nails and a hollow in my chest that isn’t the kind the forest knows how to fill.

Sometimes I still expect his voice, telling me to check the oil, tighten a hinge, fix that creaky step. When it doesn’t come, I do the things anyway.

The house needs maintenance. The bills need paying.

People keep bringing casseroles and sympathy, stacking them up like firewood against winter. Mom moves through bank forms and phone calls with a careful slowness that makes me want to stand behind her and carry the weight myself.

I don’t cry much. Not the river-breaking kind books promise.

Mostly, I feel small, like someone turned down the sound on the world and left me holding the remote.

I ride the moped slower now.

Like someone whose hands remember how to move forward, but whose heart needs time to relearn.

Always the thought edges in, what if I had done more? What if I’d listened harder to that quiet in the trees, pulled him clear the way I did the woman by the trail?

The rational part of me knows better. You can’t carry another man’s heart in your hands. It isn’t a thing you can save.

But the other part, the animal part that feels the forest’s breath, doesn’t care about reason. It wants to test whether blood or bone or some stubborn refusal could have changed the ending. It wants to rage.

I let it simmer. I bury the heat in work and in the forest.

The house is quieter now. I can hear Mom moving from room to room, doing things she’s never had to do before, and it makes me proud in a way that hurts. The insurance will keep the house. That practical last gift from Dad. Calm, simple, necessary. His gift wraps around us like something both tender and sharp.

We will eat. The heater will work. Mom won’t have to step into a world she doesn’t yet know alone, not if she doesn’t want to.

Still, something inside me pulls at the seams.

The life I’d been planning, the college, the ordinary measure of days. It all feels like it’s being layered over with something else now, something heavier. I look at the trees and imagine a road that goes somewhere other than the house where my mother rearranges furniture in muted shock.

The forest offers no solutions. Only steadiness. Sap and root and the patience of things that outlast grief.

It’s enough for a moment. It’s not forever.

When night falls, I sit on the driveway with the moped’s engine cool beneath me, hands resting on the handlebars. I think about the strange cruelty of losing someone who never taught you how to live without them. I think about the way grief rearranges small truths into new shapes.

I think about leaving.

How maybe leaving is a betrayal. Maybe, though, it’s the only way to learn how to be honest with myself.

I don’t know which it is yet.

I only know the quiet that remains is louder than I ever thought possible.

We buried Dad on a Wednesday.

The town had gone back to normal by Thursday.

I stayed long enough to help Mom sort through paperwork and casseroles, the kinds of things people leave behind when they don’t know what else to offer. The house felt strange without his voice, too clean, too still. The chair by the window sat empty, a coffee ring forever marking the table beside it.

A week passed before I told her I was leaving.

She was folding laundry when I said it. The sound of fabric was louder than my voice.

“Mom,” I began, “I’m going to move to Samson early. The dorms are open, and my scholarship covers the room and meals.”

She didn’t look up right away. “You’re leaving already?”

“I’ll be back,” I said quickly. “Every other weekend. I promise. Just in case you need something.”

She set down the shirt she was folding and finally looked at me. Her eyes were tired, not from lack of sleep, but from losing the reason to wake up.

“What do I need, Sam?” she asked softly. “When the man I married is no more? I don’t need anything, because without him I am nothing.”

The words hit like a slap.

“Mom, that’s not true.”

She smiled, but it wasn’t kind. “Isn’t it? For twenty years I cooked his meals, washed his clothes, made this house a home so he could come back to something warm. That was my job. My life. Now the job’s gone. The life’s gone. What am I supposed to be now?”

I took the sheet from her hands and pulled her into the living room. There, I sat beside her on the couch. The air between us smelled faintly of detergent and dust.

“You’re supposed to be you, Mom,” I said. “The same person who held everything together when he worked double shifts. The one who made sure I had lunches and clean clothes and a home that felt safe. You’re as much a part of this family as he ever was.”

Her eyes filled but didn’t break. “Am I?”

I didn’t have an answer good enough for that. The silence pressed in like fog.

She looked down at her hands, soft, calloused in small places, forever busy. “I don’t know how to be anything else,” she whispered. “He took care of the world, and I took care of him. That was the deal. Now I’m still here, and he’s not, and I don’t know the rules anymore.”

I reached out and took her hand. “Then we’ll learn them together.”

“You’ll be gone. I’ll be alone.” She sat heavily into the couch cushion, pushing against the back of the seat.

I leaned over and wrapped her in my arms, “You will never be alone mom. You just need time to find yourself and your peace.” 

She nodded, but the motion was more habit than belief.

My last day at the park came sooner than I wanted.

I just needed to leave. Find myself. It sounds trite, I know, but so does most truth when you say it out loud. My life had centered around my dad, more than I realized. Losing him pulled something loose inside me. I needed distance. I needed quiet. I needed to find my peace.

Mr. Halpern met me by the tool shed, same as the first day. Arms crossed, faded cap pulled low, boots planted like he’d grown there. He glanced at the moped, then back at me.

“Guess you’re moving up in the world,” he said.

“Guess so.”

He didn’t ask why I was leaving. He already knew, or at least he knew enough. College. Hours. The stretch of road between here and Samson too long for someone without a license and with too many responsibilities pulling in opposite directions. 

The truth was simpler, and harder: I couldn’t be everywhere at once. I wasn’t good at letting people down, especially face to face.

“I’ll still come by,” I said. “Every other weekend. Help out if you need.”

Halpern smiled, the kind that settles instead of flashes. “We’ll hold you to it, kid.”

He stuck out his hand. I shook it, and for a second I almost told him everything. About the tree, the blood on my shirt, the lack of wounds, the way the forest’s heartbeat had started to feel like my own.

But what do you even say?

Hey, Mr. Halpern. Turns out I’m probably not human.

So instead I said, “Thanks. For everything.”

He nodded, like that was enough. Like maybe it was. “You did good here, Sam,” he said. “You listen better than most people.”

Then, after a pause, softer, “The woods like that.”

After he drove off, I walked the trail one last time.

The air was warm, thick with pollen and memory. The forest was loud with the quiet kind of noise, wind through branches, the faint rush of wings, the creak of roots shifting beneath the soil. Every step felt like stepping through time.

I stopped at the old oak’s roots, what was left of them. A few shoots had pushed up around the now filled in hole, stubborn little things determined to live. I crouched and ran my fingers in the soil.

“Well,” I said softly, “looks like I’m heading out for a bit. College and all that. I’ll be back every two weeks, though. You know, just in case you need something.”

The words made me laugh.

The same promise I’d given Mom. The same promise to Mr. Halpern. The same lie meant to sound like comfort.

But the trees didn’t laugh.

They rustled, low and patient, a sound that rolled through branches and into the soil beneath my feet. The wind didn’t carry it away this time. It stayed.

They heard me.

Maybe it was the breeze. Maybe not. But the forest seemed to shift, not toward me this time, just... aware.

I closed my eyes and breathed deep. Oak. Damp earth. The faint sweetness of decay, scents that felt more like home than the house I’d just left behind.

“I’ll come back,” I whispered.

The branches answered in a soft whisper of their own, a language older than promises.

They had time.

They would wait.

And they would be ready when I returned.

That night, I packed.

Not much, a few shirts, jeans, notebooks. The house was too quiet for conversation. Mom had gone to bed early. Or maybe she was just lying still in the dark. I didn’t check.

Before I left, I walked through the kitchen one last time. The clock ticked steady on the wall. Dad’s jacket still hung by the door. I touched it without meaning to, the fabric rough, the scent of soap and oil still faint in the weave.

Outside, the air was cool and clear, filled with the smell of rain waiting to fall. The moped started on the first try. I didn’t look back at the house until I reached the end of the street. The lights were still on in the kitchen window.

Mom would be fine. For now. The insurance. The neighbors. The church ladies. They’d make sure she ate and slept and didn’t fade too fast.

I told myself that was enough.

The wind cut cold across my face as I turned toward
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