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A Rose in the Forest
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"I WANT SYLVIE TO GO to college," Logan said, watching his ex-wife layer mayonnaise onto a sandwich.

"She doesn't seem interested," Lana replied casually.

"Dana’s at a big university in Illinois. She started last September and she's happy," Logan said. He glanced up toward the ceiling. "Sylvie!" he called.

"She doesn’t have to if she doesn’t want to," Lana said, taking a bite of her sandwich.

Sylvie clattered down the stairs, dragging her hand along the banister.

"Do you want to go to college?" Logan asked sharply.

"I don’t think so," Sylvie Langly said softly.

"And where would we get the money?" Lana asked, wiping her mouth.

"Government grants," Logan answered. He turned back to Sylvie. "What do you plan to do with your life?"

"I don't know. I guess I'll look for a job soon," Sylvie said, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

"Logan, leave her alone," Lana said.

"Stay out of this," Logan snapped.

"I just graduated last June! I don't even know what I want yet!" Sylvie said, rolling her eyes. I hate arguing with them, she thought bitterly.

Logan scowled and lurched two steps toward her. "You better watch that! I know what's best for you. Too bad your mother doesn’t guide you better."

"Give me a break, Dad! What makes you think you can just show up and bark orders?" Sylvie yelled.

Logan's hand rose, deliberate and slow, before slapping her across the face with a heavy thwack.

Sylvie grabbed her purse off the kitchen counter and bolted out the door, her chest tight with anger and hurt.

Lana rushed after her, heart hammering, peering out the door to see where Sylvie had gone.

"She won’t get far. She doesn’t have much money," Logan said.

"She has some," Lana snapped, grabbing her wallet and keys before bolting out the door.

She jumped into her car but couldn’t spot Sylvie anywhere. Maybe she had run the other way.

Hands trembling, Lana whipped the car around and floored the gas pedal.

Still no sign of Sylvie. Heart hammering, Lana raced toward Interstate 65.

She merged onto the freeway, speeding up, scanning the roadside. Panic clawed at her chest.

Realizing Sylvie wasn’t there, Lana veered toward an exit—but a blaring horn split the air.

In seconds, two cars slammed into her from different sides, sending her car spinning wildly across the busy freeway.

Metal screamed. Tires shrieked. The world tilted.

Lana’s car smashed into a stand of old trees.

The impact crushed the front end—and her legs along with it.

Trapped, blood trickling down her forehead, she gasped once.

Darkness closed in.

Lana woke the next day to a blur of light and throbbing pain.

"Mom?" Sylvie’s voice broke through the haze.

Lana blinked and stared at the heavy white casts on her legs.

Her stomach growled, and her body screamed for a pain pill.

Sylvie sprinted out. "She's awake!" she called.

A nurse in purple scrubs hurried in, her hair pulled into a bun so tight it looked painful.

"How are we feeling?" she asked, handing Lana a small cup with a pill inside.

"I'm starving," Lana mumbled.

"Of course you are," the nurse said warmly, raising the top half of the bed so Lana could sit up. "I'll get your lunch right away. If you need anything, just press the button." She nodded toward the call button beside the bed.

"Oh, Mom," Sylvie cried, hugging her tightly. "I'll do anything for you. The doctor said if you get a live-in nurse, you can come home this weekend!" Sylvie squealed with excitement.

Lana gingerly touched her head, feeling for wounds.

"You have a concussion and two broken legs," Sylvie explained, her voice soft. "There are some stitches in your left arm from the accident, but don’t worry—we'll take care of you. I gave them your insurance card. Dad drove me here. I'm so sorry, Mom. I'll never run out again."

Lana's gaze drifted toward Logan standing outside the room. "I was working on a case for the Circle of Roses. A missing child," she said, her voice trembling. "It's strange—the mother never mentioned the house was haunted. Now she’s blaming the ghosts. That child’s been missing for about a month... What am I going to tell them?" She shook and took a sip of water.

"You'll be bedridden for a long time, Mom," Sylvie said determinedly. "I'll take over the case. I've been studying how to be psychic—and I'll do their training.".

"Okay, if you think you’re up for it," Lana said. "I’ll call Rose soon. But for now, I need food and rest."

"I’ll ask them to give you foods with protein," Logan replied.

"Logan, I’m glad Dana went off to school. She’ll be a real lawyer. Nobody could argue like her," Lana added, a hint of pride in her voice.

The nurse brought in a hot plate of chicken soup and rolls with butter. "Eat, you need your strength," she said with a gentle smile.

"We’ll leave you alone to eat," Sylvie said. "Is there anything you need?"

"No," Lana answered, shaking her head. The bruise on her face was now fully visible.

With a final wave, they left the room. Once they were gone, Lana breathed a sigh of relief. She began eating, savoring the moment of quiet. I need this silence, she thought.

Lana had decided she wanted to leave the hospital that weekend. A hospital driver drove her home, with her live-in nurse following behind. It was perfect.

Her bedroom was exactly how she had left it, though her daughters had tidied it up. The white bed with its soft blanket and fluffy pillows still filled the room. A large plant sat in the corner, adding coziness, and sunlight poured through the big window. From her bed, she could see straight into the backyard.

Dana and Sylvie were already there.

"Dad dropped me off," Dana said, grinning widely

"What about school?" Lana asked, a hint of concern in her voice.

"I’ll only be here today and tomorrow to help. Then I go back to school. It can wait. I don’t think I’m going to law school like Dad thought. I’m just taking general classes for now," Dana said, looking uncertain.

"Transfer here," Lana said, excitement in her voice. "You can stay here. I need you, and it won’t be some stuffy law school in the city."

"Okay. Let me talk to Dad." Dana ran off to make the call.

"It’s perfect, Sylvie. We have a big house, a huge yard, and we’re not too far from the college," Lana told her.

"Where will the nurse stay?" Sylvie asked.

"There are two extra rooms," Lana replied.

"He said yes, as long as I promise to visit him. I told him I would. I like Darling, but not that much," Dana said with a playful roll of her eyes.

When the nurse was away, Sylvie and Dana took over the responsibility of caring for their mother. Lana spent most of her time in bed, reading, watching TV, and gazing out the window. Sylvie’s first day as a Rose was Monday, but to their surprise, Dana didn’t want to join.

"I have school," she told them. "If you need any help, just let me know."

The days were warm and sunny, and Lana longed to sit in the sun. She spent most of her time complaining about her broken legs, which ached deeply. Nurse Ce Ce brought in a wheelchair to help her move around.

On Sylvie’s first day as a Rose, she felt nervous, and Dana had to leave for school.

"Just make sure your hair and makeup are done, and speak confidently," her mother advised.

Sylvie wore light brown slacks, a white turtleneck, and a dress jacket. Her dark, layered hair flowed in soft curls. She kissed her mother goodbye before driving off to her first day.

Quietly, she entered the Circle of Roses shop. The hum of activity reminded her of a hair salon, with everyone busy at work.

"Are you Sylvie?" Rose asked, looking up.

"Yes. I’m here to take over my mother’s case," Sylvie replied, trying to steady her nerves.

"Okay, I’m Rose, and this is Victoria. We have a file with all the information on your mother’s case." Rose led her to a file cabinet and opened it. "I would tell you to grab her notes, but she barely started. All she found out was that a mother living in a haunted house was looking for her missing son." Rose pulled out the case files and handed them to Sylvie. The file contained a picture of the child, his name, and the mother’s contact information.

“This place is far—near Darling, Illinois. May I use your phone?” Sylvie asked.

“You can use anything you need,” Rose said, gesturing to the phone. She wanted Sylvie to feel welcome. As Sylvie dialed the boy’s mother to confirm she’d take the case, Rose slipped into the back room. At her desk, she opened a blue velvet box filled with diamond rose pins that gleamed under the light. She slipped one into her pocket.

Sylvie hung up. “She wants me to meet her there. Afterward, I’ll stop by my dad’s.” Clutching her purse, she added, “I’m heading out now.”

Rose nodded. “I have something for you—it means you’re officially a Rose.” She handed Sylvie a diamond-encrusted rose pin, its facets catching the light in a dazzling sparkle. Sylvie’s face lit up with a wide smile. What a surprise—a true welcome to the Circle of Roses.

Sylvie gazed at the glittering diamonds. “Thank you,” she said, pinning the rose to her jacket. “See you later,” she called, heading out the door.

“Good luck,” Rose called after her.

Sylvie faced a nearly two-hour drive. At a gas station stop, she called her father to let him know she’d visit later.

Sylvie arrived, sipping a cherry Coke and studying the house. It was small, weathered, and desperately needed a fresh coat of paint. She knocked on the door.

“Are you here about my missing boy?” the woman asked.

“Yes, I’m Sylvie Langley,” she replied.

“Come in. I’m Marge,” the woman said. She was heavyset, her dress rumpled, and though she didn’t seem depressed, her appearance was disheveled.

“Most of the strange noises come at night,” Marge said.

“Have you seen any ghosts?” Sylvie asked.

“Yes, wisps of white smoke drifted from my son’s room. Billy complained about them constantly—he’s only eight,” Marge said.

“Have you contacted the police?” Sylvie asked.

“Yes, I gave them a photo, but they’ve found nothing. I need a paranormal investigator. Are you experienced?” Marge asked.

“This is my first case, but I’ve studied paranormal phenomena. I’m with the Circle of Roses,” Sylvie said.

Marge eyed Sylvie from head to toe. “Come see his room.”

The room looked ordinary at first glance. Sylvie noted the open closet, toys strewn across the floor, and a slightly rumpled bed. “He just vanished from here? Have the ghosts left any traces?” she asked.

“No,” Marge said softly.

“May I check the backyard?” Sylvie asked.

Marge nodded, leading Sylvie through the back door. The yard was empty, no clues in sight. “It’s strange,” Marge said, her voice trembling. “I hear noises like Billy’s still in his room—or running. There’s a forest across the street, thick with trees. I told him never to go there, but he might have. One day, I came home, and he was gone. His schoolbooks were still on his desk. He didn’t always listen, but he did his homework and played with friends. He loved being outside.”

“Did the police search the forest?” Sylvie pressed.

“Only briefly,” Marge said, frowning.

“I’d like to search it myself. Has his father been told he’s missing?” Sylvie asked.

“Yes, but he hasn’t seen him. He lives out of town.” Marge twisted her dark hair, pinned loosely in a bun.

“I’ll explore the forest now and see what I find. I can search more thoroughly tomorrow,” Sylvie said.

With Marge’s nod, Sylvie crossed the street and stepped into the forest. Shadows cloaked the trees, broken only by faint bird calls and tangled vines. She followed a narrow trail that petered out, an uneasy feeling creeping over her. Near a tree, she spotted scattered garbage. In a clearing, a boy’s baby doll lay abandoned. A cold breeze sent a shiver through her. Nearby, a thorny vine clutched a scrap of blue fabric. Heart pounding, Sylvie raced back to the house.

“Look at these,” Sylvie said, breathless, showing Marge her finds.

Marge’s eyes widened at the doll and fabric scrap. “Those are Billy’s! This proves he was in the forest. We need a search team—volunteers, anyone who can help.”

“I’ll drive through town, show his photo, and ask if anyone’s seen him,” Sylvie said. “I’ll also check with the police for any leads and follow up with you this weekend.” A toy truck lay near her feet. Sylvie picked it up, closing her eyes to sense a psychic impression. The same vision flashed as with the doll: a child running through the forest, chasing unfamiliar adults. “Could he have been abducted?” she asked.

“Yes, but I need to know what the ghosts have to do with it,” Marge said, her voice strained. “Billy loved the outdoors, but I don’t believe he ran away.”

“Thank you, Marge. I’ll keep you updated,” Sylvie said.

Driving away, Sylvie resolved to create missing person posters. She needed to search for answers herself. A stronger psychic vision would help, but her instincts were all she had for now.

Sylvie cruised through the quiet town, its streets nearly empty. Each time she spotted a young boy, she studied his face, searching for Billy’s dark hair, brown eyes, chubby cheeks, and the telltale freckle near his ear.

She stopped in a small shop and asked a large man that worked there and made smoothies, if he’d seen him. “His name’s Billy.” She held up a recent picture.

The man nodded. “A lot of children come in here, but I’ve seen him more than once. His hair was dirty and his clothes were black. He was with some woman.”

“Are you sure?” Sylvie asked.

“Yes, I’d know that frown anywhere,” he said.

A lady who worked there wearing a pink dress with brown curly hair said, “I’ve heard strange things about him.”

“From who?” Sylvie asked.

“Just customers. They say he’s in a hospital for people who hear voices and that he doesn’t have parents. It’s a sad case and he was not a happy child.” Her name tag read Fiona.

“Do you happen to know what hospital he’s in?” Sylvie asked.

“No, sorry,” she answered.

“Ok, thank you.” Heading towards the door she had a plan. To check every mental hospital in the state. First she went to a store and bought a disposable camera. It was for her investigation and she took pictures of the shop he was seen at. The store she bought it from was just down the road. It was quiet there. You could hear a pin drop in that small town.

She stuffed the camera into her black purse and hit the road to see her father. At that moment, she couldn’t wait to see him.

“Sylvie,” he called, his voice filled with excitement. She rushed to him, and he hugged her tightly. “What are you up to? Can you stay?” her father, Logan, asked.

“I’m working on that case for Mom. Someone said he’s in a mental hospital, so I need to check them. If he’s there, why didn’t they call his mother?” Sylvie asked, her brow furrowing.

“They probably don’t know who the kid is,” Logan replied.

“You’re right, Dad. You’re so right. He’s only eight. And I can stay. Actually, I’d like to stay until the case is solved. It’s here, not in Chicago,” Sylvie said, her voice
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