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A Walk in the Woods

By Stacie Garnett

soon,” my mother said in her soft, sweet voice. She was a small

woman with long, rich brown hair that hung down her back. She
had large brown eyes that were alive and sparkling with love. You could
always tell what she was thinking by looking into those caring eyes. My
mother seemed so frail to me, but she had an inner strength that made
her able to face any challenge. In that way she reminded me of a deer tak-
ing care of her fawn, and of course, that fawn was me.

“You don’t want to be late for your first day of fifth grade now, do
you?” my father asked, leaning forward in his chair to look at me. He
reminded me of a grizzly bear because he was so big and strong. At times
he towered over me and looked fierce, but most of the time he was full of
love.

[ finished eating and put on my jacket. [ wasn’t really looking forward
to going back to school. It meant another long year of hard work. The
only thing I had to look forward to was the weekends when I would be
free to roam through the woods.

“Don’t forget your lunch, Timmy. I made you a special dessert today,”
my mother said, handing me my lunch bag. She kissed me on my freck-
led cheek, messed up my red hair, and gave me a push toward the door.

“Come on, Rusty, let’s go,” I called to my Irish setter. She had been
sitting in the corner watching me as | ate, and now she jumped up, eager
to go. Rusty was my best friend in the whole world. She went with me
everywhere and we did everything together. She understood me and I
understood her. We were a perfect pair, always romping through the
woods and finding frogs together. That was the worst thing about school:
Rusty wasn’t allowed to come. It was like half of me was missing. It
wouldn’t be so bad if I had some friends at school, but none of the kids
really understood me, at least not like Rusty did.

Rusty walked with me to the bus stop every morning and was always
waiting when [ came back. During the days, she stayed with my father
who was a logger and worked in the woods all day. We had to live near
my dad’s work so we had a cabin in the woods—a place that most people
would consider to be the middle of nowhere—where I felt completely at
home. I liked it because we lived close to nature, with trees and animals
all around us.

When Rusty and [ started out this morning the sky was gray because
it was so early, and the ground was still wet from dew. The air smelled like
wet earth and pine trees, and I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with

Timmy, hurry up and finish your breakfast. The bus will be here
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the clean mountain scents. [ was the first one the bus
picked up in the morning, so I had to be there early, at
quarter to seven, and it was a mile walk down the hill
to the bus stop. I enjoyed the early morning walks,
though. I got the chance to see the sun rise over the
hills and light up the mountain with a golden glow.
The forest came to life as the squirrels and birds came
out of their nests in the trees to start their day’s work.
The owls swooped back to their tree hollows to sleep

| was feeling alive, walking down
the dirt path, my faithful companion
walking beside me.

until the moonlight would call them again. The world
was just waking up and I was feeling alive, walking
down the dirt path to the road, with pine needles
crunching under my feet and my faithful companion
walking beside me.

The sky was bright pink without a cloud in sight
as | reached the road. It was going to be a beautiful
morning. Too bad I had to waste it at school instead of
going down to the creek with Rusty. I sat down on a
big rock to wait for the school bus, and Rusty lay down
in front of me with her head on her paws, studying me.
She could tell that I didn’t want to go to school and I
could tell that she didn’t want me to go, but we both
knew that I had to. Still, we counted the days until
Friday when the week would be over and we could run
and play in the woods.

Finally, the yellow bus pulled up, chugging and
wheezing as it came. I climbed onto the old thing and
turned to wave good-bye to Rusty. She turned and ran
up the hill toward home again. [ took my usual seat at
the back of the bus as we drove slowly on, picking up
all the other children. None of them sat with me
because I didn’t have any friends at school. All the
boys my age were interested in baseball, which I hated.
Either that, or they were talking about something or
other and since [ didn’t like talking much either I just
kept to myself and let them do all the talking. I didn’t
mind being by myself so much. It gave me a chance to
look at all the birds and squirrels outside my window
as we rushed past on our way to school. I did get lone-
ly sometimes, though, and it was at these times that I
missed Rusty more than ever.
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At the small, brick school building, they divided
us up and sent us to our rooms. | was in Mrs. Kesler’s
class with 19 other fifth graders. I remembered most of
them from last year, but that didn’t really matter since
I wasn’t friends with any of them anyway.

“Good morning, class. 'm Mrs. Kesler and I'm
going to be your teacher this year. Now the first thing
[ would like to do is seat you in alphabetical order. If
you would all come stand at the front of the room with
your books, I'll tell you where to sit. Timothy
Alexander, first row, first seat. You get to sit right in
front of me. Anthony Barron, first row, second seat.
Emily Cohen . . . “

[ took my seat, right in front as I always was. [ wish
my name was Timothy Zinzmister so I could sit in the
back where no one would pay any attention to me. |
noticed that a new girl named Katie Franklin was sit-
ting a few seats behind me.

We did all the normal school stuff like reading,
writing, adding, and spelling, and the kids did all the
normal kid stuff like whispering and passing notes. I
stared out the window at the birds and squirrels and
wished I could be more like them, free to run and play
in the woods all day. Animals understood each other
without talking, and that’s why I wished I lived in a
world full of animals instead of people.

After what seemed like an eternity, the lunch bell
rang. Everyone rushed outside to eat and play. All the
other children ate together at the picnic tables and
laughed and talked. I chose a more secluded spot, all
by myself in a little clump of trees. I sat there in the
dancing shadows of the trees, finally relaxed and
enjoying the solitude. It was nice to finally be by
myself and away from all the people who always
expected you to act a certain way. | never really knew
what people expected of me, only that I never quite
seemed to do things right. I was glad to be away from
all that now. The only sound I could hear was the
rustling of leaves in the occasional breeze and the
chirping of birds. The quiet calm surrounded me and
settled in my ears. I ate my sandwich and my brownie
and threw some crumbs on the ground for the squir-
rels. [ laughed as a squirrel took a large crust and scam-
pered away, afraid of me.

All the boys played baseball and were fighting
over the teams right now. I could see Katie asking the
boys if she could play baseball instead of hopscotch
with the girls. The guys said they didn’t want her on
their teams because she was just a girl. But when they
saw her hit, they all wanted her because she could play
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like a boy—even better than a boy. So, it seemed as if
everyone was happy: the boys and Katie played base-
ball, the girls played hopscotch, and I was alone.

All too soon lunch was over and I had to go back
and sit with all the other kids. I kept my eyes on the
clock and counted down the minutes until I could go
home again. Minutes seemed like hours and hours
seemed like days.

“Timothy, can you tell us who the first president

Since | didn’t like talking much,
| kept to myself and
let them do all the talking.

was?” Mrs. Kesler asked me.

Everyone turned to look at me. I could feel my
face turning beet red, and my throat drying out as |
squirmed in my seat under everyone’s gaze. | knew the
answer; it was George Washington. I couldn’t make
myself say it, though—mnot with everyone staring at
me like that. I just shook my head no. A few people
giggled as Mrs. Kesler called on someone else.

After class Katie came over to talk to me. “Don’t
worry about not knowing the answer to that question.
I’'m sure you'll get the next one,” Katie said encourag-
ingly.

“I knew the answer. I just couldn’t say it,” I start-
ed to say defensively, but [ became quiet quickly when
Katie tilted her head at me.

“I'm always nervous on the first day of school, too.
I’'m new here this year. It’s hard trying to meet new
people and make all new friends,” said Katie.

“Yeah,” I agreed shyly.

Finally it was time to go home, and I took my seat
at the back of the bus as always, away from everyone
else. When the bus reached my stop, the last on the
route, there was Rusty waiting for me. [ hopped off the
bus and Rusty ran into my arms and gave me a big,
slobbery kiss on the face. It was just the two of us for
the rest of the day. I felt like jumping for joy.

On the way back home we took a smaller path
that branched off the main one and led to the creek.
Before we could see the creek through the trees we
could hear the water rushing down the mountain. The
air smelled of damp earth and the light was cool and
comfortable. I settled down on the moss-covered roots

3 MERLYN’'S PEN MAGAZINE

of a hemlock that towered above me. The water ran
cool and clear over the smooth, black rocks. I put a
piece of bark in the fast-running water and watched as
it floated away like a little boat. I pretended that I was
on that boat, and Rusty and I were sailing off to a far-
away land where there were no people, only animals
in the beauty of the forest. Rusty and [ would live in a
tree house and eat nuts and berries. We could run and
play all day and the animals would play with us. What
a beautiful place it would be, with tall trees to climb
and a stream with a swimming hole and a spot high on
the mountain where you could watch the sun rise, or
gaze at the stars.

We walked along the creek and watched the water
tumble down the mountain. The water sparkled like
diamonds in the sun. It spilled and splashed in moss-
lined pools at the edges of the bank. The moss was as
soft as green velvet. Rusty and I knelt by one of these
pools and saw our reflection in the still water. My eyes
danced with the joy of being free and wild in the
woods. Rusty was eager to go as she listened to the
insistent chirping of birds in the treetops.

Rusty and I turned away from the creek and head-
ed into the woods to do some exploring. We found a
mother bird feeding her young in the hollow of an old
tree. We kept our distance so as not to startle or scare
her. When she flew away for more food we crept clos-
er for a better look. Six tiny birds were huddled
together in the nest, their beaks wide open, calling out
to their mother for more food. It amazed me that such
little creatures had such powerful lungs. In a couple of
weeks they would learn to fly and soar high above the
trees to a faraway land. I wished I could grow wings
and fly away with them, free as a bird, as they say.

We went farther into the woods and discovered a
cave behind some fallen branches. We pushed them
aside and crawled in. The darkness enveloped me like
a blanket and for just a few seconds I was scared. Then
[ felt Rusty’s warm, damp breath on my neck and felt
her silky coat against my arm, and I knew everything
was okay. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could
make out the inside of the cave. It wasn’t high enough
for me to stand up at the entrance, but it gradually got
larger so I could stand near the back. The stone walls
were cold and rough, but the floor was soft since it was
covered with pine needles. It smelled like the forest
after a spring rain, damp but clean and refreshed. It
was a small cave; it only went back about ten feet.
Even so, it was a great clubhouse for Rusty and me.
Rusty had already settled down and seemed quite com-
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fortable. Yes, this was the perfect spot.

As Rusty and I headed up the hill toward home, I
ran on ahead while Rusty lagged behind.

“Come on, Rusty. I'll race you home!” I called out
to her, but she didn’t respond. Wondering what was
wrong, | headed back to where she was making her
slow ascent up the mountain.

“What'’s wrong, girl?” I asked, somewhat worried.
She was panting and her chest was heaving with each

The children ate together
at the picnic tables . . . | chose
a secluded spot all by myself.

hard breath. Rusty must have been more tired than I
realized. Well, we had been running around a lot that
afternoon and I guess it wore her out. I slowed my pace
and we walked up the hill toward home.

Once home, I gave Rusty a big bowl of water. She
drank it eagerly and her body shook with each lap. I
picked up her food bowl and filled it with dog food. As
soon as I set it down Rusty was devouring it. When she
was done she looked up at me with pleading eyes and
whimpered, begging for more. She had already eaten
twice as much as usual—did she have tapeworms?—
but when I refilled her bowl she gobbled it quickly and
seemed to be satisfied.

Later that night Rusty and [ sat on the front porch
of our cabin and stared up at the sky. They say that you
can wish upon a star and your wish will come true. I
don’t know if I believe them or not, because I had
wished a thousand times for a world of forest with
nothing but the animals and peace and quiet sur-
rounding me, and my wish hadn’t come true. Still, I
thought, gazing up at the heavens, stars are truly what
dreams are made of.

A few days later I noticed that Rusty seemed to be
getting fatter. I wondered if I shouldn’t have given her
the extra food she had been begging for the past cou-
ple of nights. She also seemed to take longer to walk
places and got tired more easily. I was beginning to
wonder if she was getting sick.

On Thursday, Mrs. Kesler gave me a note to give
to my parents. I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong,
but a note always meant trouble. I wondered what |
had done, but [ forgot about it pretty soon because I
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had other things to worry about. When [ stepped off
the bus, Rusty wasn’t there to greet me like she always
was. | looked around frantically, but she was nowhere
to be found. She’s just at home, I kept telling myself,
trying to believe it. My heart pounded as | ran home—
not just from the half-mile climb up the hill, but from
the dull ache in my throat that told me something was
very wrong.

“Where’s Rusty?” | asked between gasps as I burst
through the door.

“Didn’t she meet you at the bus? She left here at
her usual time,” my mother said, sounding puzzled.

[ didn’t have the heart or strength to say anything
as [ collapsed into a chair, my gasps turning to sobs.

“It’ll be okay, Timmy. Rusty’s a smart dog. I’'m sure
she’s fine. She’ll probably be back for dinner. You'll
see,” my mother said, stroking my hair.

And I did see. Rusty didn’t come home even
though I waited outside all night for her. Besides that,
[ got a lecture on making friends and playing with
other kids. That note my teacher gave me said I was
too shy and wouldn’t talk to anyone. Couldn’t they see
that I didn’t want to play with other boys and that I
was happy when [ was with Rusty? I only wanted Rusty
and now she was gone.

The next morning I walked to school alone. The
sky seemed grayer, the birds less cheerful, and the
winding path seemed to go on forever. The bus picked
me up, same as usual, and the day dragged on as usual.
At lunch I sat with the other kids at the picnic tables
because [ had promised my parents I would, but I did-
n’t promise I would enjoy it. [ joined in the baseball
game because I had to and struck out every time. It
wasn’t that I was a horrible baseball player; I just did-
n’t care what happened if Rusty wasn’t going to be
there to meet me at the bus stop today.

“I see you finally decided to join our game,” Katie
said. “Too bad you didn’t have more beginner’s luck.
Hey, is something wrong? You seem even less talkative
than usual.”

“I lost my dog. She ran away,” I answered meekly.

“Well, cheer up. 'm sure she’ll be back,” Katie
said cheerfully.

But [ didn’t feel like being cheerful.

“You don’t understand!” I wailed. “Rusty was my
best friend. She was special and now . . . now she’s
gone!” | almost started crying again.

“Well, how about if I go help you look for her?”

Alarms went off in my head saying, “No! You
don’t need her help! You don’t need anybody’s help!” 1
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had never had any friends over to my house before. I
was nervous about it, but I answered, “I guess that
would be okay,” not really sure if | meant it. I knew she
meant well, but the truth was that I really didn’t want
to play with anyone but Rusty.

That afternoon 1 got off the bus as usual, but
instead of Rusty there to meet me, I had other compa-
ny. Katie was going to help me find my dog. Why I had
let her come [ had no idea, except that maybe she real-

“I’m always nervous on the
first day of school, too. I'm new
this year.”

ly could help me find Rusty. Then everything would
be back to normal, and I wouldn’t have to worry about
making new friends.

“You know, you're not the only one with prob-
lems,” Katie said. “I don’t have many friends, either.
The girls don’t like me because I'm a tomboy, and the
guys don’t like me because I'm a girl who is better than
they are. All the guys are such show-offs and they
think they’re the best. They can’t stand getting beat-
en, especially by a girl. But you're different. You never
show off; in fact, you never say anything to anybody!
You sit alone at lunch and never play with anyone. 'm
sure that with a little practice you could be a half-
decent baseball player.” She jabbered on and on.

[ just nodded in agreement. We turned off at the
path heading toward the creek. “We'll start looking
here,” | managed to say. No sooner had I spoken than
it started to rain. At first it was only a light drizzle, but
then the thunder crashed and it started to pour. The
rain was coming down in torrents that soaked us to the
skin.

“Come on!” I yelled to Katie. “This way!” We
could go to the cave that Rusty and I had found. It
would give us shelter until the storm passed.

The pouring rain blinded us, but we ran on, across
the muddy ground to the creek. The water was pound-
ing hard and fast over the rocks and the sound of the
rushing water roared in our ears. Raindrops pounded
the surface of a puddle and made it ripple with life.
Our shoes sloshed across the wet leaves, and we scram-
bled over a fallen log. Finally we reached the cave. |
pushed away the fallen branches at the mouth and we
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crawled inside. Safe and dry at last, we stopped to
catch our breath. We could see our warm breath in the
dark cave like you can on cold winter mornings. The
rain roared outside, but all was quiet inside the cave.

“This is turning into a real adventure!” Katie
laughed. Then, in a deep, dramatic voice she added,
“They were hot on the trail of the mysterious man
who had stolen the treasure when suddenly it started
to rain . . .”

“The heroes took shelter in a small cave,” I broke
in, “and it’s lucky they did because someone was fol-
lowing them and would have killed them if they had-
n’t hidden just in the nick of time!”

Katie laughed, “You know, you're more fun than I
thought—no offense!”

Pine needles paved our way as we crawled into the
soft, safe cave. | leaned back against the rock. It was
cold, jagged and rough; it had never felt the warmth of
the sun. As our eyes adjusted to the darkness and we
could see more clearly, we noticed something unusual
about the back of the cave. I crawled over and saw
that there was a hole leading to another cave. The
light from the mouth of the cave didn’t reach this far
back, so the other cave was pitch-black. I felt like an
explorer discovering strange new worlds.

“What if there’s a bear in there?” Katie asked fear-
fully.

“Bears? In there? There aren’t any bears around
here. Of course, if there were, they'd be huge brown
grizzlies with stained yellow teeth and sharp claws,” |
growled, arms extended and pretending to come after
her.

“Aahhh!” Katie screamed.

“What'’s wrong? I was only kidding.”

“I.... I thought I heard something,” Katie said.

“What? I didn’t hear anything.”

“It sounded like . . . like breathing. Aahhh! There
it goes again!” Katie cowered against the wall. “There
IS a bear in there!”

I had my back to the rear opening, immobilized.
Those were breathing sounds! Just then I felt some-
thing cold and wet strike the back of my hand. I
screamed and shot over to where Katie was crouched
in a corner.

“It’s going to eat us!” Katie cried.

As if on cue, a huge black muzzle poked its way
through the hole. I pressed as far back against the wall
as 1 could, terrified. Then a head started coming
through. I held my breath, too scared to move.

“Rusty!” I said, relief washing over me. “It wasn’t
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a bear at all! It was just Rusty, and look—look what
else is here!” I squeezed my head through the narrow
passage and saw, squirming at Rusty’s feet—three new
puppies! “She wasn’t lost; she just needed to find a
place to have her litter.”

“Let me see,” Katie said, crawling closer.
“Omigosh! Look how they’re all curled up together.
They're adorable! What are you going to do with
them?”

“I don’t know.” It had all been so sudden. One
minute I didn’t even have Rusty; then, an instant
later, I had four dogs!

“I'll probably keep one for myself and give the
other two away. Do you want one? You can have any
one you want, but you'll have to wait until they're
weaned,” [ said, proud of my knowledge of dogs.

“I can have one? Really? Thanks! That one over
there seems friskiest. Can I have him? Of course I'll
have to ask my parents first but I'm sure they won’t
mind,” Katie said, jumping up and down. “What are
we going to do now? We're still stuck here until the
rain ends.”

“That’s okay. We can tell more adventure stories!”

“I would love to live in the woods,” Katie said.

“No you wouldn’t. You'’re a girl, and girls hate to
get dirty and muddy!” I looked at her. She had big mud
spots on her knees, and her hair was sopping wet.
“Yeah, I guess you would like it up here.”

Then Rusty and I, plus Katie and the three new
puppies, boarded my ship and set sail for my dream
world.
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