The Writers’ Workshop                 A Forest New by Martin McCabe                         January 8-10, 2001

PAGE  
The Writers’ Workshop                A Forest New by Martin McCabe                      January 8-10, 2001


A Forest New

By Martin McCabe


The world around Kri’shina spun, the greens, reds, and browns of the autumn trees blending together with the blues and grays of the stream’s water and rocks which she bathed in. She floated, semi-submerged in the cold water and looked up at the pastel colored sky, thinking thoughts of village life during the harvest. Some of the women of the village were out gathering roots and berries, while others smoked the venison and other meats that would last them through her country’s harsh winters. She, however, took no part in the village’s ordeals. Living with her mother, the witch of the village, on the outskirts of the wilderness, the only time she did work was when her mother needed herbs and other natural objects to fulfill her magical needs. Her mother, Tamin, was well respected in the village, for she was often relied upon for her wise advice and her help healing wounds and sicknesses. She did this using the potions and poultices she made from the ingredients Kri’shina fetched. The adults understood what her mother did, but the children, both young and old, were afraid of them. They were not accustomed to seeing girls and women garbed in odd-looking cloaks running and playing in and with the animals of the forest. They were appalled that the two protected instead of killed the game animals, which were always seen tagging along behind them on the forest trails. The two, mother and daughter, were not usually busy and often had much time to enjoy the greatest gift of nature that the gods and goddesses had bestowed upon man. Others grew jealous of the two, who were often seen frolicking in the glens and waters of the forest, for no one else had that freedom. Yet that was not all. More often than not the reason for fear was the assumption that sooner or later the two heathen women would use their “powers” against the villagers.


Kri’shina righted herself in the water; she then proceeded in using the natural currents and her own strength to tread to the edge of the stream. She pulled herself, glistening, out of the water and unto a rock, letting the gentle breezes and the autumn sun warm and dry her body while she stood. Kri’shina turned her head to the south, towards the trees of the woods, for she had heard a rustling of the brush. Two young men stood on the bank of the stream gawking and she shunned them for their unnatural fascination for the naked human body. She also smiled, however, for she had turned quite a few eyes of the male population in village with her ethereal beauty and was rather flattered by her current situation as a wanted bride. She was seventeen harvests of age, and though she was old enough to marry, both her mother and the parents of the village boys were against it. Her mother was afraid that her entrance to society would show too much of their way of life and bring fear and anguish into their peaceful lives. The villagers on the other hand were afraid that the wild women would turn their sons into heathens who worshipped false gods and nature instead of the material things they so cherished but denied worshipping themselves. “Be off with ye” She spoke with a slight giggle and wave of her hand. The two young men, once frozen by awe, quickly came to their senses and hurriedly picked up the belongings they had dropped and went on with their morning walk, speaking to each other about the appearance of the goddess they had just witnessed bathing. Kri’shina thought to herself about the stories of the Greeks her mother often told her when she was young. She thought of the goddess Demeter when she herself was caught bathing, but she in actuality was a god and turned the man who gazed upon her into a stag who was devoured by his own hunting dogs. Kri’shina laughed to herself after being sufficiently dried by her separate mother, nature, and her father the sun, and pulled on her white robes. “Should I turn them into animals of the forest?” she smiled and spoke to the blue dome above knowing full well that such a feat was unimaginable even to her, the false goddess of the village men. She laughed again and then went back onto the forest trail to finish her morning gatherings and to head back to her home.  She collected the plants her mother had asked of her, the very poisonous but much needed nightshade, the bad tasting but oddly enough blind nettle, which when boiled was used to help cure stomach pains, and some sage. She new some of what the plants uses were, for she was brought up by her mother to become the next witch of the village and was constantly learning everything her mother taught her, everything her mother knew. 


She placed the three plants carefully in a handmade pouch that hung from her waist; it consisted of two pieces of deerskin sewn together on the sides with a flap over the top and small shells, which she had sewn onto the leather. Kri’shina then went about the tedious task of rubbing her hands with the oils of the nearby gorse plant that neutralized the still toxic oils of the poisonous nightshade. She smiled and stood back up looking into the sky in the general direction of the thatch hut that she called home. Both Kri’shina and her mother had spent numerous hours thatching together the straw that made up the hut they built anew each harvest. This is when her smile faded; she both now smelled the tolerated scent and saw the smoke of all too well known burning straw. She pulled the clasp on her small herb purse and began dashing through forest. “Great father of the earth,” she spoke, “lend me the speed and strength of one of your fiercest and fastest animals, the wolf, blessed be.” Whether because of the prayer or newfound strength, she ran faster with a set look on her face and jumped higher and wove more quickly through the known forest about her. She saw the burning hut from far away and because of the shock, forgot where she was. The whole world tilted on its axis and seemed to slow. Where was her mother, she thought? Usually she was outside grinding together the much-needed healing herbs that the villagers asked for. Why was her house burning, she pondered? Forgetting while in deep thought where she placed her feet, they seemed to put on someone else’s shoes and run in a different direction. She stumbled and fell, striking her head on a rock by the edge of the trail. The world stopped spinning and then… it just stopped.


She came to that night after hours of haunting nightmares, and with a dry bad taste in her mouth. Her whole body felt like one big bruise and she had to move very slowly to avoid becoming sick. She eventually pulled herself off the ground and spent about twenty minutes just regaining her bearings enough to walk. Even breathing was a task and seeing was even harder, for not only did her unnaturally ravaged hair blur her vision but also the dried blood that had escaped and trickled down her face from the wound on the side of her head. She slowly hobbled along the ground until she had crossed the distance of approximately fifty feet only to discover the pile of ash and singed straw she had once called home. Fires, she thought to herself, could not have been accidental; she and her mother always made fires in the small hearth they had made in the earth a few yards away from the front door. It had to have been the villagers, she again thought to herself, that is the only other explanation for her mother being gone as well. In the past couple of weeks she had heard rumors about an uprising against her mother. It of course was all a bad coincidence she thought, for just a few weeks back, a child, who her mother had been helping, died. Her mother had nothing to do with the child’s death; however, in the late stages of the rare disease the child was stricken with, the effects upon him were so gruesome that the people assumed it must have been due to her mother’s magic. “After all we have done for them,” Kri’shina spoke softly to herself, the wet salty tears running down her face and now hanging perilously off her upper lip, “She would never have harmed a soul.” She shook her head violently in a last ditch effort to clear the cobwebs of pain that were still being made in her mind by the evil spiders of man. Luckily it worked, for the next thing she heard and viewed were the approaching sounds of shouts and the encroaching and now sinister light of the villagers’ torches. She quickly rummaged through the sand and ash that was left of the hut and brushed across two things, a piece of glass from a potion bottle that gently scratched her hand and a necklace that her mother often wore while walking through the village. On the necklace hung a jet-black obsidian stone with a rune of gold cut into it. The rune in itself meant protection and since it was probably the last of her mother possessions she would ever own, she picked it up and ran off, away from the yelling and dark, in every sense of the word light. She recalled the two young men from the stream and then realized that if what happened was planned for today, they might have tipped off the search party on where she was. Kri’shina abruptly drew the hood of her cloak over her head and made off for the one place the villagers would never look for her—the village. 


Kri’shina walked down the main lane of the village, trying to stay in the shadows. The moon hung down, casting a gentle but unveiling light that she would have normally found comforting but now took as ominous warning that people were probably looking out for her. So the gods were still with her, she thought to herself. If only she could find her mother and leave this dreadful place. Other wild thoughts filled her head. How easily she could return the favor of fire to the village tempted her. Yet she controlled herself, slipping her mothers pendant of protection around her neck. Walking quickly, she slung herself over a wall and ducked underneath the overhead roof of the town’s tavern. Kri’shina pulled out her athamé, a ritualistic knife that was usually used in ceremonies and rituals—pulled it out of its sheath on her leg. It was never to be used in violence but she thought to herself: desperate times demanded desperate measures. If she found another knife along the way, she would use it instead, but it was highly unlikely that she would have that kind of luck. She walked along the wall of the tavern until she found what she was looking for, a small niche in the wall that was usually used for leftover firewood; but since it was autumn and most of the wood had been used already, there was space. She squeezed her lithe form into the hole with her upper body toward the entrance and tried to get comfortable, for she was planning on waiting here until she heard word of her mother from one of the drunkards that frequented the tavern, or until she found something better to do. It took her awhile to become comfortable in the tight space because of the rough texture of the walls around her, the wood chips that laid underneath her, and the occasional bug that skittered past her ankles in the dark abyss of the horizontal hole. Eventually she fell into a deep sleep, the hardships of both the day and the night catching up to her. Her dreams started off gently. They were reminiscent of times she had with her mother. Then every time she tried to imagine her mother, something was missing—first it was a finger, then her hand. Again and again she was forced to look at the woman she loved falling to pieces. It got worse. The next time she looked, her mothers eyes were gone, then her mouth, and then her hair. Finally, she could see right through her now… She screamed. 


It was the second time she awoke in a strange place, but it started coming back to her little by little, the things that had happened the day and night before. Her mind worked fervently, sifting through dream and reality like ants sorting through what was left of her home after the villagers went back and ravaged the already charred remains of her house. She opened her eyes and saw that it was already twilight, the next afternoon already running away from the night, and then another sight caught her eye. A large maypole with no decorations stood in the center of the town square; she squinted to see better and what she saw terrified her for unknown reasons soon to be discovered. There was a line of young and old men carrying wood from the forest into the town and throwing it under and around the maypole. It looked somewhat like what her mother and her did each month when they sacrificed some small game to the gods. She quizzically looked at the scene again trying to figure out what the men were doing when they stopped. A pile of wood, oak, ash, sycamore, and anything else they could find about in the woods lay in a pile about two feet high under the pole, then they just walked away. One however stayed. He proceeded to walk up onto the auction block that was usually used for selling produce and cows, and rang the bell. Villagers started appearing with solemn faces. Children, wives, widows, men, everyone came to the square to witness what was about to happen. Then her heart jumped up and was caught in her throat when she witnessed the next sight. Her mother, still beautiful after an obvious stay in the local prison, was dragged bodily and struggling from the auctioneer’s cellar. The crowd started to boo and yell at her as soon as she was in sight, but she made no sound thanks to the gag that had been placed around her mouth. Kri’shina started to pull herself out of the hole and stopped, but not by her own accord. The logs inside the storage niche rolled after her jerky motion and grasped both her ankles in their clenching embrace. She fought for freedom from the same wood the villagers used to light their fires, and she became enraged after only few moments of captivity. She started to yell, but the shouts and screams of the mob of villagers easily drowned it out. Desperate, she took her knife and started hacking away blindly behind her in the tight space, oblivious to what was going on outside her little safe hole until the auctioneer started yelling. “Tamin,” as the crowd slightly quieted. “Mother of Kri’shina, the heathen girl, and daughter of Satan himself, this is your last chance to come clean to god! To repent your sins! Admit you were the murderer of young Bradley Morgan!”  Tamin shook her head no, but could not speak because of the gag. She continued to struggle, but to no avail, both the men who held her were obviously very strong. The auctioneer motioned to the two men and they dragged her bodily up to the maypole. When they reached it, another man jumped up with a length of rope, and they proceeded to tie her to the maypole. 


Kri’shina struggled more in her accidental prison, coming to the horrible realization of what was about to happen, and again in desperation slashed out wildly with the knife, striking herself many a time. She thrashed violently and then lay still… exhausted and severely disappointed in herself that she did not have the will enough to free herself. Another voice cried out, and it was Tamin, her mother. One of the men had ripped the gag off, obviously for any last words, hopefully saving his soul, she thought to herself. Kri’shina, bleeding and bruised raised her head to listen to her mother’s, what it seemed like, last words. “Village people,” she pleaded, “you don’t know what you’re doing. I did not kill the young boy. I have a child of my own. I could never do such a thing!” This brought an onslaught of rash voices and whatever the villagers had in hand. Kri’shina cringed at the violence she was never accustomed to seeing, and raised her head again to her mother’s voice. “People of the village, I have spent my whole life dedicated to you! You are being rash, afraid of what you don’t know! I ask of you, if you can find it in your hearts not to harm my daughter if she is found! Kill me if you wish, but leave her be, I beg of you!” She then hung her head and looked into the eyes of Tom Bysome, who was in the crowd that dreadful night, and mouthed “please.” He turned away, denying her—afraid of what might happen if they found out that he cared for this woman, afraid what might happen if they knew that he had fathered her child. Kri’shina watched the man walk away, watched the father she had never known and never would, walk away. A torch was thrown… and almost immediately the brush and twigs caught on fire, followed by the bigger pieces of wood close to her mother. The woman Tamin closed her eyes and mouth, struggling to endure the pain that must have felt like a thousand hells, but she could not, her mouth burst open and in her final moments she screamed… “Kkkrrriii’ ssshhhiiinnnaaa!!!” 


The crowd had grown silent, the adrenaline running out of their veins, the realization that they themselves had just watched an innocent woman die the hate they had just felt rushing out in torrents. The women of the village, who had once been yelling and screaming just as loud as the men, dropped to the ground and wept. The men stood stark still watching the scene unfold, thinking over their choice—a few also showing tears of sin and sadness. They heard the burning woman screaming and then silence, save the crackling of the burning wood and the occasional pop of human bone reaching its burning point. There was one who not only didn’t care about the silence, but was about to break it, Kri’shina. She let forth all her pain, frustration, and hate; she let it pour out in one single earth and mind shattering scream that made the still standing villagers cower in fright, and some of the weeping women faint. “Nnnnnoooooooooooooo!” with all her energy, all her anger, all her hate, she broke free of her prison with a fire in her eyes that was showing every single villager the same death her mother shared, except it was them. 

They watched her crawl out of the wood niche in horror; she looked like a demon crawling out of a crack to hell. Her hair fell about her face in torrents, her right hand gripping a silver, triangular, double- bladed knife, and her legs that bore the scars of cuts and bruises that still seeped blood. She stepped down from the hole and walked into the crowd, looking to both sides, watching them separate like grease in soaped water. Kri’shina ignored their terrified stares, and walked up to the funeral pyre of her mother and fell prostrate to the ground. The people of the village watched and then turned away walking back to their homes and ranches except one man, Tom Bysome. He walked shakily to the pile of burnt wood and the young girl who was about to meet her father. He saw the people reacting in shock to him. A man who they all knew, the man who owned the small tavern who the girl had been hiding in, a man who was walking back to a sin they had all committed. Then they realized why, and they bowed their heads and continued on. Tom slowly walked up to the young girl and knelt down beside her; he bowed his head as well and then spoke. “This shouldn’t have happened, I know, I should have made a move to stop it. She was the only woman I ever loved, and she bore the only child I ever had.” He looked up and over to the unmoving girl who knelt there. “I’m sorry,” he spoke and then began to sob. 

Kri’shina listened in disbelief and then sat upright and looked into the eyes of the man, who saw a girl no longer, but a woman. “All these years,” she murmured, “and your fear kept you from seeing your only child, your lover, and your family?” She waited for an answer she knew would not come from the weeping man. “If that is the consequence of fear,” she spoke strongly, I no longer need it.” She stood, and without hesitation or another word, sheathed her athamé and walked off into the forest with thoughts of a new life, a new place, a forest new.

~ To be continued?! ~
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