If You Go Down To The Woods Today…
By Marie-Ruth Coughlan

It wasn’t a typical day for Arianna Paxton and her twin brother Kai. In fact, today was one of the least typical days the siblings had had in a long time. Today was the day Arianna and Kai were going camping with their best friends: Justin and Julie.

Arianna’s eyes opened and were met by the bright sun streaming in her window. She quickly shut them to avoid this hideous light that was intruding on her dreams.

“Ari! Get. Up. Now!” Arianna heard Kai calling. “We’re leaving in 10!” Arianna was up and dressed in a flash, and was down in the kitchen a minute later. Kai was already there, helping himself to a glass of orange juice. Arianna finished off the dribble of juice he had left in the carton, and then tore it up. She was just throwing it in the bin as her mother walked in.

“Oh dear, could you recycle that please? It’s cardboard,” her mother said.

“Why bother? It’s only one carton. It’s not going to make any difference,” Arianna retorted, throwing the empty carton into the bin.

“Ari, next time please put it in the recycling bin. The more we recycle, the fewer trees we have to cut down in the future!” Arianna’s mother informed her.

“Yeah, Yeah, Whatever,” Arianna said, as she left the room to gather her bags for the trip.

Ten minutes and a lot of nagging later, Arianna, Kai and their mother were in the car, beginning the long journey to the forest where the children would be camping with their friends. Arianna had hardly slept with excitement the night before, so she put in her earphones and closed her eyes as she listened to her iPod in the back seat of the car.

“Wakey Wakey sis, we’re here!” Arianna woke to find her brother grinning through the car window at her. Mrs. Paxton dropped them off at the entrance to the woods where Julie and Justin were waiting. After and hour of trekking they set up camp. It was dark by then, and it had been a long journey.

“I’m wrecked – want to sleep?” Justin asked. They all agreed silently that this was the best plan of action. The boys and girls separated to their tents and promptly fell asleep.

“Hhhhmmmm,” Arianna mumbled, stirring from her peaceful sleep.

“Ariaaannaaa” she heard a voice call. Arianna sat up in her sleeping bag and groggily searched for her phone. It was 2:30 am. Who the heck is up at this time? Arianna thought.

“Ariaaannaaa” the voice beckoned. As quietly as she could Arianna crept from her sleeping bag and left the tent. She looked around for the source of the noise, but there was no one to be seen. There was the sound of the cool, gentle breeze shaking and rattling the leaves and branches. There was a soft rustling from the forest behind her.

“Hello?” She whispered. “Who’s there? Kai, Justin, if it’s either of you I swear to God that I will kill you!” Nobody answered. Arianna stood still, trying to figure out who had said her name.

“Arianna” the voice was almost a whisper as it descended into the forest. Against her better judgement Arianna slowly and cautiously walked towards the sound of the voice. She turned her head to have one last look at the campsite to make sure everything was okay. The tents were all quiet and there was so sound or movement from anything except for this unknown voice before her. She took another hesitant step into the forest, going deeper and deeper until the small campsite was no longer in view.

As Arianna made her way into the heart of the forest her surroundings became darker and eerier. The once rustling trees had become still, cold and dark. The branches stuck out like arms waiting to snatch you and eat you up, taking you from the world you knew and throwing you into a world of darkness. The roots became gnarled and ragged, jutting up from the dirt tracks. Arianna had started to trip up every few feet due to the lack of light and now had dirty, bloody hands and knees.

“Arianna” the low voice chimed once more.

“Who’s there?” she called in desperation.

“You’re killing us” a new voice said. “Stop killing us. You are the one who slaughters us.”

“What? I haven’t done anything! Who are you? What are you talking about?” Arianna shouted.

“It’s you! You’re doing this,” both voices said.

“I don’t get it. What am I doing?” she cried.

“It’s you. You’re killing us. Stop doing it. It’s got to stop,” the voices said. It became a chorus, and they chanted louder and more angrily “It’s you. You’re killing us. Stop doing it. It’s got to stop.”

“I don’t understand. Please stop, I…” Arianna trailed off. She collapsed to the ground in a fit of petrified tears.

“It’s you. You’re killing us. Stop doing it. It’s got to stop” the voices continued as Arianna cried.

“STOP!” she yelled at the top of her voice. “Please just stop,” she whimpered. “Just tell me who you are”

“Look into the forest and then you will see.” The first voice said.

“I-I just see t-t-trees” she stuttered.

“Look closer” the same voice answered.

Arianna picked herself up off the ground and took two shaky and unsure steps towards the trees.

“Closer” the voice ordered. “Can you still not see?”

“N-no, I can’t” she answered.

“We’re right in front of you,” it said.

“Th-the tree?” Arianna asked, questioning her sanity.

“Oh my dear, you are quite sane. You just need to undo a few wrongs. Or at least be punished for your wrongdoings,”

Arianna took one last step closer to the tree and examined its bark. The closer she looked the more she was able to see the outline of a face etched into the trunk of the tree.

“P-punished? What do you mean? I haven’t done anything wrong,” she said, utterly confused.

“Or so you think,” the cold, cruel voice spoke. Arianna heard a noise behind her; she turned and saw her friends and brother racing towards her.

“How did you get here?” Arianna yelled to the group.

“Followed your cries,” Kai said worriedly as he ran over to meet his sister. Just as Kai took his first steps towards her a branch flew down, hit him in the chest and flung him into another tree, knocking him unconscious. Julie and Justin screamed and ran to see if he was okay, but another branch swooped down and hit their heads, breaking both of their necks instantaneously. The crunch of bones breaking was enough to send shivers down the bravest man’s spine. In the confusion, Arianna had found her way to her brother’s side.

“Kai! Kai! Please Wake up!” She could feel the warm steady flow of Kai’s blood as she held him close to her. Her best friends were dead and her brother was dying in her arms, and there was nothing she could do.

“That is only the beginning of your punishment,” the voice began again.

“Why are you doing this?” Arianna sobbed, “You’re trees, you’re not supposed to do anything!”

“On the contrary my dear, we do everything. You stupid humans just cut us down as if we’re nothing to the world,” it said.

Arianna was holding on to her brother’s head, trying to put pressure on the wound.

“Ari,” his muffled voice called.

“Hey, Kai. It’s okay, don’t worry. Stay awake for me, okay?” she sniffled, trying to put on a brave face for her brother.

“Ari m’head hurts,” Kai said, slurring his words.

“Its okay, Kai. Try not to think about it. Just keep talking, okay?” Arianna soothed.

“S’too…. Hard,” Kai grunted, and he went limp in her arms.

“Kai? Kai! Wake up Kai! Please!” She cried, holding her brother closer. “You killed him! He did nothing to you! No one here did anything to you!” she wailed, as she stood up and went over to where she believed the tree was speaking from.

“Yes, you did. You failed to recycle. Not only have you killed us, but in tossing us aside as you did, you have made our sacrifice in vain!” The tree yelled.

“You killed my friends and brother over one stupid piece of cardboard!” Arianna screamed.

“One stupid piece of cardboard? You’re the stupid one, you insolent little pest,” the tree shouted, and flung out a branch that hit Arianna square in the chest. “It was one milk carton, it wouldn’t have mattered,” she cried, grasping at the incredible pain in her chest. “Wouldn’t have mattered? A tree does so much more than stand here and look pretty you fool. We absorb your waste carbon dioxide, we provide homes for countless amounts of creatures, we make oxygen for you to breathe, and we are cut down when you deem it necessary. We do all of this for you and your civilisation, but what do you do for us? All I have seen you do is throw us away, without even the thought of reusing us- so no more of us have to die,” the tree lectured. The tree spoke with such sincerity that Arianna just sat there, at a loss for words and with a terrible feeling of guilt welling up inside her, alongside the growing pain in her abdomen. 

“And now my dear, it is time for your punishment. Don’t ever forget our little chat here,” the voice warned.

“What?! Haven’t you done enough damage already?!” Arianna screamed as she saw a huge branch hurtling towards her. The last thing she remembered was a sharp pain, and then blackness.

“Wakey wakey  sis, we’re here!” Arianna heard Kai calling. Kai? Wait. Wasn’t Kai dead?

Arianna’s eyes snapped open and she saw Kai grinning at her through the car window. She yanked off her seatbelt and flung open the car door.

“Kai!!! You’re here!” she squealed, jumping on her brother and giving him a big hug. The juice box he had been sipping on was knocked right out of his hand.

“What is up with you Ari?” he asked “of course I’m here!”

“Yes we’re all here now so grab your bags out of the car, I need to start heading home before dark,” said Mrs. Paxton as she picked up the empty juice box off the ground.

“Hey mom, you know you can recycle that. It’s cardboard. Maybe you should bring it home and put it in the recycling bin?” Arianna said timidly.

Her mother gave her a disbelieving look, and smiled.

“Not that I mind darling, but why the change of heart?” she asked. Arianna replayed her dream quickly in her head and remembered the sight of Julie and Justin’s lifeless eyes staring at her, and her brother’s limp dead body in her arms.

“’Cause you never know what trees can do,” She muttered under her breath.

Hopefully this camping trip will be better than the one in my dreams, Arianna thought, as she joined her friends and headed into the woods.

