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Woodland Lullaby

by TS Brookhouse

Since the snow had begun to melt, Edmond had walked through the woods down the cleared path the 

gym teacher had led the class on the day Rachel Zimmerman disappeared.  No one had noticed him 

there.  No one ever did.  That was fine.

In a class of three or four hundred, Edmond and Rachel had been invisible.  It was the only 

thing Edmond was sure they had in common; for the most part, they had been invisible to each other as 

well.  The day she vanished, the assumption was that she -- always lingering, never drawing attention --

had taken a different path through the woods and never come back.  It was days before she was 

reported as a runaway.

Edmond might have quietly speculated about Rachel's home life just as everyone else had, if he 

hadn’t been a lifelong lingerer like she was.  He had been trailing a few yards behind her, so he saw the 

way the ground opened up and swallowed her whole.  He had frozen in place, and though he saw the 

hole seal itself shut again, he was afraid to step where she had been.

Then he dropped to his knees and dug desperately through the few inches of snow, looking for a
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seam in the earth, patting it for a weak point or a hollow sound.  All he found was solid dirt and painful 

cold numbing his fingertips.  He ran to catch up to the rest of the class after that, afraid of what he had 

seen and that he would be next -- and afraid that, when the questions began, someone would look to 

him and expect the truth.

But when the questions came, no one asked him.  He was still invisible, and the truth -- stuck to 

his tongue -- became invisible, too.

At first, Edmond avoided the woods entirely, skipping class and taking the long way home 

instead of cutting across three hundred yards of woodland to his back door.  He vowed not to go into 

them again, and forced what he had seen from his mind.  When he passed them, he averted his eyes.  In

class, he didn’t look out of windows facing north and west.

After the effort of forgetting, he began to question what he had seen.  Without meaning to, he 

would gaze at the woods and wonder if he had made it all up.

Making it up didn’t explain what happened to Rachel.  She had disappeared that day, and 

though he tried, Edmond couldn’t convince himself he had replaced the simpler memory of her walking

away with something so fantastical.

At the beginning of March, when the first thaw began, uncertainty and curiosity overcame fear.  

Rachel was still missing; for her sake, he wanted to know what happened. Edmond ventured back into 

the woods.

The first time, he walked slowly, as much to avoid sinkholes as it was to look for the spot where

Rachel fell into the ground.  The second time, he walked with more confidence, following his own 

footsteps in the snow. 

By the fifth day, Edmond only stopped to give a cursory look around where Rachel disappeared 

before carrying on.

After days and days, he began to notice how the earth there slowly changed.  The place that had 
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devoured Rachel began to swell.  The trees were thinner, there, so the heat of the sun and the growth of 

what was beneath made the ground break, crack apart, and slowly crumble away.

At the end of March, the pale, sun-starved green of a new leaf pushed through the last of broken

dirt.  In the morning, it was just uncurling from a stem as thick as Edmond's first and second fingers 

together.  By the time school ended that day, its first pair of leaves had peeled apart and turned 

sunward.

As April began, Edmond started taking the time each day to stop and observe the plant's growth.

A new set of leaves sprouted from between the first pair,  and another pair from between those.  Its 

leaves darkened, fanned out and grew to the size of dinner plates.

The day the fourth set of leaves began to show, Edmond spoke to the plant.

“Rachel? ...Rachel, is that you?”

After a long silence, he felt silly.  Even if she had come back as a plant, she couldn't answer 

him.

Even so, he kept talking to her.  It was little better than talking out loud to himself, mumbling 

about the weather and how much homework he had, but it felt more natural than observing her in 

silence.

The weather was dry as April turned to May, so Edmond brought water when the leaves looked 

wilted and more of his one-sided conversation.  On the days he had nothing else to do or little to talk 

about, he brought a book and read out loud.  A couple times, when both his parents were home, he 

escaped to the woods.

On those days, he didn’t say much.

At the end of May, a flower bud began to grow atop the short stalk.  Her stem was as thick as 

Edmond's arm, and her leaves splayed out to hide the sharp, woody thorns that grew there.

School let out for the summer, but Edmond kept taking trips into the woods.  The flower bud 
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grew huge, and on the day he was sure it would bloom, he got up early and went to watch.

When the calyx peeled back and the petals opened to reveal Rachel’s face in the heart of the 

flower, Edmond wasn’t surprised.  Her skin was sallow, her eyes heavily shadowed.

As her neck and shoulders pulled free amidst a thick layer of pale pink flower petals, Rachel 

opened her eyes.  When she saw Edmond watching her, she bared her teeth in a smile.

“Are you okay?” asked Edmond.

“Radiant," she said.  As the sun touched her face, her color improved.  “It was you or me, back 

then.  Did you know?”

Edmond shook his head.  He didn’t take his eyes from her.  “Why was it you?”

“I overheard what the sleeping things sang, and the Earth took me home.”

“But what about your dad?  He was heartbroken when you left.  He's alone.”

“You don't know that," Rachel said, arching back, basking in the daylight.  The breeze made the 

trees tilt, and pine tree shadows crossed her face and throat.

“Well, no, but... I heard...”

Edmond stopped. He had heard rumors; Rachel’s father hadn’t noticed her missing because he 

worked so much and at such odd hours.  Her mother had run away a few years before, which had made 

Rachel's tragic disappearance more poetic to anyone not involved: the poor man, abandoned by both 

his wife and daughter.  He had worked so hard to support them.

But these were rumors.  Maybe that's all they had been.

“Can’t you come back?” he pressed.  It felt like a losing argument even as he asked.

“I don’t know," Rachel mused.  “I haven't wanted to.  It’s home, here, Edmond.  I have roots.  

I’m part of their song, now.”

Edmond left when Rachel dozed off, and for a few days he didn't return.  He worried, though, 

because it hadn’t rained for a week.  She might need water.
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She smiled when she saw him coming.  She looked healthier, though Edmond couldn’t decide if

it was healthier for a human or for a plant.

“How's today?” she asked.

Self-consciously, he told her.  It was the same meandering babble he had always used, before 

she bloomed.  Knowing she was really listening was only embarrassing the first time.

Summer passed.  Edmond visited Rachel when the weather was nice, and sometimes -- on bad 

days -- he visited when it wasn’t and took an umbrella.  Once in a while, he asked her if she could be 

human again.

Every time, she told him she didn't know and didn't care to find out. 

When school began again, Edmond went to class for the first three days.  On the fourth, he 

stayed in the woods.

“I should just drop out,” he said, crouching with his back to the nearest tree.  “I hate going.  I 

hate everyone there.”

"We’re going to destroy it," said Rachel.  "The school, and the town, and everything else.  We're

starting with the school.  It’s closest.”

"We?”

“The woods.  When we were sleeping, they heard my song, too.  In the school, I was invisible.  

Here, where there are hundreds and hundreds of Rooted Things, we all see each other.  We listen to 

each others' songs, and when they heard mine, I broke their hearts.  They didn't know how it felt to be 

alone.  We decided no one should feel that way again.”

“Rach, I know what it’s like to feel invisible, but... destroying the school...”  Edmond's 

argument died as his thoughts caught up.  He hated the place too, so why argue to keep it?

“You weren’t invisible,” Rachel said.  “Not to me, anyway.”

Edmond was quiet for a long time as her words sank in.
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“I told you once, it could have been you last winter.”  Shyly, she continued, “If you’d like, you 

can still come.  You can put your roots next to mine.”

The faint sound of a song teased along the edge of Edmond's hearing.  He forgot about school, 

and his parents; the music spoke without words of bigger, more wonderful things.  It told him of a 

sense of unity he hadn’t believed existed.

“I’d like that,” he said.  His heart ached as he spoke.

Rachel smiled, and whispered, “Come closer.”

He did.

When the Earth took him, enveloping him in the song of the woods, Edmond felt like he had 

come home.  Rachel's roots soothed him to sleep, and until late autumn, she whispered to him how they

would change the world.

After that, winter was a long and beautiful dream.


