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Chapter 3

The Forest Auntie

The children had been running through the 

forest for a longer while, when all of a sudden, 

they felt water squelch under their feet. This 

made Juliet grow alert, because it was her who 

knew the area best. 

“Stop,” she cried. “Stop and don’t move.”

The boys stopped, still trembling and looking 

around nervously.

“What’s happened?” Tom asked, breathing 

heavily. “I guess we managed to get away…”

“What have we been running away from 

though…” Mark ventured and fell silent at 

once, seeing Juliet’s face. The terrified girl was 

looking at his legs, which had been slowly sink-

ing into the mud.
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“Help!” the boy screamed. “Help!”

Tom desperately tried to remember how one 

should behave while on bogs. He glanced at 

Mark’s horrified face and then at the faces of 

the other children. Juliet was standing on solid 

ground. His shoes were wet, but he himself 

hadn’t been sinking. He turned around towards 

Peter and froze. His brother had sunk into the 

bog up to his knees, and there were tears trick-

ling down his cheeks. 

“Don’t move!” – Tom cried – “Listen to Ju-

liet, no sudden movements! Juliet, turn around 

and see if you can reach this tree branch be-

hind you. Careful, though…”

The girl was calm. She picked up a stick ly-

ing next to her feet and started to examine the 

ground to move as close as possible towards 

the thicker branch. At first, everything seemed 

to be going smoothly, but then the stick went 

deep into the mud. Juliet crouched, held onto 

a young birch, and leaned forward as far as she 

could. Tom thought that moment took ages to 

happen. Meanwhile, he was trying to gather as 
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many thin boughs as he could and bind them 

into bundles. He remembered once reading 

about this, and that this might help. He cast 

a quick look at Juliet, who managed to grab the 

branch, so he jumped onto the patch of grass 

right next to her and helped her to bring the 

branch closer. Then he looked around. Mark 

was moaning mournfully, but it didn’t seem 

like he had been sinking more rapidly. Unfor-

tunately, Peter’s situation seemed far worse. 

And if it hadn’t been enough, the boy appeared 

paralyzed by fear.

“Peter first,” Tom decided. 

Together with Juliet they moved the branch 

with caution. 

“Oh Pete, Pete,” Tom tried to call him softly, 

although internally he wanted to scream. 

“Look, here’s a branch. Get a hold of it.”

His brother budged rapidly, which caused 

him to sink in a few inches deeper, and then 

he grabbed the branch tightly. Tom continued 

speaking to him. 
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“Hold on tight and try to move towards us. 

Carefully and slowly. Try, please. We are go-

ing to hold the branch on our end and tow you 

in towards us. We’ll succeed, you’ll see. You’ll 

land next to us in no time. You can manage.” 

Peter, very slowly and with a visible strain, 

was trying to propel himself towards his 

brother. He set his teeth on edge and he put all 

his strength into it. Suddenly, his body bulged 

and moved a little towards the dry patch of 

grass. Juliet and Tom held the branch with all 

their might, constantly checking if they could 

reach Peter’s hand. They focused on that so 

much, so that they didn’t hear Mark’s screams. 

a sudden silence alarmed them. Tom turned 

around urgently and looked at his friend, who 

stood in the mud up to his thighs. Mark’s eyes 

betrayed fear. 

“I think you should hurry this up,” Mark said, 

when he noticed that Tom was looking at him. 

“I get the impression that I’m sinking down 

faster and faster.”
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Tom froze for a while not being able to de-

cide what to do. Finally, he cried out.

“Juliet, I’m leaving you Peter to deal with, 

i have to help Mark.”

There were no thick branches within reach, 

so he started picking up twigs instead and 

throwing whole bundles of them at Mark.

“Gather the twigs slowly towards where you 

stand and try making something in the shape 

of a raft,” he instructed. “We are going to get 

Peter out in a minute,” he reassured Mark, “and 

will focus on you.” He tried to sound firm.

“Why are you playing in the mud?” Sud-

denly, the children heard a friendly-sounding 

voice speaking from behind them. Tom turned 

around and almost fell off the patch of grass 

out of surprise. Close to them stood an old 

woman in a long red dress. She was carrying 

a bundle of brushwood in her arms. But the 

oddest thing was what she was wearing on her 

head – it looked like a crown or a wreath made 

out of cones and leaves. Tom, however, didn’t 

have much time to think about it for too long.
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“Can you get help? We have been running 

away, and now Peter and Mark are stuck. We 

can’t get them out.” He heard his own voice 

tremble. 

“Oh… it must be you who caused the little 

devil to make so much racket. You shouldn’t 

have woken it up.” The old woman shook her 

head with a stern look on her face. Tom didn’t 

even try to ask her what she’d meant by that.
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“Will you help us? Can you call the fire bri-

gade? It will soon be completely dark…”

“Yes, yes, i will help you. The Forest Auntie 

always helps, don’t you know it?” she smiled at 

the boy. Tom returned her gaze questioningly, 

but she grew sad. “Oh, well yes, how can you 

know…You don’t remember anything and don’t 

know anything, these are the times we live in. 

She put down the bundle of brushwood and 

started walking towards the children.

“Please, be careful, there is a bog here,” Ju-

liet screamed terrified, but the old woman just 

waved her hand. She walked up to the children 

stepping on the patches of grass. First, she went 

up to Peter and grabbed him by the hand. She 

tugged him carefully, but the boy didn’t even 

bulge. The woman frowned, took a twig from 

behind her belt and started brushing the water 

with it, murmuring something to herself. Tom 

closed his eyes and clasped his hands to his 

head, regretting having to come across a crazy 

old woman, instead of a forester. Suddenly, he 

heard a splash. His brother jumped out of the 
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bog in a flash – so fast, in fact, as if he had been 

pushed from below. Tom opened his eyes wide 

in wonder, and the woman walked up to Mark. 

“It’s your turn now, move it!” There was 

threat in her voice. Mark popped out of the 

bog like a cork from a flask and landed on 

a dry patch of grass. “Phew,” the woman gasped 

satisfied, “and let this not happen again! You 

mustn’t hold on to people,” she was clearly ad-

dressing the dark pool. 

“Come on,” she smiled at the bewildered 

children, “you must get warm and dry. You 

must be famished…Remember that the For-

est Auntie always helps children.” She kept on 

smiling at them. “Come on and don’t be afraid. 

From now on, never ever will any children fall 

into the bog again, isn’t that right?”

It seemed that this question was addressed 

to someone in the bog. The children glanced 

at one another anxiously. They looked terri-

ble. Peter’s and Mark’s shoes and trousers were 

heavy with mud, they all had dirt on their faces 

and hands, and leaves clang to their clothes.
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“There will be no end to explanations,” Tom 

thought, when he grabbed his brother by the 

hand. They started following the old woman. 

It seemed strange to Juliet that the woman 

appeared not to be choosing her way, but just 

walking straight ahead. The girl could have 

sworn that only moments ago she herself had 

been checking the ground right there. But now 

they were crossing the bog in safety, sometimes 

only splashing the water in the shallow puddles. 

The Forest Auntie stopped to pick up her 

brushwood. Tom sighed and offered to help. 

The woman looked at him attentively, then 

smiled, and nodded her head in acceptance. 

Awkwardly, Tom shoved the brushwood bun-

dled with a headscarf onto his back and slowed 

down his step so that he could walk next to 

Juliet.

“Do you know where we are?”

The girl looked around.

“I don’t recognize the area, but…,” she 

smiled despondently noticing the boy’s expres-

sion, “the only bogs in this forest are located in 
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the vicinity of the Forester’s Hut. There used 

to be a village here, but a long time ago. i think 

i know how to get home from here. We had run 

quite a distance,” she said. “All this time i have 

been thinking, what was it that chased us.”

“I think something furry chased us,” Tom 

was thinking out loud. “Everything happened 

so fast that i can’t be sure of what i saw. Not to 

mention that wind… And now her.” He glanced 

in the direction of the old woman. “I wonder 

how far i will have to carry this weight…”

“Can i help?” Juliet asked.

“No need, i will tell you when I’m very tired. 

I’m also worried about our bikes…”

The girl hung her head low, perhaps feeling 

responsible for this misadventure.

“We’re almost there,” the woman turned 

and said, smiling. “And don’t you worry about 

your bikes, nothing will happen to them.” She 

looked at Tom conspiratorially. 

The boy was so astonished that he almost 

tripped. He didn’t have time to ask about any-

thing, because the old woman disappeared into 
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the tangle of bushes. There was a small clear-

ing spreading out behind them, bathed in the 

afternoon sunlight. In the middle of it there 

stood a small house, or rather a hut, in the same 

shade of red as that of the trunks of pines sur-

rounding it. The hut’s roof seemed built out of 

the pines’ bark. There was smoke coming out 

of the chimney and there was a small fire in 

front of the hut as well. Around the fire there 

were wooden benches and stumps. Flowers 

blossomed on the meadow, and there were bees 

flying over them. Right next to the hut there 

grew raspberry and blackberry bushes. Bunches 

of herbs were drying under the roof. Unexpect-

edly, a big, gray, shaggy dog stood in front of the 

children on the path. He looked at them and 

growled in warning, showing his fangs, but the 

old woman patted him on the head. 

“These are our guests, Wuk, they are chil-

dren. They were on the bog; they need our 

help.”

The dog calmed down, although noticeably, 

he kept his distance. The Forest Auntie pointed 
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the children towards the wooden benches, 

and she brought bucketful of water as well as 

a wooden basin. The boys and Juliet washed 

their hands and faces with relief, they cleaned 

themselves up from the severests mud stains. 

Mark winced when he noticed a tear in his 

trousers, imagining his grandmother’s reaction. 

All four of them took off their shoes and put 

them close to the fire to dry them up a little. 

At once they all felt how tired they had been, 

and this clearing seemed like an ideal place to 

take a rest. Wuk sat down at the hut’s door and 

surveyed the guests attentively. The old woman 

brought a clay pitcher out of the house.

“Please, drink some milk with honey,” she in-

sisted. “Warm milk will do you good, it will 

calm you down; you will forget all about the 

scare.” She smiled distributing the mugs. “And 

it will remove all the mud from your bones; af-

ter such a dive in the bog, one needs to drink 

some milk. i know what I’m talking about.”

The children obeyed and reached for the 

warm drink. Peter looked at his mug. It was 
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made out of wood, possibly from branches, and 

it had beautiful ornamentation. The boy ad-

mired the drawing of a deer, which decorated 

the mug, and then he looked at the old woman. 

He noticed that the other children were also 

looking furtively at her. Their rescuer seemed 

old, even very old, but at the same time she 

moved with verve and energy. Her face was 

covered in nets of wrinkles, strands of gray hair 

came loose from under her crown, but her eyes 

were intensely blue and young. She smelled of 

the forest and smoke, of herbs and the sun. At 

times, the children thought that she merged 

with the forest and disappears into the back-

ground of trees.

“Can you see what she’s wearing?” Juliet 

whispered to Tom.

“I see… some sort of a wreath,” the boy 

mumbled. “It’s a bit odd.”

“This is not what i mean,” the girl shook her 

head. “True, the crown is odd, but the dress is 

even odder. Take a closer look...”
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Tom looked at the old woman carefuly, while 

he was sipping the most delicious milk. He felt 

bliss and sleepiness. The Forest Auntie’s dress 

was the same colour as the pines’ trunks, full of 

different shades, When the woman was passing 

them by, the boy opened his mouth in wonder. 

The old woman was wearing a dress made of 

tree bark.

“I wonder how she did it,” thought the boy, 

transfixed.

“She must be crazy about ecology,” he mut-

tered to his cousin, who burst out laughing. It 

was good to forget all about their misadven-

tures and just have a good laugh.

The Forest Auntie regarded them with joy, 

and then she entered the house. Shortly after, 

she gave the children huge slices of bread with 

golden honey spread on them, served on a tree 

bark tray. Peter, the honey enthusiast, almost 

squeaked out of delight, and Mark felt his stom-

ach rumble. The honey was delicious. Tom had 

to admit that he hadn’t eaten anything so good 
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in his life. He felt on his tongue the taste of 

pine, linden, raspberry. It seemed that the slice 

of bread channeled all the smells of the forest, 

sweet blueberries and bitter herbs of the bog. 

The bread itself was well-baked, with crispy 

crust. The old woman sat down on the stump, 

put her twisted, tired hands on her knees and 

closely regarded her guests. It was evident that 

she took pleasure form observing them eat. She 

murmured melodiously to herself.

“The little devil scared you all right,” she 

said, when she noticed that the children had 

rested and grew stronger. “It is better not to 

wake it, because it’s always in bad mood when 

woken. You are lucky i found you, the boggies 

had already taken an interest in you.”

The children listened to what she was saying 

in amazement.

“We thank you so much for all your help, but 

we hadn’t woken up any devil,” Juliet said in 

the end. “We were just looking for bear tracks 

and all of a sudden something started happen-

ing…”
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“Something furry had been chasing us,” Pe-

ter confirmed. “I saw it. And it was breathing 

heavily.”

“And there was something screaming awfully 

above our heads,” Mark added. “It was throw-

ing cones at us. I’m glad i had my head cov-

ered,” he knocked on his helmet with his fist.

“I have a big bump,” Peter admitted. 

The Forest Auntie came up to him and in-

spected the bruising. She went into the hut and 

picked out a few leaves from the bunches of 

herbs on the terrace, she crushed them and put 

them into a bowl. She also threw in a piece of 

bread, some spiderwebs hanging from the roof 

and some water. She mixed it all up and put 

the wet pulp to Peter’s forehead. 

“It will all be gone in no time.” She smiled to 

the boy, and then spoke to the older children.  

“It is the devil’s job, it doesn’t pay to wake it up, 

remember this. And stop looking for the bear,” 

she said regarding Juliet. “The bear is danger-

ous; it’s better to avoid him.” She looked up at 

the sky. “Okay, it is high time you went home, 



18

the evening is getting closer, and you still need 

to retrieve your bikes. i shall give you a farewell 

gift.”

She returned to the hut and after a while she 

handed out acorns attached to straps.

“Put them around your necks,” she ordered 

them.

Seeing Tom’s face, she added sternly. 

“I don’t recommend rejecting my gift, believe 

me.” a shiver came down the boy’s spine and he 

put on the pendant obediently.

“Go that way.” The old woman revealed 

a path to the children. “And remember, no 

more waking up of the devil.”

“May we visit you some time?” Peter asked, 

looking at Wuk with regret. He loved dogs very 

much, and this one seemed magnificent and 

dangerous at once. 

“Perhaps we will meet again one day, when 

you visit the forest. The Forest Auntie always 

provides assistance,” this sounded terribly seri-

ous. “Wuk will escort you to the mill, he will 

watch over you, so that you won’t lose your 
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way. It’s better not to pet him,” she added see-

ing Peter’s agitation. “He doesn’t like familiar-

ity. Goodbye.”

The children said their goodbyes and tim-

idly followed the dog, wondering how the old 

woman knew where they had come from. 

When they left the forest onto the meadow 

at the mill, the sky started graying. They didn’t 

even notice when Wuk left them. Three bikes 

stood in one spot next to the building. An older 

man, visibly limping on one leg, had just been 

bringing the last bike to join the others. Juliet 

was the first to react.

“Good evening Mr. Anthon,” she greeted him 

politely, coming up to him. “May we take our 

bikes?”

The man turned around, obviously angered, 

but seeing it was Juliet, he smiled with warmth. 

“Ah, it’s you Julia! i guess, it must have been 

the devil again making you wander in the for-

est? And i was wondering what sort of hooli-

gans had left their bikes here. The mess must 
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be surely yours?” He waved his hand in the di-

rection of the mill.

“Yes, indeed,” Juliet admitted.

Tom and Mark looked at one another with 

surprise and went to fetch the equipment.

“Mr. Anthon, what are you doing here?” the 

girl asked.

“Keeping watch, girlie. What else would i be 

doing? Supposedly I’m too old, they don’t want 

me as a forester anymore,” Anthon grew sad. “I 

took a job of a watchman, because there’s noth-

ing else i can do apparently. People are afraid of 

the forest, and there’s the story with the bear,” 

the old man giggled. “I’ve been traversing this 

forest for so many years and i haven’t even seen 

a single bear hair. i wonder what that worker 

had drunk…”

Suddenly, the man took a closer look at the 

girl.

“And you must have been in pursuit of the 

bear, isn’t that right?” he laughed. “I know you, 

you wanted to find the tracks. You will get 

into trouble one day, you know…” His words 



irritated Juliet a bit, but he still seemed nice, 

regardless. 

“Yes, that’s right, i wanted to find it,” she ad-

mitted and hung her head. “You know how it 

is… Are they going to build something here?” 

she asked after a while. 

“Who knows?” Mr. Anthon shook his head. 

“People say the miller’s heir has his plans. 

Young, elegant and well off.” The old forester 

brooded for a while and said, as if to himself, 

“it is only that Charlie didn’t have any family…” 

He saw the surprised expressions of the chil-

dren. “Charles owned the mill. i knew him well. 

i always dropped by when i was on my round of 

the forest. i came to have a drink of sour milk,” 

he added as if in explanation. “He was always 

complaining that he had been lonely and that 

he had nobody to pass his heritage onto. ‘My 

place will crumble’, was his weird complaint. 

And now, an heir. It is quite strange…”

“Perhaps he is looking for treasure here?” 

Mark clearly got interested in the conversation.
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“Treasure?” the old man repeated and 

laughed once more. “What sort of treasure 

could Charlie have hidden here? He was poor 

like a church mouse, the mill being out of use 

when the river had changed into a stream. Now 

it seems odd that he even lingered on here and 

lived alone,” he laughed and shook his head. 

“What about ghosts then, are they here?” Pe-

ter asked in a shaky voice, casting quick glances 

at the mill, which looked more and more eerily 

in the evening light.

“Ghosts, ghosts…” Anthon seemed moved. 

“If they are here, it means I’m also a ghost. 

The Nowak woman spreads gossip and the 

people believe it. Go now, because it’s getting 

late. Your granny will be surprised when she 

sees you. i haven’t seen such dirty children for 

a long time,” he laughed, bringing the bikes to-

wards them.

Their granny was indeed surprised. Next 

to her stood Mark’s grandmother, who hav-

ing seen her grandson, wrung her hands and 

clutched her head. She took him home fast, 
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complaining out loud that she would again have 

immense amount of laundry to do. There was 

also Juliet’s father, who frowned noticing her 

and looked pointedly at his watch.

“We are going to talk about this at home,” he 

said to Juliet and got into the car.

The girl attached her bike to the car’s trunk, 

waved to her granny, and put her finger on her 

lips. The boys understood what she meant; 
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they nodded their heads and went home. They 

managed to find some sort of an explanation 

for their appearance, and when they were go-

ing upstairs, Tom unexpectedly patted Peter 

on the arm. 

“What are you doing?” Peter asked surprised.

“You had a spider there. Big and odd, i hav-

en’t seen the like of it before.”

“A spider?” the boy repeated. “Where?” he 

started looking around feverishly. “I’m terribly 

fond of spiders,” he smiled at his brother. “It’s 

a pity you threw him off.”

Tom only shrugged his shoulders. He could 

never understand his brother’s fascination.
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