The Boys of the Ghost Forest
By Kim O’Connell

I. 	Eli
[bookmark: _GoBack]The mist cloaking the forest didn’t bother him. Neither did the gnarled chestnut trees, dead and dying all around him, their bark stripped clean from the blight, looking for all the world like skeletal ghouls. He remembered when the chestnut trees stood like kings, and how they would give up enough nuts to eat all winter long and sell at market. Still, he wasn’t scared. He knew these woods as well as he knew his own name, just like all the other things that never seemed to change in his world—the way the feral cat scratched at the shed every morning, waiting for the teaspoon of canned tuna he put out, the way his father hollered first thing in the morning and, really, all day long, the way the floorboards swayed a bit beneath his feet during storms. So it was with the mist that descended over the mountains every so often, obscuring the path before him, so that he could only see a patch of dirt and sticks as it opened up right before his feet. He was confident, though. He knew where he was going, could hear the open air before he could see it, and could feel it most of all. 
	Then, in a moment, he was there—standing at his favorite outcrop on the mountaintop, where he was captain of his domain, free from responsibility and the grinding pressure of want, with seemingly all the world lying before him. Where he could lie on his back and let the sun warm his tan skin, and where he could turn on his belly and look over the edge of the rocks at the great valley below. With the mist, he could barely make out the bends and folds of the green hills all around him, but he knew they were there, and that was comfort enough. He laid there long enough for the sun to burn off the mist and for his cheeks to turn hot and pink. 
He stood up and a flickering light, some kind of reflection, caught his eye from the road snaking up the side of the mountain. There, he saw a line of green trucks moving in formation, heading to the new camps like soldiers moving equipment to the battlefield. When his chores were done, he liked to sneak up on the boys and watch them, digging up boulders and cutting down the dead trees. They were always in motion and he liked that. He liked how they laughed and sang, how things got quieter as the time went on and their muscles tired. They were building a road along the crest of the mountains and making a new park here, one that would bring even more out-of-towners into these woods. The thought made his insides jumpy. He was used to seeing the city people come up to Skyland with their feathered hats and shiny cars, but this was different. Change was coming. He didn’t know what it meant for him, if it meant anything at all. Didn’t know if he wanted change or not. He didn’t have time to think about it. The day was getting long and he was needed at home. He got up and ran back down to the hollow. 

II. 	Max
Even in the relative quiet before dawn, Max found that it wasn’t really quiet at all, if you could still your own mind long enough to listen. For many of the boys at Big Meadows, it was damn hard to wake up when reveille sounded at 6 a.m., knowing that the camp chores started immediately, even before breakfast. But Max had always awakened early, never needed more than a few hours’ sleep each night. Before anyone else was up, he liked to sneak out of the barracks for a smoke and listen to the sounds in the inky darkness, the insects buzzing, the coyotes howling, the shuffle of deer through the brush. He liked to watch the sky change color from black to indigo to lavender and pale blue. It was all so different than the life he had left behind, which sometimes seemed as grey as the newspapers he used to sell on the Potomac waterfront back in Alexandria.
Lately the news wasn’t ever good, just more about the panic—a great depression, Hoover had called it—that had cost his father his brick factory job and put less meat on the table. What’s more, Ellen had used it as an excuse to not see him anymore. As the banker’s daughter, she had said, there was no way that she could be seen with a boy like him, you know, with his father on relief. It had nothing to do with their relationship, she’d said. It was about her family and their position, and she couldn’t risk hurting them. “You understand, right?” she said sweetly. She reached up and traced a constellation among the light brown freckles on his cheek, a gesture he secretly loved, before kissing him on the temple and disappearing down the street and out of his life for good. Max lit another cigarette and tried to forget her. He lit many cigarettes. 
When no one was buying the paper, he liked to sit on the edge of a dock and smoke, hoping to catch a glimpse of the USS Sequoia as it moved up and down the Potomac. Even with the depression, it had been christened as Franklin Roosevelt’s official presidential yacht that spring, not long after he took office with the promise that he would put the country back to work. Max thrilled when he saw it gliding along the river. It reminded him of the porcelain swan that moved in a figure 8 on his grandmother’s music box, yet it was big and real, standing out among the usual complement of dinghies and dirty barges. 
The president had also put out a call for young men to fill his new army, a “tree army,” the newspapermen called it, a Civilian Conservation Corps. Max saw it in the paper one cold and misty morning and tore out the notice. He didn’t like to tamper with the merchandise, but he promised himself he’d give back the nickel he owed the next time he was paid. He read that enlisted men—no, “enrollees,” the president called them—would fill camps to shore up the nation’s parks and wildlands, including the new one planned for the Shenandoah mountains. Food, shelter, and money—$25 to send home, and $5 to spend as he wished—it all sounded too good to be true. He even liked the name; the way “CCC” rolled off his tongue, the way the word “Corps” sounded official and fitting of men. At 18 now, he was the youngest age the CCC would accept, but he was still a man. And so he found himself on a bus to Shenandoah within a month, alongside a bunch of other young men, green and hungry, who had no idea if they would survive even one night in the mountains. 
Now it had been three months, and he had more than survived. It was true labor—the shoveling, the hauling, the building and the scraping, the hot sun baking the mountain, the skin growing browner, the muscles hardening, stretching out—but like all things that were true, it was satisfying. When the president came to inspect the camps one August day, the boys all took extra care in combing their hair and tucking in their shirts. A frisson of nervous energy had run through the barracks and the mess hall. 
“He’s here!” someone cried out finally, and the boys poured out of the buildings. Max ran with them, laughing and whooping. The boys jostled and shoved each other to line up as the car went by, but Max, lanky and taller than most, easily caught a glimpse of the man himself. The car slowed almost in front of where Max was standing, and the boys cheered. The president gestured with his hands to quiet the boys. “Hello fellas,” he said. “I’ve had a great time. I wish I could come live here with you all.” 
“We’ll put you to work!” someone yelled. The boys laughed, and to Max’s relief the president did too. Max marveled at how natural he seemed, how normal. He’d never seen anyone important or famous before, outside of a movie theater. He thought the president would look stiff and strange, like a statue. Instead he looked like someone’s uncle, dressed for Easter Sunday, with lines around his eyes and mouth like he’d seen tough times, too. Yet his smile was broad and warm, and he thanked the boys heartily. Later, he made a speech for the radio, talking about how healthy the boys looked, almost with envy, Max thought. 
It was true; Max had gained ten pounds over the summer, broadening his face and shoulders, so that he began to see the faces of his father and grandfather looking back at him in the bathroom mirror. He worried that he might get fat even, if he ate too much more tapioca and pie. But there was too much work for that, and his abdomen remained flat and muscular as ever. He noticed how the girls would flirt and laugh and make small talk with him when the boys would go on weekend excursions down to Luray, a little town in the Valley that had a tavern, cheap beer and a piano. He liked to dance with those girls, with their pencil-thin eyebrows and raspberry rosebud mouths. He wished he could take one home with him, but home was barracks, so he settled for chaste kisses at curfew. Other boys, he knew, found ways to take advantage, but that wasn’t his way. He wanted someone who would look at him like Ellen did, who would reach up and tousle his blond hair and trace the freckles on his cheek.
He shook his head to clear Ellen from his thoughts and looked at his watch. The sky was brightening and he knew he had only a few more minutes to himself. He took a long, last drag on his cigarette, stomped it out, and headed back toward the barracks. His was the first of the six barracks buildings, lined up in military formation on the northern edge of the meadow. He and the other boys had spent most of the summer chopping down dead chestnut trees to build a 12-foot palisade around the camp, giving it the feel of a military fortress, buttressed against the wild world beyond. He would be chopping down trees again today. His crew leader called it a “ghost forest,” and he found that description truest at dawn, when the bones of the trees were dark and ugly, silhouetted against the purple sky. He was happy to chop them down and make them into something useful.
Max turned the corner of his building and drew up short. An eight-point buck lifted its head from the grass, its antlers still covered in velvet, and stared. Max stopped moving, afraid to flinch, grateful that he wasn’t still holding a lit smoke. The two pairs of wide eyes appraised each other for what felt like all of eternity, until the reveille call broke the spell and the buck wheeled and ran. 
Max told the other boys all about the buck as they dove into their eggs at breakfast, how the buck just stood there, how it had the largest rack you’d ever see, so large it could’ve run him through in an instant. How he was this close, holding his hands less than a foot apart, and still, the buck didn’t run. 
Max didn’t dare share everything, though. He didn’t say how looking at the buck’s eyes, he’d felt a strange sense of kinship, as if the buck was letting him know that it was okay for him to be there, too. No, that wasn’t the kind of thing you told. 

III.	Eli
He heard his father banging around before the house came into view. He thought about going around the back, through the crawl-tunnel he’d hacked through the brambles, where he might be able to climb through the window unnoticed. But that would just put off the inevitable. He straightened up and walked into the clearing where his father was working the still, but he kept to the edges, trying to hide in the mountain laurel. It was better that way; he could watch his father in peace. Making shine was a family tradition going back generations, and nothing made his father concentrate more. His father had his back turned to him, his shirt black with sweat. Eli enjoyed watching him go through the steady sequence of tasks—the mash, the water, the barley—that magically produced the crystal clear liquid. When it came out right, nothing looked so pure and perfect. Father could sell it for a quarter a pint, and they’d have more to tuck away in the pantry for a rainy day. Eli had heard all about Prohibition, but the law of the land rarely reached as deep as these hollows.
	Eli coughed, then. Tried to stifle it, immediately.
	His father stood ramrod straight and swiveled his head like an owl. “Dammit, Eli!” he roared. “How many times do I have to tell you to not bother me when I’m working? Huh?” Eli stood up and backed into the laurel, scraping up his back. “Answer me, boy! What, cat got your tongue, right? Right? Forget it. No use in talking to you. What a waste. ” His father marched over and raised his hand as if to strike him. Eli looked down, waiting, but he didn’t flinch. Instead of the expected blow across the back of his head, his father ripped off his cap—his one and only hat, the original blue denim sun-faded to almost white—and smacked Eli with it before throwing it on the ground. “Now go on up to the house. There’s a pile of wood up ‘ere. You know what to do.” When Eli didn’t immediately move, his father yelled. “Now, boy!”
Eli bent down and picked up his hat, dusted it off, and smashed it back on top of his head. No, there was no use in talking. He turned and ran. At the house, Eli grabbed a hatchet and surveyed the pile of wood to be chopped. Soon, the swing of his arms, the thunk of the blade hitting the wood, the breeze whistling down the mountain, he forgot all about his father. He didn’t mind work, never had. It took him away, for a few moments at least, from the clearing, the still, the creaky house, the squalling of his younger sisters, the unending sameness of all his days. 

IV. 	Max	
The noonday sun beat down on the big meadow, threatening to wilt the stalwart flowers that grew atop this mountain, and even the sinewy line of men digging trenches, hauling rocks, and cutting up the felled chestnut trees. To Max, the pile of logs to be stacked seemed to have no end, and the old rag he tied around his forehead seemed only to increase the sweat sliding off and into his eyes. He straightened up and stretched. Three and a half more hours until break time. As he twisted and bent his torso, trying to work out the kinks that knotted up his back, Max spotted something moving in the forest just beyond the meadow. He squinted, wiped his eyes. Nothing. After a time, he saw it again, a dark shape moving slow and stealthily. A bear? Max had heard rumors that a black bear had been spotted in these parts, but it had the whiff of legend. Bears had long been hunted out of Virginia, Max had read. Still, he wanted to see it for himself. 
“Stopping early, Max?” His closest counterpart in the long line of boys took notice of Max’s distraction. 
“Cover me a minute, will ya?”
Max walked to the edge of the meadow and stood still, listening. He let his eyes relax and he took in the patch of forest before him. A low-hanging limb on a nearby tree bounced up and down slightly. That’s odd, Max thought. He walked over toward the tree and looked up, but saw nothing. Then to his right, he heard a crash. Whirling around, he caught sight of a boy running at top speed, his cap flying off his head in the process. 
Curious. Max knew that the local people liked to watch the CC crews. He wondered if the boy was up to no good, maybe out to sabotage their work, as some of the camp leaders had accused the locals of doing. Apparently there were plenty of local people who didn’t want a park here, and feelings were hard. Strange fires would burn out of nowhere, and the old chestnuts, dry as parchment, would go up in seconds. Max had reason to be wary. Still, the boy had just seemed scared.  Max walked over and picked up the boy’s hat. It was soft to the touch, worn down from years of wear, probably a favorite. He felt sure the boy would miss it. Max folded and tucked the hat into the back pocket of his pants.
The next day, Max was sawing up lumber, trying not to inhale too much of the sawdust that floated through the air like spun gold. He was wearing the boy’s sun-faded cap with his filthy rag tied over his nose and mouth, which was hardly better to breathe than the saw dust. Suddenly he became aware of two eyes staring at him from the trees. Max wondered whether this creature was an illusion conjured up by the forest itself, another ghost among the chestnuts. The boy blinked, then, and Max knew he was real. 
 Max saw then that he had seen the boy before. He was an urchin, really, 15 at most. He had stood on the side of the road once, watching the boys raise the flag at the center of the camp. Max had taken note of him and looked back at the flag, but when he glanced over again, the boy had vanished. Now here he was again, the boy who had watched Max from the forest, who had lost his cap, who stared at him now with wonder and fear in equal measure. Max slowly approached him, sensing the need to be careful. Instinctively, the boy gave a start and backed up a step. 
“Wait,” Max said. “Don’t go.” He removed the cap and held it out. “I have something of yours.” 
The boy stopped then, surveying his options. Max kept walking toward him. Finally he got close enough to get a good look at the boy, who only came up to his shoulder. His dark brown hair hung in greasy clumps over his forehead for lack of washing, and his clothes had plenty of wear on them too. “Here, please take it,” Max said. The boy did, holding it in both hands, seemingly searching for something to say. Yet no words came, so Max kept talking. “You from around here?”
The boy nodded. 
“Have a name?”
No answer. The boy just shook his head and looked down.
“C’mon, I don’t bite. I’m Max.” 
The boy looked at Max a moment, considering, then mouthed a word. Maybe it was actually a whisper, but Max couldn’t tell. “Eli? Is that what you’re saying?”
The boy nodded again. 
“Where’d you come from?” Max said. Eli pointed east, down the hill. “You got folks?” Another nod, this one more tentative, as if the boy didn’t want to admit to his family. 
“Don’t you talk?” Max asked, regretting it the instant he said it. Taking the measure of this young boy—skinny and scared, looking like a cattail along the Potomac back home—Max had a feeling there was good reason this boy had gone mute. He’d read enough newspapers to know that people were often the meanest they could be at home, behind closed doors. This boy was young, but he’d gone through some things, Max could tell. Something inside made Max want to hold him there, to keep him from going back to whatever place made his eyes look so haunted. 
“I’ve seen you before,” Max continued. “Watching us. You want to work with us CCs, is that it? Ever think about joining?”
Eli’s eyes grew wide. He shook his head. To Max, it was clear that, if this boy had never thought about joining up before, he was at that moment.
“Listen,” Max said, “I’ve seen you run. You’re fast, and strong. You know your way around these parts. You’d be good on our crew.” Max thought about it for a moment. “If you want, you could meet me at the flagpole before dawn tomorrow. We’ll talk to my supervisor. Maybe I can get you on. OK?” Eli didn’t move one way or another, so Max answered his own question. “OK.” 
Max turned then and walked back to the pile of chestnut logs without looking back. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if he saw those eyes again, wide and brown. They reminded him of that buck in the meadow that didn’t run, confident of his place in the world. This boy, however, was coiled like a spring and ready to bolt at any moment.
 The next morning, as the sun burned its way above the tree line, painting the meadow orange and pink, Max stood under the flagpole, waiting. He wasn’t even sure why he felt so hopeful, and then so disappointed, when Eli didn’t come. For all the things he had lost in his old life, like his newspaper job, and Ellen, and for all the things he had found in this new one, he just couldn’t square any of it with the idea that this young boy could be friendless and alone in these hills. It didn’t seem right. 
For the next five mornings, Max stood under the flagpole, waiting. 
On the sixth day, the boy came. 
 
V. 	Eli
	Eli said nothing. His mother made stew, his sisters fussed over their dolls, his father plowed corn and tended to their tiny orchard. The sun rose and set, and one day it rained, and still, Eli said nothing. He came and went from their shady hollow, mostly unnoticed, except when Father drank too much and started yelling. And still, he said nothing. 
	Then, one night after his sisters had fallen asleep, and his mother had put her favorite song on the record player—“When It’s Lamp Lighting Time in the Valley”—and she and Father started to dance, really just swaying together in the middle of the kitchen, Eli decided it was time. He stood up and said, plain as the day, “I’m joining the CCC.” He didn’t speak again.  
	Whether they were dumbstruck by the sound of his voice, so long forgotten, or whether they were simply happy to be rid of him, Eli would never know. But no one argued with him. 

VI. 	Max
	The nights were lasting longer now, Max noticed. A chill had crept into the mountain air that whipped across the meadow. He pulled the collar up on his shirt to keep the cold off his neck and leaned against the giant oak near the mess hall. He still liked to be up before everyone else, but he missed seeing the trees arrayed in silhouette against the dawn. Now reveille came in the dark. He took a drag on his cigarette and appreciated how it warmed his insides. He wondered where Eli was, noticed his bed was empty that morning too. That was one thing they had in common, the need to be alone. To take a break from the chores and the commands and the cut-ups. To listen and breathe before the day rushed in. 
Max was amazed at how Eli had fallen in straight away with his campmates. Getting past the front office had proven easy. Max had loaned him a shirt and cleaned him up as much as he could, before he marched him into the office. Together, they stood before the captain, who sized Eli up and found him wanting. “For the love of Pete. He’s just a kid!” he barked. 
	“He’ll be 18 next month,” Max lied. “He’s my cousin. I can vouch for him.” 
	“Bull,” the captain said. “Plus he don’t speak, right? What good is a mute in camp?” Eli flinched a little at that, but still stood ramrod straight. 
	“Where does it say you have to talk?” Max countered. “I can speak for him. Look, the kid wants to work. You got work enough here don’t ya?” 
	Had him there. “Send him to physical,” the captain said, finally. “He passes, he stays.”
	Eli stayed. From then on, he’d been Max’s shadow around the camp. Side by side, they helped to finish the wooden palisade that ringed the campsite. They built stone walls, dug trenches, and pulled up those nuisance gooseberry plants. They ate platefuls of scrambled eggs at breakfast and enough pie to make Eli’s cheeks pink and round. On the weekends, Eli guided Max to all his favorite haunts and hovels in the deep woods, along with the bald parts of the mountaintops where they could lie on the rocks and nap in the sun. In those moments, Eli would sometimes whisper something aloud, almost as if he didn’t realize he was speaking. Max knew not to call him out about it. The other boys weren’t so careful, mocking Eli’s muteness and wiggling their fingers in front of his face as if he was deaf. Yet they pulled their punches too, didn’t let their hazing get too bad, because of Max. The boys had started treating them almost like brothers, one lanky and blond, the other small and dark. It occurred to Max that it no longer mattered where they had all come from, city or country. All that mattered was that they were there, working, and the work was good. 
	Something caught Max’s attention, then. A low, ominous sound, like distant thunder or a herd of buffalo on stampede. But on a clear, dark morning like this one, none of that made any sense. He tamped out his cigarette and went around the building to investigate in the open field. What he saw there was terrifying—a red glow in the ghost forest beyond. The trees, hollow and dry already, were going up in flames.   

VII. 	Eli
	Eli knew all about fires. He’d watched them move across the mountains many times. Sometimes they moved gingerly, like his mother on Sunday morning in her one pair of high heels. Sometimes they leapt and skittered liked wildcats or charged forward like an advancing army. He remembered that one summer night when the fire moved down the mountain toward their hollow, inching ever closer, and the people pulled together to dig a break. His mother had even taken a bucket and tried to douse as much of the house as she could. They’d gotten lucky and the fire stopped short. 
	Nothing he’d seen before prepared him for this. He’d gone home that night, as he sometimes did, to sleep in his old bed. It was funny how his father talked to him differently now, as if he was surprised that Eli had the wherewithal not only to leave home, but to return. He’d made his way back toward the camp in the starlight when he’d caught the unmistakable, acrid smell of the smoke. Then, to see the fire erupt almost out of the earth itself, to watch it consume the very trees in which he’d concealed himself not too long ago, to hear the crackling and roaring—it was equal parts mesmerizing and terrifying. For a moment, Eli stood stock still. Then he broke into a run toward Big Meadows. 
	He was startled by the sound of his own voice, ringing loud and clear across the field. 
	“Fire! Everyone! Toll the bell! Fire! Fire!” 

VIII. 	Max
	For two days and nights they’d fought the blaze, digging breaks, chopping down the underbrush that fueled it, helping the fire crews work the tanks and the pumps. Only after it was all over did it occur to Max that Eli was the one who had alerted the camp. There was no time, then, for anyone to haze him about his talking. He was yelling, actually, come to think of it. Later, after they’d all eaten and showered, and the crew leaders gave them an extra day to rest, Eli was still talking, and the boys took it in stride. They were all too tired to make fun. 
	On a chilly Sunday morning, Eli and Max and a few others went out to inspect the damage the fire had wrought. The pale, skeletal chestnuts were now blackened stumps, and the ground was bare and covered with ash. The landscape that had once been vibrantly green and brown and yellow had turned flat and gray.  
	“Don’t look like much of a park,” Eli said quietly. 
	“Not yet,” Max agreed. “But it will when we’re done with it.” Already the camps were transplanting mountain laurel and burlapping and replanting trees along the Skyline Drive, with many more trees to come. “We’ll do better than God did,” Max said. Eli laughed at that. 
Max looked at the boy then. It was kind of funny, Max thought, how Eli seemed to have grown both older and younger in his short time in camp. More solid, more confident, and yet lighter somehow. 
At length, they turned back toward camp. Surely, unknown forces would send the boys splintering in different directions in the coming years. The park would be finished and the visitors would come, and they would all leave the CCC behind them. But they would leave as brothers, Max was sure of it. For now, it was enough to know that there was some kind of magic in the fresh air and the mountains, and in the good, solid work. Maybe just knowing this, Max thought, was manhood.
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