The forest

‘It’s so good you're herel’

Bea puts her arms around me and gives me a big hug. She
surprises my daughter when she does the same to her.

‘Hey Mira, how much you have grown! Next time | must
stand on my toes to hug you.’

A considerable exaggeration. Mira is six and at the bottom of
the official growth curve of girls her age. Still, Bea has put a
big grin on my daughter's face with her remark.

‘I'm so glad we can stay with you for a few days on such short
notice,’ | say as | take my suitcase from the car. ‘Mark drove me crazy.’

‘I'm glad | can help. It's disappointing that he found you again.’

| let out a deep sigh in response. Disappointing is an understatement, it's just horrible. We
separated a year ago and he continues to haunt us. Now that it's almost Christmas, it's much,
much worse.

‘It’s unfortunate that | have to go away for a few days,’ Bea says as she leads us into the
house. It's been a long time ago since | was here.

‘We'll be fine,” 1 assure her.

‘At least I'll be here for Christmas. It's nice that your mother is coming too.’

Bea is my niece and since the death of our grandmother and grandfather we only see each
other at weddings and funerals. The last one was that of my aunt and her mother. ‘This is the
first Christmas without your mother and in the house where she lived for years. That is not a
time to be alone.’

| see Bea swallow her emotions away for a moment, her eyes shining. ‘That's sweet.” She pulls
herself together. ‘Come, let’s take that suitcase upstairs and then I'll show you the house. |
think 1 was 15 when you last stayed here.'

“You might be right.’

In my memory, this was a huge house, but now that | look at it with adult eyes, it looks much
smaller. Just two large bedrooms on the first floor with a small room that Bea has set up as a
hobby room. The bathroom on this floor has recently been renovated with a beautiful walk-in
shower, toilet, bath and sink. Very different from the brown tiles and the shower in the bath |
remember. A staircase leads to the attic. | know there are two more bedrooms and a small
bathroom there, but Bea doesn't show us. Once downstairs, | see that the wall between the
kitchen and the room has been removed. Here everything seems bigger and much brighter
than | remembered. The window to the garden has been replaced by a large sliding door
through which the sun shines in. It gives a good view of the garden and the forest that lies
behind it.

‘What a beautiful place is this. You have your own forest, so great.’

Bea smiles, ‘It's owned by a foundation these days, but yes, it's great.’

‘How long has this place been in our family?’

‘According to the archives, the land was purchased in 1756, but our family had been living in
this area before that.” She opens the sliding door and gestures us to come along. Fortunately,
Mira and | are wearing a thick sweater.

‘The house was built in 1918 after the previous one burned down after a lightning strike.
According to the residents at the time, it was because of a curse.” We walk to the end of the
garden. Bea opens the gate and we step into the forest. Soon we are surrounded by oak trees.
Near the largest is a kind of altar. Stones are stacked on top of each other to form a plateau.
On it is a lantern with a burning candle in it. Around it are various attributes, such as a shiny
stone, a piece of crystal, shrivelled chestnuts, walnuts and beautiful feathers wedged between
the cracks of the stones.



‘“This is built by our great-grandmother,” Bea explains. ‘An ancestor of ours was killed as a
witch in the eighteenth century. She was hanged at one of these trees. Her name was Antje,
officially Antonia.’

That name rings a bell. It is my official name, although my nickname is Anne.

‘My mother tried to find out exactly what happened in the archives around here, but there
was never an officially trial and there are only stories. The woman was unmarried and lived in
a small house in the woods. She was an herbalist and midwife. She helped her sister give birth,
but things went wrong. According to her brother-in-law, our ancestor, this was because she
had bewitched the child. A judge was called, but the brother-in-law managed to rally the
neighbourhood. She was already hanging dead from a tree when the judge arrived. Before she
died, she cursed the brother-in-law and said that every descendant of the man would be born
with bad luck. That’s exactly what happened. Bad luck only stopped when this altar was built
on the spot where Antje was murdered. Since then, a candle has always been burning here.’
Mira has to stand on tiptoe to look at the altar. The light of the lantern reflects in her eyes
and makes them shine.

‘l want to ask you to replace the candle in the lantern with a new one every day when I'm
not there. You can find the candles in here.” She points to a recess between the stones
sheltered of by a wooden plank. When she removes the plank, there are about six blunt
candles. Next to it is a lighter with a long spout. Mira squats down and studies it carefully. It is
clear that the story about her ancestor made an impression.

‘We'll go and have a look every day,’ she promises.

‘Good, then I'm sure Antje will protect you.’

From a curse to protection, Bea makes it more and more fantastic.

‘Let’s go back inside, I'm getting cold.’ | see Mira shivering and | keep my arms close to my
body to retain a little warmth.

‘Good idea, who wants hot chocolate with whipped cream?”

‘Me!’ shouts Mira. They race each other to the house. For a moment | enjoy the image of my
fifty-year-old niece and my daughter running through the garden like young dogs. Then | also
start to run.

‘Mom, | think you can see the lantern from here.’

It is already dark outside. Mira is staring out with her nose glued to the glass of the sliding
door. | come and stand with her. ‘I think | see it too.’

| feel the cold so close to the glass. ‘Come, I'm going to close the curtains and then we're
going to have dinner.” I'm just halfway with the curtain when something hits the window.
With a scream | jump back.

‘It's just Liquorish!” Smiling, Mira opens the door to Bea's black cat. The cat comes in
meowing. ‘I think she's hungry too.’

| laugh along with Mira, but have to make an effort to get my heart rate down again. He's not
here, | tell myself, it was just the cat.

Bea has made us a casserole that only needs to be warmed up. It's delicious. Liquorish has her
own feeder and is happily chewing on her kibble. When we sit on the couch with tea, she
comes over and lies on my lap. | had forgotten how homely a cat is. Mark didn't like pets,
even though | would have liked one. Mark's will was law.

If we can live somewhere quiet again, | will take a cat, | promise.

It is foggy the next day. Mira runs out of the garden and into the forest and | lose her in the
fog. ‘Are you staying on the path?’ | call after her.

‘Yes mom!’

Liquorish walks over to me and starts to bump her head against my leg. | bend over to pet
her, which she rewards by purring loudly. ‘Hey girl, nice to see you again.” Funny how |
automatically start talking to an animal.



| walk further into the forest followed by Liquorish. | vaguely see the contours of Mira by the
light of the lantern at the altar. She is talking to someone, but when 1 get closer | don't see
anyone.

‘Who were you just talking to?” Mira has already taken a new candle and is so concentrated
on lighting it that she doesn't answer. Only when she succeeds does she look at me.

‘I was talking to Antje.’

‘Antje?’ | don't understand what she means and she lets out a deep sigh as if that's very
strange. | know for certain that | will have a hard time when she reaches puberty.

“‘We'll light a candle for her, won't we? So she doesn't have to be here alone in the dark. | told
her who | am and that you and Liquorish will be there too and that see has company. It’s only
polite.’

| think we light a candle out of superstition to prevent a curse, but I'm not going to contradict
her. Wasn't | the one who just spoke to a cat? “That's sweet of you.’

‘Nobody was nice to Antje, so we'd better be.’

“You're absolutely right’ | give her a kiss on the head.

It remains foggy all day. For some light and entertainment, | go with Mira to a garden centre.
We marvel at all the stuff we see, especially the mini houses in a Christmas atmosphere. | want
to buy a Christmas table arrangement for Bea, but they are ridiculously expensive. | limit
myself to a beautiful plate, a shiny candle holder, a few Christmas balls and oasis. There is
enough natural material in the garden and the forest to make something ourself. back at the
house, | find two pairs of gloves and pruning shears in the garden shed. Together with Mira
we find enough branches with greenery and berries to make two Christmas arrangements: one
for outside on the garden table and one for inside on the dining table. When it gets dark, we
light the candle of the piece in the garden.

‘Now it’s Christmas for Antje too,” Mira says happily.

Once inside, | don't close the curtain completely, so that we can continue to see the Christmas
arrangement with the candle outside. We eat from the casserole for the second time and have
just finished when | see the light flickering outside. Is Liquorish sitting on the garden table? |
walk to the window to get a better look. Suddenly someone is there and this time it's Mira
who screams. It's Mark.

| run to the lock of the sliding door as fast as | can and close it. Just in time.

‘Check the front door!” Mira is already on her way. | run to my bag, grab my phone and call
emergency. While the phone rings, | close the curtains. Mira comes back and lets me know
that the front door is also locked. She holds me tight.

‘How did daddy find us?’

It's something I'd like to know too, but | have someone from emergency on the phone. 1 tell
her who | am, where | am and what is going on. We have done this so many times that | now
know the drill. The only thing that keeps changing is the address, but | always make sure |
learn it by heart when | go somewhere.

Outside | hear Mark screaming. 'Stupid whore, let me in! You are mine you hear, you and
Mira. She is my daughter! Damn, bitch."'

That's nothing | haven't heard before. The screaming turns into banging. Fortunately, this old
house was renovated a few years ago with new window frames and HR glass. He won’t be
able to go through them with his fists. | get really scared when it's suddenly quiet followed by
a rumbling noise. He is looking for something to throw through the window. The dispatcher
assures me that the police are on their way, but | feel anything but reassured. Did | lock the
garden shed? What was there? Spades, a shovel, an axe!

| pull Mira up, run up the stairs, into the bathroom and lock the door. It's a cliché hiding
place, but all | have to do is slow him down. Not much later | hear the window break with a
lot of noise. ‘He's in,” | say through my phone. Mira is crying now. ‘Daddy has to stop, daddy
has to stop.’ She keeps repeating it as if it were a magic spell. | wish it was.



| try to hear if Mark is coming up the stairs, but it is quiet. Very quiet. What is he doing?

‘The police are there and they walk around the house,’ says the dispatcher. ‘Are you still safe?’
‘We are upstairs in the bathroom. It was suddenly quiet. | hear something now.’

‘That's the police. Stay where you are. They want to find your ex first.’

| sit down on the closed toilet seat with Mira in my arms and wait. She is quiet now. Together
we listen to the stumbling we hear. A cop shouts that he is coming up the stairs with a
colleague and that we have to wait for a while until it is completely safe. | hear the static noise
of a walkie-talkie. | try to understand what is being said, but | can't. Then a knock on the
door. ‘You can open the door, ma'am, we found him.’

With trembling hands | do what the man says. He guides us downstairs. There is a
policewoman. She walks over to Mira and distracts her, while her colleague asks me to go
into the room with him. | see how part of the window in the sliding door has been smashed.
There is glass everywhere on the floor with the axe from the shed in the middle of it.

‘We found him outside,’ says the officer. ‘At least, we suspect it's him. | must warn you, he is
no longer alive.’

| walk like a zombie behind the man into the garden. On the garden table is still the Christmas
arrangement with a burning candle, as if nothing had happened. The door of the barn is half
out of the rebate, | had locked it but he opened it by force anyway.

The officer walks in the glow of a flashlight, into the forest, to the light of the lantern. ‘It can
be a nasty sight,” he warns.

When he shines his flashlight up at the old oak tree at the altar, | understand what he means.
Mark's body hangs between the branches. His mouth hangs open as if he was screaming when
he got there. His eyes bulge. He looks like someone who has been hanged, but | don't see
anything around his neck. It is simply the branches that prevent his body from falling to the
ground.

‘It's him.’ 1 say it in a sigh. | can hardly believe it. He is dead! | am finally free from the
constant threat and fear. We are finally free. Yet this is also Mira's father.

‘l have to go to my daughter.” The officer nods. Two colleagues are already on our way. He
briefly explains the situation to them and then walks with me to the house. As soon as she
hears me, Mira runs towards me with Liquorish in her arms. The poor cat doesn't look very
happy, but allows it. | get down on my knees to look her straight in the eye and tell her that
her father is no longer alive. | don't get the chance.

"Mom, it's okay. Liquorish told me that Ansje has protected us. Dad is no longer with us.'

Happy holidays! Be nice to each other in 2026!
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