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“Yes, damn it! I made it,” shouted a sandy-haired man as he bolted out of the wooded entrance. As he stood on the grass with his hands on his knees, he heaved in and out as if he had finished a race. He looked haggard and disheveled. His eyes gave off a crazed look. 


I asked, “How long have you been in there?” 

He snapped his head at me, then focused and responded, “Three weeks, and I didn’t give in.” I frowned. Many people had given up there jobs to come here to “Find themselves.” A woman walked out past me. She looked fresh and vibrant. She stopped and put something into her backpack. 

The haggard man asked her, “How long were you in there?” She looked at me and smiled, then turned to the other man.

 “I don’t know,” she answered. 
He barked, “How can you not know?” I thought it seemed an honest response. His assault didn’t bother her a bit.

“I’ll check,” she said as she reached into her backpack and pulled out an apple and a device. 

I said, “For someone that just finished an extended stay in the woods you seem happy.” She held the apple out to me. I shook my head.
“I am completely satisfied. I just can’t explain it,” she said as she tinkered with the device. “Wow, I was in there for four and a half weeks.” The haggard man threw up his hands.

“Ha!” We both jump at his booming voice. “I made better time.” She offered the apple to him. “Where’d you get it?” She shrugged.

“It was on the trail,” she claimed. He squinted, turned and walked away. The young blonde woman, not quite old enough for any gray hair, zipped and picked up her backpack. The two of us watched as a group of zealous men walked down the path of the dense forest. “Everyone goes in one way, and comes out a little bit differently.”
I asked, “How long were you in the forest before you received your map?”

She answered, “It’s not the way many people think. You don’t get a tangible map. You just know the way, if that is the choice that you make.” She looked down, giving her answer more thought. “A few hours after I entered the path, I knew I wanted help. I knew this whole thing was too much. And, when I admitted that, the information was there, food, the way to go, where to sleep, all of it.”
My surprise blurted out, “Wow.” I had never heard anything like that before. She started to back away.

“I hope you find good fortune. If you choose to challenge yourself this is the wrong place. Just ask,” she said. I waved and watched as she skipped away out of sight.

I turned and looked at the intimidating entrance. I mumbled, “Four and a half weeks?” I took a step and continued into the Forest of Mysteries.

The path was clear and obvious. I looked back to find a man, of maybe 60, about fifty yards back. He yelled, “No turning back if you change your mind.” I waited as he approached. He continued, “This is my seventh time.” He laughed with pride at the astonished look on my face. “Yes, I have. I come once a year. I know most people come only once, period.” He looked around and then stretched as though he would run a marathon. “But, there are a few of us that just keep coming.” 

I made a mistake when I asked, “When does a person get their map?” His mood changed.
“What do I need a map for? You mean to tell me that you can’t find your way around this place?” I was speechless. “I come back because I learn something new about myself every time I take this adventure. Not one of those Mappers has come more than once. That ought to tell you something.” I gave him a blank look that told him that his observation told me nothing. “They are too stupid to get it. They give in. They submit themselves.” This was the first time I had heard such a thing. 

I asked, “Submit what?”

“You can call it pride, or their will, maybe even their dignity. Whatever you want to call it, you have to be willing to be led. I person has to admit that they cannot find their way alone.” He thought about it. “Making my own decisions is what being a man is all about. I ain’t no dog. I don’t need nothing leading me along tellin’ me where to go or what to do.”
He stared at me. I nodded my head. “Okay,” I said. He seemed satisfied with my response. He nodded and walked away. 
I called after him, “Are there more Mappers or Adventurers?” He turned. He looked older than I first thought. His face brightened.

“I like that!” He snapped. “You make that up?” 

“Yes, I read a few articles and based on the description it gave of your mission, it seemed appropriate since you seem to be out on an adventure.” 

“I’m an Adventurer.” He smiled and thought for a minute. “Hard to say about the people. One day, I see one person the whole day. Next day, I see 150 people. And, I can’t tell who is who, unless of course you walk up on them.” I could have asked more questions. But, it was obvious he was ready to move on. I waved and he disappeared.
I walked for hours. The old man was right. I hadn’t seen anyone else the entire day. I passed a walnut tree and pulled off a handful of nuts. That didn’t satisfy my hunger. So, I pulled out a granola bar from the snacks that I had brought.

As evening approached, I was nervous. Where would I sleep? I searched up into the trees, thinking it would be safer than the ground. A calm young voice echoed, “Tell me you’re not thinking of sleeping in the trees.”

Startled, I responded, “Aren’t you kind of young to be out here?”

“Yes, but who cares. And, who you gonna tell? There are no Mystery Forest police.” She paused. “No one will miss me. Half the time they don’t know who I am. My parents need a year in rehab just to recognize each other.” She reached in her bag and pulled out a mango and some grapes. “The fruit here is excellent.” She held them out. “Which would you like?” I reached for the mango. “I can tell that you don’t have a map yet.” I avoided eye contact. 

“Maybe I don’t want a map. How old are you anyway? Somebody needs to teach you not to talk to strangers.”

“My name is Roxanne and I am 11.” She put out her hand and I shook it. “See, we’re not strangers.” She looked me up and down. “You don’t look like the type that wouldn’t want a map. When did you get here?” How could such a little girl survive alone and know so much.

“I started today,” I said. 

She gave me a wide grin. “Oh, maybe that’s why.”

I asked, “What does that mean?” She walked up close and looked me in the eyes.

“When you’re here for a few days, it’s tough if you don’t have a map. People develop a grimace.” She backed away, picked up a rock and threw it into a thicket of brush. “I think the mystery is why they don’t want help.” A hundred feet away, an old man walked along the trail in our direction. “That’s Goat. See the look on his face? That’s how you know that he doesn’t have a map.” It was the old man I met at the start of the day. “I have to go. He will try to trample all over my joy.” She leaned back into my space. “Forget the trees. Find a spot in the hills,” she pointed. “Get there before seven.” When the old man arrived, she had vanished.
“I hate that kid,” he said as he approached. “What’d she want? Let me guess. She offered you that nasty mango?” She was right his scowl rippled his whole face.
I responded, “Yea.” I pretended the fruit didn’t interest me and took the conversation in a different direction. “Where do you sleep at night?”

“If you can find a soft spot close to a lake or stream, sleep there. The Track ants won’t eat your flesh if you are close to water.” I liked having options and between him and the girl, I knew something would work. 

I asked, “What about the hills?”
He shrugged. “No idea. Every time I’ve gone into the hills at dusk, it’s packed. I can’t find a place to lay my head, there’s just too many people. I’m claustrophobic anyway. I like my space.” He remembered something else. “Besides, mostly Mappers sleep up there. They are the laziest group of people I have ever met. They sleep up there till 10:00.” I typically slept late when I could so I changed the subject again.
“What about food. What did you eat?”

He pointed. “I found some berries and thick leaves over there.” I raised my eyebrows. 

“No fruit?”

“I ain’t seen no fruit.” He paused. “I had oranges from a tree once. That was it.”

I continued, “How about nuts?”

He shook his head, “Nope, not once.” He looked at my shoulders. “Did you bring food?” I felt like a kid with a hand in the cookie jar.

“Yea, I brought a few snacks.” He snickered.

“I think most people violate the rules and bring food. I think that’s where the fruit come from.” I determined I would spy on a Mapper until they produced fruit or showed me where it came from. That would settle it for me.

I began to step backwards. I said, “Thanks for the advice!” The old man turned and went on his way. 

I wasn’t real hungry but pulled the mango out and ate as I headed to the high ground. The sun had barely set, but the caves and hills were abuzz with people. When I spotted on open space and nearly dove into it to claim a sleep spot. These people were definitely Mappers. With their smirks, I could see why the old man hated them. They didn’t even talk to each other. They seemed too giddy. I pulled out my jacket and fluffed the backpack under my head.
As I adjusted to a comfortable position, I caught a glimpse of the stars. It was captivating. They dominated the sky. And, it was as if they were just out of my reach. I felt ashamed that I had never looked into the heavens to observe such obvious beauty, even as a kid. My eyes closed and I fell into a deep sleep. Dreams raced through my mind as though I were directing traffic. Every dream offered a question, the same question. “What are you doing here?” Every presence about the dream was angry at me. I thought the anger was for being in the forest. 

Outside of the dream highway, I saw a field of grass and sprinted to it. There was a four foot gulf between the pavement and the field. I hesitated and was pummeled. A voice shouted, “Here is your fruit!” I turned to look as an orange splat in my face. I was hit by grapefruits, mangoes, kiwis, and other varieties. I turned back to the field and refocused my effort and leapt over the gulf. The pavement, voices and fruit disappeared. The grass dried up and the scenery turned to desert. The wind stirred in one direction, then the other, then both. It whirled uncontrollably. Faster and faster it spun around me. The dust flooded my nostrils. The noise, the whirling made, exploded in my ears. I screamed as every inch of my body begged for an end. I shouted, “I wanted to see if the forest could make me a better person.” The elements intensified. “I just want the truth.” The chaos turned silent and all became still. My surroundings became black, except a dot of light. I walked in the direction of the light for what seemed like hours. The dot grew larger, but it took so long to see any change. It didn’t seem to matter I knew I was headed in the right direction. 
I woke up with an energized ambition. But, my mind lagged, it was exhausted. My dreams had clarified my intentions for being here. I wanted the truth about the purpose of the forest. Most everyone was still asleep. I stuffed my backpack and headed down the hill. My watch read 7:52 AM. When I reached the bottom, I stepped off the road. It just seemed appropriate. I still hadn’t digested what my night meant. I knew I still had not given myself to another power, nor had I rejected it. What was becoming increasingly important was that I could expect to find only a pittance of food. My stomach growled. “Time to walk around in circles,” my mind stated sarcastically. I headed towards a heavy section of forest as the sun rose with a vengeance. 
The atmosphere was different this day. The people with scowls were out. These Adventurers never seemed to look up. Their focus was down and around. They searched for food continuously. With their gaze fixed at the bushes for berries, nuts and at times in the ravens for water. Several Adventurers were on their hands and knees wrenching from bad or inedible leaves that they had eaten. Every Mapper I spotted seemed to be in his or her own world. They almost always had fruit or something else in their hands. Mappers seemed as clueless as a picture-snapping tourist with a map. The energetic travelers seemed mesmerized by the beauty of everything around them.

On the second day of my journey, I traveled over eleven miles. I crossed paths with twenty or so people. It was about an even number of Mappers and Adventurers. Amazingly, I spotted a food source. In the fork of nearly every road, under the dust and dirt, the foliage there had berries. It was like an incentive for inquisitive searchers to push on. The journalist in me also noticed that Mappers nearly always wore pants. When I followed a middle-aged woman, I saw why. I trailed her as she turned into a thicket of bushes as high as the forest trees. Before she disappeared into the thorny tight vines, she pulled her backpack off and placed it on her chest. She disappeared into the dark. I figured it out when I saw her in the hills that night eating fruit. It gave me a plan for the next day.

When the morning came, I changed into pants and ran through the forest. It took about 45 minutes, but I spotted a tight briar patch wall. I put my backpack in front of me and walked into the thorns. The scratches and pain were intense, I nearly gave up. After a few steps, it thinned. Then I saw them, fruit trees. There were apples, grapefruit, mangos, plums, peaches, oranges and other fruit. I ate. I slept on the soft grass. I stuffed my backpack with fruit and headed out. As I squeezed and maneuvered back to the forest, my stomach tightened. I felt nauseous. It got worse the closer I got to the outer forest. As I turned to head back toward the fruit, the pain lessoned. I found a hidden spot and relieved myself.  
This time when I headed out of Eden, there was no stomach pain. However, an apple fell out of my backpack. Even though the apple looked old, I took a bite. I spit the rotting fruit out. My backpack reeked of old fruit that I quickly expelled onto the ground.

I snuggled into a good spot before seven. But, it looked as though I had been attacked by mad kittens. An old woman came over as though she were my lifelong nanny and smeared lemon juice and aloe vera all over my arms and face. When she felt her mission was complete, she said, “Eventually, you won’t be able to get in at all.”

Even though the lemon juice stung worse than alcohol, it lasted only a moment and then I could feel the healing benefits of the aloe. It felt like all eyes were upon me. Everyone knew that I was undecided. I didn’t feel judged. I felt alone. The next morning, I woke up and checked my arms, chest and face. The scabs were there but the pain and swelling were gone.
During the day, I walked without a purpose, slow and thoughtful. Then I saw it. An adventurer said, “You think you are better than me. Don’t you?” Before the man could answer, the scruffy man slapped him. The strike was so hard, blood oozed down his lips and off his chin. The adventurer yelled again, “I hate your kind.” As the Mapper bent and covered his nose, the other man kneed him in the ribs. “You arrogant, self righteous, smug piece of nothing, have I wiped that stupid smile off your face yet?” He almost struck him again but I walked up.
“You need your legs to get out of here,” I said calmly. “Strike him again and I’ll break both of them.” The scruffy man backed a few steps away and sized me up. “You’re not a Mapper,” he said. “What do you care?” He’s judging us.” I was disappointed that he could tell that I was not a Mapper and infuriated that he included me with the Adventurers.

I snapped, “It looks like you’ve judged him. What did he do offer you some fruit? A simple ‘no’ wasn’t good enough?” I helped the other man to his feet as the Adventurer walked away.

I walked with the man as he pulled himself together. He was the athletic type. Why he chose to allow himself to be beat up didn’t make sense to me. I asked him, “So, what did we learn today?” He tried to laugh but choked instead.

He answered, “Well, that it might be better to only take two strikes before I defend myself.” I laughed and he joined in. “Otherwise, I might not make it.” He pointed the way to a stream. “I need some water. We should find it there.” He felt his face. “I think he broke my nose.” I followed his directions, and as he said, there was water. He walked in to the river as though it were his salvation. For about 30 minutes, he bobbed up and down in silence.
I asked him a question, “How did it start?” He cocked his head.

“I asked if he wanted a piece of fruit. Just like you guessed,” he affirmed. 

“Why does that set every adventurer off?” I asked. The young man stepped up out of the water and slung the water off his arms and legs. 

“When a person chooses to be an adventurer, he’s deciding to be independent. He wants to conquer life on his own. At the most desperate moment, a Mapper shows up. If he takes a handout, he is admitting defeat. He would be a failure.” He had my attention. This made sense. 

“So, why did you offer him the fruit?” He dropped his head.

“That was me. I was out here six months. All I wanted was the truth. And, the truth was that I was missing out on the joy, peaces, satisfaction and contentment by believing I knew what was best for me.”

I asked, “When you switched, what was the first thing you noticed as a Mapper?”

“The first thing I noticed was the beauty of everything.” He paused, “When you’re an Adventurer you’re too busy being paranoid or searching for what you need to notice anything that is not essential to your survival.” Silence filled the air.
I finally asked, “So now that you are a Mapper, everything is perfect?” It sounded sarcastic, but I was very sincere. He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Far from it. My sister has cancer. My mortgage is usually late. And, my ex-wife is involved with another woman.” I tried not to change my expression. “She was happy at first. I just don’t think she finds the satisfaction she that was there.” 

I asked, “Is she a Mapper?” He smiled as he changed into a dry shirt.

“I doubt she has ever been here. But, I believe that if she were here, she would begin like you, as an Adventurer.”

“Did the decision take you a long time?” I had a lot of questions. 
“I surrendered one week after I could no longer enter the fruit patch,” he admitter. “I tried. It wove shut when I tried to enter.”

I asked, “Does every Adventurer know about that?”

He seemed positive when he said, “I doubt it. Very few would take the time to observe a Mapper in order to know. They despise Mappers.” This led to another question.

“How does the forest decision apply to the outside world?” I qualified my question with, “I never noticed two different types of people before.” He huffed.

“You can’t simply see a difference. I think the Adventurer has a need, like the need for food. And, he makes choices that he hopes will make him happy. But, I think the Mapper wants to be happy too. However, he does not make decisions just to be happy. The Mapper is guided to be satisfied or content even in difficult situations.” 

I asked, “So, if we work to be happy is that wrong? Or, are you saying that the two approach it differently?”

“The Adventurer’s actions are just different because they see the world as confrontational,” he explained. “Think of it this way. One fights against others and one fights against him or herself.” I thought I understood.


I took a shot, “So, the Mapper sees himself as a threat to himself or others?” 

“Well maybe. But the Adventurer sees life as a threat. The threat is survival. The Mapper sees life as a challenge. The challenge is to be content or satisfied with the circumstance.” Now I was confused.


“But it sounds like the Mapper allows the world to walk all over him,” I determined.


“No, he makes a choice and doesn’t grumble if he chose wrong, and changes it when the opportunity comes around,” he reasoned. “The Adventurer looks for someone to blame and forces a change.” 

I determined, “That’s a survival technique. The Mapper chooses not to let bad decisions eat him alive.” He smiled and we walked a few steps.


“Well, this is where we part,” he said as he put his hand out to shake.


“I have one more question. Why can’t I take fruit out of the orchard?”

“Because you are a pretender,” he insisted. “You are acting as though you are a Mapper with all of the benefits. That would not be fair. In fact, you probably won’t be able to get in anymore.”


“Why?”


“Because you know enough to make a decision,” he said and walked away. 

With what the man had told me, I nearly ran through the forest in search of briar patches. It irritated me that my food supply might be cut off. I walked high and I walked low for five hours before I stumbled onto a dark and dense area of trees and vines that I was sure had to be a fruit entrance. I stood and stared believing I was entitled to eat from the garden. What the young man had said was true. I was a pretender. I wanted the benefits without the commitment. 
The vines were woven tight as though it saw me coming. I crawled on my bell and my back for twenty minutes before I got in. This would be my last feast. 
Days later, I found myself clawing the dirt to get to the fruit. I tried until nightfall. With bloodied fingers, I fell asleep overcome by exhaustion. As I awoke, I felt a tingling all over my body, and heard what sounded like crunching. When I sat up, my body ached as though I had been lashed with a whip. The old man was right. I was being devoured by ants. I sprinted in one direction then left, then right. I needed to find a stream. I spotted the 11 year old girl and ran to her.

She said, “You look like a leopard. You have a lot of spots.” I grabbed both of her arms.


“Please take me to a lake. The Track Ants have attacked my body.” She grabbed my hand and quickly pulled me around for about a mile. When I saw it, I ran and dove into a big section of water. When I came up for air, she was gone. It seemed to be a pattern especially with Mappers. They were illusive. Here then gone. Why was everyone in a rush to avoid prolonged interaction? Maybe that was the mystery to this place. I later found the same plant that the lady had rubbed into my skin before.

I noticed over the next week that I had become an Adventurer. I stopped looking at the stars at night and the beautiful trees. All of my time was spent searching for berries at the fork in the roads. I had made no other connections with nuts or anything else. I had seen too many bent-over bodies wrenching from inedible leaves. So, I played it safe, I stuck to berries. 
However, everything changed when I could not find a single berry. The plants were empty. It had been nearly three weeks since I entered the forest. I had stopped sleeping in the hills. And now, I was truly starving. I sat under a tree shaded and secluded, away from the road. 

In the distance, I saw a scene I had heard about too many times. A woman could barely walk. She was either really thirsty or hungry. A young female Mapper offered her a mango. I stood up, like a hunter stalking prey.


The Adventurer said, “How can I discover the mysteries of this forest when weasels like you ruin my focus. Jesus didn’t take the fruit of the devil either.” She smacked the mango from the woman’s hand. I sprinted to my good fortune, scooped up the rejected fruit and bit deeply. I startled them both. 

The Adventurer barked, “Don’t eat it. Embrace the mysteries!”
I snapped, “You’re a fool. The only mystery is why you won’t face the truth. It’s food offered by someone with a kind heart and no agenda.” I bit again. “You’ll starve to death or go insane. There simply is no mystery to that.” I bit into the mango again, and again. “My search is over.” I looked at the Mapper. “Have anything else? I don’t want to starve.” She pulled out two oranges and handed them to me. I slipped away as though being chased for treasure. 
I ate the last of my oranges while I walked into the hills. It was 6:46. I beat the 7:00 crowd. I was comfortable. I was a changed man. This night would be different. It didn’t make sense and I didn’t need to pretend or prove anything. With a somewhat full belly, I stretched out in an open spot and fell asleep. I was a Mapper.
As I suspected, I woke up with everyone else. The attitude was free, easy, and unconcerned. I walked down the hill and walked into Eden. I ate, packed some for later, and walked out. I had new eyes. It was hard to watch the Adventurers. They worked so intensely for so little.

It appeared as though it was there all along, even though I searched for that exit for 5 days. It was a patient search; I recognized that I wasn’t quite ready. As I walked out, there she was. I reached into my bag to grab my gift. Our eyes met and she stood up and brushed the grass from her skirt. I held out an apple.


I asked, “Would you like a delicious fruit?” The woman laughed. She walked up to me as though we had been friends forever.

“I was hoping you would come out of the forest today,” she said as she took the apple from my hand and bit into it. “I am surprised that you remembered me.”


“I asked, “Why?” She seemed embarrassed.


“Because there was really nothing to our encounter,” she confessed.


“Yes but I was the first person you met after the experience,” I insisted. She smiled.


She returned, “And, chance had it that I was the first person that you met.” There was a moment of silence that seemed forever.


I confessed, “I am excited about my life now, my new life.” She nodded.

“I have not lost my enthusiasm yet,” she added.. “I thought I would.”


I told her, “I am critical, heartless, and known for my temper.” I wasn’t sure why I was admitting my shortcomings. “When my wife left me I donated her clothes to the Goodwill, and wrote a huge check from her account to a charity. She was lucky it bounced.” This beautiful woman turned away and then turned back.


“Wow, you are a piece of work,” she paused. “I can top that.” She walked away. Then, she circled back around behind me, then in front. “I am arrogant, and conniving. It’s nothing for me to selfishly get my things and just leave. When I found my boyfriend doing drugs after he promised he wouldn’t, I set him on fire.” She waited to see my expression. I offered none. “We’re not together anymore.” I zipped my backpack and reached out my hand. I smiled at her.

“This could turn into something.” 

She placed her hand in mine and said, “Yes, it could.”

I blurted, “And, if it doesn’t.” She leaned into my face. 

She whispered, “That’s okay. It’ll be fun.” We walked in silence, hand in hand for a few blocks.

I insisted, “I really want something to eat. I need some real food.” Her face lit up.

“I know just the place.” I stopped.

“We might start dating. Surely, we should know what to call each other,” I admitted. “I’m Martin.” She giggled.

“I’m Jessica,” she said with a shake of my hand. “Let the fun begin.” She took off running. “It’s just up the street. I’ll beat you there.” I watched her and realized that I had chased things all my life. This was the first time I wasn’t angry. I chased her. I was a happy man. I was a different man, a man willing to let go and let God. I laughed out loud. .
