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THE PEAK OF FEAR

A true story, (aren’t they all) that was told to me on a cold windy night on a mountain.

“Stop! Think about your children, your grandchildren. Layla is only six weeks old—she’ll never know her grandfather!”

I screamed at Tom Flores, whom I had known for twenty-five years. He was standing atop a kid’s jungle gym in his backyard. His feet tip-toeing on a thin metal rail, like some half-ass tightrope-walker. He leaned forward, his chest aimed towards the ground.

The bend in his hips gave gravity the edge, a few more inches and he’d tilt to the point of no return. If he fell, it was only about a six-foot drop, but it wasn’t the height that would kill him.

Below him was his old climbing pick-axe he’d shoved into the mud point side up.

Tom was going to impale himself.

Even though we’d known each other for a quarter of a century, I wouldn’t call Tom a friend, though he once was. Things beyond our control made it complicated for our friendship to survive. But we had many things in common that kept us in each other’s orbit, including the horrific secret we shared.

He was the only one in the world who understood the dread I lived with, the soul-crushing weight I carried around each day. It burdened him as well, and it was why he was about to drive a spike through his lungs.

The skeleton hiding in our closet was we’d killed a seven-year-old girl two decades earlier. The same girl who was sitting on the jungle gym next to Tom.

Sitting and staring at him.

Her name was Kate.

“Please Tom, don’t. This won’t change anything,” I pleaded, taking a step towards him.

Kate shifted her glance my way.

I froze.

My fear seized every muscle in place. I hated when she looked at me. Her black eyes seemed to swallow me up like I was plunging down the gullet of some horrific beast.

Tom replied, “It won’t change, it’ll never change, but if I’m dead I don’t have to see her ever again.” He looked down at Kate, whose soul-sucking gaze was back on him.

Tom teetered on the thin metal bar he stood on, his flannel shirt caught in the wind. His grey hair looked yellow in the October sun.

We had both stayed in touch, helping one another whenever the guilt and fear pushed us to the edge. His frantic voicemail had me in his backyard at that moment.

Kate sat there and watched it all. Her red hair was wet and matted, her face a cold blue. Wearing what she always wore, the clothes she had on when she died; a red ‘North Face’ down jacket and blue ski pants.

Tom started to cry, and through his sobs, he muttered, “The others were lucky. Cancer, I wished for it, hoped I’d get it. Prostate. Lung. Whatever, please god, please make me sick!”

He was talking about Rachel and Vince, the two other members of our Search and Rescue team.

We all went up the mountain that day and when we came down, we were haunted; figuratively and literally by what happened. None of us thought we would kill an innocent 7-year-old that day.

Rachel and Vince had both died of cancer in their late thirties, just ten years after the ‘accident.’ If stress can truly bring on illness, then their deaths made sense, since having a dead girl haunt you every single day of your life would strain anyone to the point of sickness.

Vince had become a raging alcoholic and was in and out of rehab and prisons. Leukemia struck him down at the age of thirty-eight.

Rachel lived alone; a shut-in. I hadn’t seen her for five years before she died of breast cancer.

Kate haunted each of them, and they both took their secret about what happened up on the mountain to their graves. Now, it was just Tom and I who knew.

Tom crouched and sat down on the metal bar; a measure of sanity regained.

Kate climbed off the jungle gym and walked into the woods that edged Tom’s yard. Just before she stepped into the forest, she turned and looked and pointed at us.

Then she was gone.

Kate never said anything, she would just appear and then leave. Sometimes she’d be there for hours, other times just a fleeting moment. A spectral reminder of what we did to her.

I helped Tom down and pulled the pick-axe out of the ground.

He was a blubbering mess.

“I can’t take it anymore. I can’t. I just want her to go away.”

I reassuringly patted Tom on the back.

“Let’s go inside, and get something to drink. You always have a bottle of Glenlivet around.”

Suddenly Tom lunged at me, his hands to my throat. His thumbs pressed against my windpipe. I struggled against his grasp.

“It’s because of you! You did this! You were the one and because of you we all suffered!”

As he yelled spittle flew from his mouth and splattered my face. He was enraged.

His suicidal thoughts had transformed into murderous ones.

I struggled to release his grip. There was a buzzing in my ear, my lips felt numb. I was drifting into unconsciousness. I thrust the pick-axe, handle side first, into Tom’s groin. A muffled thud caused him to groan.

As his grip loosened he melted into the ground. I was able to push him away.

His moaning was loud and laid heavy on the crisp autumn air.

I caught my breath and stamped out of the yard to my car, shouting back, “It was all of us, we agreed it was all of us!”

When I got home, I rushed up the stairs. As I took the steps two at a time, my husband Gary’s voice called out, “Don’t forget your pills!” It was a little game we played, him reminding me, and me never taking them. The truth was I knew I didn’t need any pills.

My medication was a sham. A way to explain away my anxiety, my fear, my night sweats, and daytime trembles. I was diagnosed with panic attacks, but I knew what really caused me to break down and cry at the dinner table every other night.

It was Kate standing there and staring as I lifted each forkful of food.

I was treated for post-partum depression after the birth of my firstborn, my daughter Bonnie. But my near-catatonic state as a young mother wasn’t caused by self-doubt or hormonal imbalance, instead, it was walking into Bonnie’s nursery and seeing Kate standing over the crib, her hand resting on the baby’s head.

The same thing happened when my son was born. I never got used to it, I was just more prepared when he came along.

It was supposedly nerves that had me crying on my wedding day, but it was Kate standing in the aisle near my little niece, a ring bearer. Those black eyes staring as I told my husband I would love and cherish him forever.

It wasn’t a panic attack that caused me to rush out of the auditorium during my son’s middle school concert. It was Kate, standing behind him as he played his violin.

Christmas morning was ruined, not because of anxiety, but the terror of Kate sitting next to me as we unwrapped presents. My daughter worried, asked me, “Are you okay, Mommy? Christmas is supposed to be happy,” as I sobbed so hard my shoulders heaved in front of her.

Hundreds upon hundreds of moments over the years, of me reduced to a hyperventilating, crying, terrified shell of a person. I understood why Tom was going to drive a spike through his chest. I wanted it stopped too.

There was something that I thought might end it. To escape Kate’s hold on our lives. It wasn’t a noose around my neck, or a gunshot to the head, but something simpler.

I made my way into the attic. Standing there, I noticed Tom’s pickaxe was still in my hand. It slipped from my grasp and fell to the floor. I was up there searching for my old box of gear. What I wore that winter when it happened.

I found it behind my grandmother’s old sewing machine. The jacket was still inside the tattered box. On the back of the coat, there were words in white letters that read, ‘Mount Washington Search and Rescue’.

I put it on. It still smelled of pine, and it still held memories.

Closing my eyes, I was transported back to Mount Washington in New Hampshire, to early April and an afternoon filled with a charcoal sky.

***

The call came into the rescue center, a family trapped on the mountain. Spring was the worst time of year for people getting in trouble and dying up there.

Mount Washington was known for having the worst weather on earth. Unbelievable winds that drove pellets of ice through the air like bullets. The problem with April was that one minute it could be sixty degrees and sunny, and in an instant change to blizzard conditions.

The mountain towered over 6000 feet, so snow and ice still covered the higher elevations even during spring. You’d start off hiking in warm sunny conditions, but if you rambled too high up the peak, you were suddenly in the death zone.

Tom, Rachel, Vince, and I were bounding up the mountain in search of the troubled family. We had them in our sights in less than an hour. A mix of snow and rain pelted us as we got closer.

It was supposed to be a family we were coming to aid—a mother, father, and daughter—but all we saw were the parents. They were sitting against a boulder, huddled together trying to stay warm.

I was the first one there, when I asked the father if he was okay, he turned to me and showed me his hands. They were bloodied ribbons of flesh, scraped to the bone.

He spoke in an almost trance-like voice, which I realized was shock. “She, she’s there, buried under there.” Pointing his bloody finger to a mixed pile of snow and ice.

“Who’s buried?” I asked.

The mother replied, “Our daughter, Kate.”

By that time, Vince, Rachel, and Tom had joined me and we huddled around the mother and father protecting them from the wind that was steamrolling down the slope. Vince immediately went to work on the father, tending to his wounds. Rachel got an emergency blanket around the mother, doing her best to keep her from falling into hypothermia.

We learned they were hiking when they were overcome by an avalanche. A jumble of snow and ice cascaded from above. The spring thaw would often loosen chunks of glacier-like ice—what we called growlers. They’d rumble down the mountain like a runaway locomotive, dragging a mix of rocks and boulders behind them. 

The mother and father managed to get behind a boulder before the full brunt of the avalanche hit, but the young Kate had tripped, and in an instant was carried away; buried beneath a huge slab of ice.

The father tried digging his daughter out using only his hands. He didn’t have gloves, because when they started their hike, it was a perfect spring day, warm and precious. But smiles and sunshine had been replaced by tears and dread.

Tom and I used our pickaxes to chip away the ice that surrounded the little girl like a tomb.

“There, I see her, she’s wearing a red jacket,” I shouted. Kate was buried beneath a foot of frozen slush. I reached in, my fingers found the collar of her coat and I was able to wrestle her out of her glacial coffin.

I pulled off my gloves and I checked for a heartbeat and any sign of breathing. My fingers pressed against her slender wrist, hoping for that clockwork-like thump. I did the same on the carotid artery on her neck.

Her skin was cold and was a bluish-grey hue. There was no color on her face—even the warm pink color of her lips was missing and never to be seen again.

“Nothing, I’m not getting any pulse, on her neck or wrist.”

I tried again, to make sure, but I got the same result.

Kate was dead. Probably had been for over an hour.

My partner Tom’s eyes were swollen red, he fought back tears. In ‘Search and Rescue’ death was a constant, but there was something about a dead child that always cut you down and hurt like hell.

Aside from some nicks and cuts around her face, and her lack of color, Kate looked serene. If there was any comfort in the moment, it was she died quickly and probably didn’t suffer. The coroner would give us the details when we brought the body down the mountain.

I pulled some pebbles out of her red wet hair. For some strange reason, I thought of my wedding and my mother pulling rice from my veil after we had left the church steps. Little Kate would never have that moment.

Like Tom, I started to cry.

Rachel and Vince stayed with the parents as Tom zipped the young girl into a black body bag.

It was near sunset and the conditions had worsened to below freezing and falling snow. The idea of hiking down with the badly injured father and hypothermic grieving mother seemed like a sure way to compound the tragedy.

I decided we’d trek across the rocky slope and spend the night at the Lake of the Clouds hut, which was closed to the public that time of year. It was nothing more than a cabin with beds. There was no electricity, but it would be out of the elements.

It took us all nearly an hour to get there.

Once inside, Tom and I brought Kate down into the basement of the hut, her body still zipped up tight in the bag.

I didn’t want it to be in view of the parents as we tried to calm and care for them.

We made our way down into the dark cellar. There was no light, just the beams from our headlamps.

I held Kate’s shoulders through the bag and Tom her feet. She weighed about 50 pounds and was tall for her age. As gentle as we could we laid Kate down at the foot of the stairs.

Before leaving her, I knelt, laid my hand on the body bag, and said a silent prayer. Then we left her resting against the bottom step.

The plan was Tom and I would leave first light in the morning, before the parents, giving us time to maneuver our way off the mountain while carrying the body.

Most of that night we spent lending our deepest sympathies to the parents, letting them know they didn’t do anything wrong. There’s a reason the word accident exists.

Tom and I were up the next morning before the others. Rachel and Vince would slowly guide the parents down about an hour behind us.

The new day was bright, with the sun beaming in through the hut’s windows. It seemed too cheery of a day for what we had to do. Grey thick clouds that weighed down the mountain would have been more appropriate than the bluebird sky outside the hut that morning.

Geared up and ready, I opened the basement door.

The light from the main cabin spilled down into the darkness.

Kate’s body bag wasn’t there.

“What the hell?” tumbled from my mouth as I stared down to where the body should have been; at the bottom of the stairs.

Tom was confused, “What? What is it?”

I asked him, “Did you move the body?”

“Move it? Why would I?”

Tom looked down into the basement over my shoulder, “It’s not there.”

Rachel and Vince were up and awake by that time, both getting ready to take the parents off the mountain.

I called to them in a hushed voice, asking them the same, “Did you move the body?”

They both reacted like Tom, their heads shaking “no” in unison.

I had Vince check the parent’s room to see if they had brought Kate up during the night to have her in their room.

He came back, “Nope, they’re asleep and it’s just them.”

I looked down again just to make sure, but Kate wasn’t there.

The four of us made our way into the cellar. Our flashlights pierced the darkness, raking the floor of the basement, searching for Kate.

Tom’s headlamp beam found the black body bag. It was across the room against a stack of old broken snowshoes.

Kate was still in it.

I looked at the bag, confused and shocked. I called out to all of them.

“If any of you moved her and didn’t say anything, now would be a good time to tell me.”

Their silence was the answer.

Vince pulled the body bag to the center of the room.

We knelt around it.

I pulled down the zipper.

Rachel gasped, “God no.” when I peeled the bag open.

There was Kate, her face frozen in a perpetual scream. Her lips curled over her teeth, eyes bulging. A horrific visage of terror.

Her hands were up by her cheeks, fingers bent and spread in a clawing gesture as if she was trying to scratch her way out of the bag like some wild animal caught in a trap.

Bits of black rubber beneath her fingernails confirmed that’s what she was trying to do.

Clawing and screaming.

Tom wailed, “Don’t tell me she was alive when I put her in that bag, don’t. Sweet Jesus no! You said she was dead! You checked and told me she was dead!”

I begged Tom to quiet down; he’d wake the parents. I didn’t want them to see their daughter like this and I also didn’t want them to know what happened.

I stared at Kate trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

Rachel kept her refrain going, “God no…oh god no.” She backed into the corner of the basement, trying to distance herself from the horror before us.

Vince, who was a paramedic, knew what happened.

“It’s like when those kids fell through the ice in Jackson. They brought them up seventy minutes after they were under. No pulse, no breathing. It’s the cold, it’s like a mini-hibernation. The heart beats imperceptibly, barely pumping enough blood only to the brain and lungs. If you checked her pulse on her wrist or neck, you would have missed it.”

Kate had warmed up in the body bag. When she came to, she was terrified and confused. Alone, imprisoned, and not knowing where she was.

Fighting to get out of the bag she rolled herself across the floor. Her screams were trapped in the rubber coffin and dark cellar. We couldn’t hear her calling for help.

The body bag is meant to be airtight, so no decomposing odors can escape, but that also means no air can get in.

She used up whatever oxygen remained inside.

“She suffocated to death,” Vince murmured.

Tom had another theory, “Yeah, maybe it was more like she was scared to death, trapped in the bag I zipped her up in, trying to get out, not knowing where she was, because you told me she was…”, before Tom finished his thought, he made a run at me.

Vince held him back. For the next ten minutes, there was more pointing and accusations and blame shared.

That’s when we made our pact. We had just spent the night telling Kate’s parents that what happened was an accident, it wasn’t their fault. The same applied to us.

Nothing good would come if word got out that we were all involved in the death of a little girl.

Rachel and Vince protested, insisting they weren’t the ones to declare her dead or zip her up in the bag. But in the end, they knew no one would remember who did what, and their reputations would be ruined just like Tom’s or mine.

We swore to each other that we’d never tell anyone what really happened.

I reached into the bag and pulled Kate’s clawed hands from her face. Then wiped away the slivers of black rubber underneath her fingertips and gently closed her eyelids. My fingers worked her lips to erase the horrific grimace.

No one would ever know, except the four of us…and Kate.

We had our secret, but she would never let us forget what we had done, what I had done.

Kate’s presence had driven all of us to the point of madness.

***

After twenty-two years I can’t do it anymore, keep this bottled up inside. Seeing Tom earlier, the utter depth of his anguish and desperation; there’s only one thing I can do to put an end to all the misery.

I’m ending our pact.

Now you know what happened and so will others.

You’re reading this because I finally need to take responsibility for the tragic mistake I made on that mountain. A little girl died that day because of me.

But I made things worse by also setting my friend’s lives down a terrible path full of falsehoods and horrors.

Instead of owning up to Kate’s death and bearing the consequences, I lied and forced others to join me in a lie. As they say, it’s not the crime, it’s the cover-up that makes things worse. And I made things so much worse, destroying lives and perpetuating an enduring carnage. It’s washed over everything like a wave of misery every year since that terrible day.

I’m going to ask Tom to forgive me, hoping my confession can release him from this nightmare. He did nothing wrong; it was me, my fault alone.

Rachel and Vince are dead. I have faith they’ll know that I’m done including them in my deception. Their deaths, like Kate’s, are a tragedy that I created, my sins to bear.

I beg everyone reading this to give me a small bit of absolution, to understand I didn’t mean to kill Kate.

She’s here with me now. Kate’s standing in the corner watching me as I type. I mean this with all my heart, forgive me, Kate. I hope you find peace.

Sitting in front of my laptop, I can hear the wind whispering through the trees outside my bedroom. Whispers often carry secrets, mine is now carried out to the world.

Sometimes guilt can haunt you just like a ghost.


THE KUBWA NJAA

Close to 15,000 new species are discovered each year, this is the story about one of them.

There’s a black market for everything. You just need to know the right people. In the past, it meant back-alley meetings, wads of cash, a whispered name, and a car’s trunk propped open under a street lamp.

Now, you just tap a few words into the Google box, find the right online forum, and there’s a good chance you can have your ‘questionable’ goods shipped right to your home.

Alvin Barn’s package was sitting on his kitchen table. He was as giddy as a kid on Christmas morning as he sliced through the packing tape with the care of a surgeon. The contents inside were more than fragile, it was a living thing, so he had to be careful where his blade ended up.

The outer cardboard box held a Styrofoam container, the kind to keep whatever was inside cold and climate-controlled.

The lid of the Styrofoam squeaked as Alvin lifted it to reveal his illicit prize.

A large clear plastic bag filled with water.

It contained a fish.

Alvin gasped at the sight of it.

It was bigger than he thought; its eel-like body was the size of a loaf of bread, with long fins extending from either side of its head and tail. Its bright yellow body was interrupted by red stripes running vertically from its back to its belly.

If you were a biologist, you’d say it had the shape of a lungfish, a primitive species that breathed air and used its fins to sometimes walk on land. But this fish was able to breathe underwater as well as on the surface and its bright markings were very different from the drab greys of other lungfish.

Alvin pulled the bag out of the box and held it up at eye level. The fish swirled its fins, hovering in place.

It was called a ‘Kubwa Njaa’ and it had only recently been discovered in a lake in Uganda. Not much was known about it, but its discovery had caused a stir, not only in the scientific community but in the highly competitive world of collectors.

Alvin was probably the only person in North America, maybe even the world, who now had one in a private collection, and for that, he had paid a king’s ransom. But he didn’t care; he had money to burn.

Being the first was always important to Alvin, whether owning the first Kubwa Njaa or investing in the newest high-tech start-up. There were always dividends for those at the front of the line.

Alvin marched through his home with the fish and bag in hand. His stroll would take him past his ten bedrooms, eight baths, and an indoor theater, which he hardly ever spent time in.

Most days Alvin hung out in one of the six rooms that he had named after continents: South America, North America, Africa, Europe, Australia, and Asia. Each room held a fish tank that would put any aquarium to shame. The tanks were full of fish that were endemic to whatever continent they were from.

Alvin only collected freshwater fish. Most enthusiasts went for the exotic hues and shapes of salt-water reef dwellers, but he preferred the creatures that came from lakes and rivers. No one seemed to appreciate their sedate beauty. Of course, any amateur psychiatrist could see that Alvin was projecting, but his therapist had never brought it up. Why would she? No reason to upset her biggest client who paid for her house in Aspen.

Alvin was bringing the Kubwa Njaa fish to the room labeled ‘Africa’. Its new home was a massive fish tank in the middle of the darkened space. The aquarium was about the size of two king-sized beds with five-foot glass walls all around. He had already filled it with a school of Blue Cichlids from Lake Tanganyika, and several Namib River Breams, as well as a Nile Perch that was getting too big for the tank.

The Kubwa Njaa splashed into its new environs.

As the fish sliced through the water, Alvin scrolled through the emails on his phone. He was searching for the Kubwa Njaa feeding procedures that were promised to be sent. But he still hadn’t gotten them.

Not a surprise when working with dealers in an underground economy. He was still shocked that the Kubwa Njaa had even arrived.

Alvin ripped open a pillow-case-sized sack of dried fish food labeled ‘Africa’, then poured the morsels into the tank. He hoped that the Kubwa Njaa would find some nourishment in the offerings. Alvin would tailor the food to his newest prize once he got the specifics on what and how to feed it.

Alvin sat in the black leather chair in front of the tank. He found it all so soothing. The dim lights, the murmur of the bubbles, and the fish gliding through space. 

Hours passed.

Alvin had fallen asleep with his cell phone in hand, waiting for the email.

His phone chimed; he’d gotten a new message.

Alvin’s blurry eyes read the feeding instructions.

‘Please keep the Kubwa Njaa in a separate and covered tank for the first three months upon arrival. The Kubwa Njaa will only feed on live food, so you will need to procure mice or else it will devour any other fish if you have not isolated it. The Kubwa Njaa is currently in its fry stage and must be fed constantly or else it will leave its enclosure in search of food…’

Alvin looked up from the phone and spied the water in the tank.

It was a red thick soup, with bits of fish flesh wafting everywhere.

Alvin then screamed.

It was as if his inner thigh was caught in a beartrap. He dropped the phone and looked at his lap and saw the Kubwa Njaa clamped down; its body wriggling back and forth trying to tear off a chunk of his leg.

Its teeth had managed to shred Alvin’s femoral artery. There was so much blood that Alvin slid off the chair when he went to stand. He was on his back facing the ceiling. The room seemed to grow darker when the Kubwa Njaa finally let go of his leg.

Alvin felt faint and cold, and he also felt the Kubwa Njaa use its fins to crawl on his chest towards his neck.

Alvin tried to knock the fish off his body, but he couldn’t manage the strength to push it away. He seemed to remember something the dealer said about the Kubwa Njaa having venom, like a sea snake.

His cell phone was on the floor near his hand.

If Alvin could have looked over and seen the last line in the email, he might have understood why the fish was raking its teeth across his throat.

On the screen, it read, ‘…there’s a reason it’s called the Kubwa Njaa. It translates from Swahili to English as ‘Huge Hunger’ so please pay special care to these instructions.’

Alvin didn’t scream. He couldn’t since the Kubwa Njaa had torn out and swallowed his larynx.


THE TENT

Can whisper-thin nylon protect you from what lurks out in the forest?

Sitting in the dark, in his tent, the word atavistic came to mind. It was one of his favorite words. He was ten years old when he first heard it. He was watching a National Geographic Special; a cinematographer described the feeling of filming while hanging off a cliff.  The cinematographer said it was “atavistic.” 

The word sounded so cool.

Atavistic.

He remembered trying to remember it by setting it to rhyme.  Atavistic, realistic. Atavistic, statistic. Atavistic, plastic.

He was alone at the time and couldn’t ask his Mom what it meant. She was great at crossword puzzles. She knew all the useless words you needed to know for twenty-three down or thirteen across.  His Dad called her loquacious, which was one of those words that was both a compliment and a knock, but she always took it as a compliment.

He went to the bookshelf, pulled out the trusted Webster’s, and looked it up. His finger found it, between ‘at’ and ‘ate.’

Atavistic.

Now, twenty years later, he still remembered the definition – the instinctual fear of something. That’s what was surging through his nervous system sitting in the tent. It shot up his cortex and wriggled into his soft mushy brain. Something outside his tent was overwhelming him with instinctual fear.

He never had this fear when he was a kid, even though he grew up in one of the worst neighborhoods in New York. It was plenty scary, and he had to run for his life on many occasions since the threat of being shot was as real as the pavement beneath his shoes. But those fears weren’t atavistic.

Those moments weren’t based on hundreds of thousands of years of evolutionary triggers. They weren’t a fear of heights, or the fear of lightning, or drowning. Those moments on the streets of Queens weren’t a programmed fear embedded in his DNA. He knew if he didn’t run, he’d get hurt. It was more logical than primal.

The thing is, the mean streets of New York led him to the terrifying spot where he now found himself.

Into the forest primeval.

Concrete sidewalks defined his world as a kid. The cement made him feel dead inside. His Mom told him he had a wandering soul, the eyes of a traveler. He knew what she meant. He wanted what he saw on the National Geographic Specials, the ones that increased his vocabulary and spiked his interest to escape.

Trees, canyons, and raging rivers; that’s where he wanted to be, not hemmed in by street lights, broken glass, and dead ends.

He joined the Boy Scouts when he was eleven. For the first time in his life, he breathed in air that wasn’t smothered with wafts of urine and car fumes. Out in the wild, the smell of pine dragged him through the forest, like the misty luring hands that spring from pies set on window sills in cartoons. The ones that drift under Bugs Bunny’s nose and tempt him to steal the intoxicating pastry. That’s what the forest was to him – intoxicating. The whiff of mountain thyme reeled him in. He was addicted. The city became his purgatory, a way station of despair until he could break away and be surrounded by forests.

He longed for it. Needed it.

Yet here he was, exactly where he wanted to be, and in the grip of pure unadulterated terror.

He sat there in his tent, in the wild, with nothing but rivers and stands of hickory for miles. The air so pure it passed through him like a dream. A cricket’s glissando serenaded the trees, calling up by the rising moon. A perfect night in the forest. But right then he wished he was back in Queens, in the city, and being chased by a baseball-bat-wielding assailant. He would give anything to be back there, instead of alone in his tiny nylon housing, held down by cheap plastic stakes and guy lines.

The sound was what first made him scared.

It wasn’t some horrific wolf howl or cougar snarl, instead, it was the innocuous crunch of leaves being stepped on. A cracked twig. That’s what set him off – footsteps in the undergrowth. Hardly the stuff of nightmares, but it made his blood curdle.

It was the unknowingness of it all. Someone or something was walking around in the dark outside his tent. Why? Who? What did they want?

What did it want?

The questions gave rise to a ball of fear that floated up from the pit of his stomach and lodged in his throat.

The leaves rustled again. Footsteps. He heard it.

The old Scottish nursery rhyme came to play in his head –

From ghoulies and ghosties

And long-legged beasties

And things that go bump in the night

Good Lord, deliver us!  

What’s behind that bump? What makes that bump? Was it a ghoulie or a long-legged beastie?

When he whispered the poem within his brain, it played in a high-pitched sing-song refrain, which didn’t help matters.

It just made things creepier.

It most definitely could be a long-legged beastie. He was in Idaho, the Sawtooth Wilderness, one of the last known habitats of the grizzly bear in the lower 48. When a grizzly might be around, it was cause for that atavistic fear to kick in.

Our primal urge not to be eaten.

But it could be a “ghoulie.”

He was in an area known to host various Aryan Nation camps. It seemed the majority of White Supremacists loved the outdoors as much as he did.

Had he wandered out of the National Forest and onto someone’s land?

Someone who hammered ‘Trespassers Will Be Shot’ signs onto trees? 

He was bushwhacking off-trail when he decided to make camp, so maybe he’d failed to see the warnings while hiking in the darkness.

It was now after midnight and the sound of footsteps was heard about ten yards past the front of his tent. The sound lasted for nearly a minute. Something moving back and forth as if pacing. He sat up, clicked on his battery-powered lantern, and listened. It stopped. And for the faintest of moments, he thought he heard breathing. Not snorting, but breathing.

“Hello, is someone there?” he called out, making sure he sounded confident and not scared.

Then he was afraid of what might answer.

A menacing growl?

The ground-pounding sound of an animal charge?

Or a human voice?

Each contained its own level of uneasiness. But the last one, the thought of a person answering, that terrified him the most.

What were they doing outside his tent?

Why were they there?

An animal might think of him as food, but a person? He’d be a different kind of prey. And that scared him.

Was someone out there now?

Was it an angry landowner, some white supremacist who saw his Obama 2012 bumper sticker, or worse, a serial killer?

He took a breath. Calmed himself, since there were other choices too. If it was a person, they could just be hiking past, confused about what direction to take in the darkness. But that didn’t sit well with him. Why in the middle of the night? And why did they stop by his tent? And the pacing. Why pace? The unanswered questions flowed from him like a mountain stream.

He listened for their breathing.

But there was nothing but the dissonant mix of forest sounds.

Insects and birds and frogs bleating out their amorous desires.

He once again tried to find some calm.

Easy does it, no reason to panic.

Maybe the leaf rustler was just someone looking for a place to go the bathroom. Their nighttime ramble brought them to his tent. He hadn’t noticed anyone nearby when he set up camp, but it was after sunset, he might have missed seeing them, just like he might have missed those ‘No Trespassing’ signs.

But in a flash, he was in freak-out mode again.

Was someone standing outside his tent with a gun?

Would the next sound he heard be the bolt of a rifle?

His imagination kept kicking into full bore.

He sat there.

Quiet.

Thinking. Remembering.

He had camped all over the States and was a proud member of that select group that through-hiked the Appalachian Trail. Anyone who made the journey from Maine to Georgia held their head a little higher than other outdoor folk. If you did the ‘Trail’, you had summited the Mount Olympus for hikers and you were a god. At least a demi-god amongst the REI crowd.

He convinced his parents he could do it, and set off in July the sweltering summer before college. He was alone, the way he liked it.  But you couldn’t help but make friends along the trail, bonding over blisters and who had the most insect bites.

If you hooked up with hikers, you found yourself around a campfire at night telling stories. It wasn’t long before the tales edged into the realm of the macabre. Something about the darkness, the flames, and the owl hoots fanned the fires of morbid talk.

The murders would be brought up. If you hiked the trail, you had heard the stories.

Over a dozen people were killed while attempting a part of the Appalachian Trail. The strangest story was always recalled. The one about the hiker found suffocated in his sleeping bag, with no sign of a struggle. The victim never even heard the killer come into their tent. A perfect campfire ghost story, but it was real. It did happen.

Maybe that’s why he was attuned to the sound of the leaves. He wasn’t going to be strangled without a fight. When they found his body, it would be scratched and bloody and his fists would be filled with the hair of the murderer who did him in.

The footsteps started again.

This time they didn’t pace. They circled, the same distance as before, but they reeled around him getting closer with each step. He tried to make out whether the sound was two feet or four trampling through the undergrowth. Was it a cougar circuiting its prey, or a person sizing up their victim?

He twisted inside the tent following the sound, his eyes staring at the inner nylon walls, tracing the aural path of the interloper as they made it once around.

Then they, or it, stopped.

He didn’t know which.

He suddenly became very aware of his lantern. For the first time the light didn’t reassure him—it made him feel exposed, like a spotlight on a prisoner scurrying over the wall. He imagined what he looked like from outside the tent, his single shadow spinning around.

He was slightly hunched, his knees up near his chest. Someone seeing that would not be impressed. They’d think whoever was in that tent was afraid, scared, and vulnerable. He was, but didn’t want anyone else to know that.

He clicked off the lantern. And the darkness gave him comfort.

The tent shook.

The guy line to his right was tugged or pulled. Maybe even tripped over. His stalker had moved closer, very close.

Scared, he scooted away from the corner that rattled. His back pressed up against the opposite wall of the tent.

The nylon was wet, lacquered with his sweat and condensed breath. Whatever triggered the line, was just a few feet away. Close enough for him to hear it breathe. It sucked in the air, then a low hiss released the pent-up breath.

Human?

Animal?

He still couldn’t tell.

It bolted.

The footsteps suddenly double-timed away from his tent.

They got fainter and fainter. Until he couldn’t hear them. He cupped his ears, held his breath, didn’t move, and just listened.

Silence.

It was gone.

Unless it was creeping back slowly. A part of him thought about unzipping the side-flap window to his right, to peer out into the darkness and see if he could spot whatever it was, what had taken an interest in his tent. With the lantern off, his pupils adjusted to the night. If he took a quick glance, maybe he’d spot something as harmless as a deer.

He remembered the one-time, late fall in the White Mountains. His tent was bigger and he wasn’t alone, his girlfriend, a Political Studies major was on her first camping trip. They met in the library at Burlington, and a shared love of Thoreau became a reason to do the clichéd boy taking girl camping thing.

She was gung-ho and insisted on carrying her share of the load. A day in and there were no twisted ankles or pleas to turn back. He avoided the drill-sergeant boyfriend trope, not pushing her into a ten-mile hike across slippery scree, instead, they were on an easy loop trail, a literal walk in the park.

That night, they both heard the sounds outside the tent, and she spooned her sleeping bag to his. Pushed in close for protection. Although he didn’t show it, he was terrified as well. He was worried about black bears, as he’d forgotten to hang up their food from a faraway tree branch, instead, it was inside the tent.

Through a mask of confidence, he reassured her, while doubting every word he spoke. His acting skills were stellar that evening, as she believed him and drifted back to sleep, but he held vigil the rest of that night. At morning’s blush, he stepped out, surveyed the area around their tent, and found the tell-tale signs of a large buck. The stag had wandered around, found a nearby tree, and scraped an aspen with its antlers.

A harmless visit by a denizen of the forest.

Was this nighttime visitor in the Sawtooth the same? Instead of a grizzly was it a rutting Mule Deer looking for a salt lick? He wouldn’t know unless he peeked. The zipper tab was right there.

Just pull it down.

The debate was in full discourse in his brain. Each side making its case. The logical half was speaking when it was interrupted by something hitting the roof of his tent. It concaved the ceiling and then rolled off with a thud.

A rock?

A branch?

If it was a branch, it could’ve easily dropped from above. It happens. Wind, rot, and insects can pry a tree’s limb free.

But what if it was deliberate?

The footsteps returned.

They marched out of the trees and stomped towards the front of his tent. He was now scared for his life. Like those times running on the streets when he was a kid, but this time he had nowhere to run he was trapped inside his tent.

The feeling overwhelmed him, his breathing picked up. His exhales were so loud they reverbed against the nylon shell. He almost lost track of the footsteps, but he held his breath and heard them stop just a few feet away. The breathing, not his, was heavier now.

He did something he had never done before. He reached into his backpack, pulled out his knife, and unsheathed it. Not to use as a tool but as a weapon. Then he spoke. It wasn’t a harsh warning or a frightened plea, it was a simple, “Hello, my name is Keith, are you okay? Do you need help?” 

The words tumbled from his lips.

It felt like a release, an attempt to connect with his unseen tormentor. To him it was an act of bravery, beating back those atavistic fears. He also gripped the knife a little harder, which helped as well.

He waited for a reply.

None came. That made things worse.

The breathing outside the tent stopped. He heard something moving, stepping lightly, as if it was trying to conceal its movements. Whatever was outside was tip-toeing around. He suddenly became aware of his back pressing against the fabric of the tent. He felt exposed, and he shuffled to the center. He knew it was a futile thing to do, he was no more protected in the midpoint as he was at the edge.

If it was a grizzly, then one swift swipe of its massive claw would rip his tent to shreds. If it was someone, then a gun or a knife would do the same. But still, he felt safer in the center of the enclosure.

He concentrated, trying to hear where his stalker was. He found out. A tent stake attached to the guy wire on his left was pulled out. That edge of the tent collapsed like a deflated balloon and billowed inward. The attack on his nylon castle was followed by footsteps walking away, and what he thought was the sound of a grunt.

Animals grunt, but so do people.

He tried to replay the sound in his mind, but only the nursery rhyme was heard.

From ghoulies and ghosties

And long-legged beasties

And things that go bump in the night

Good Lord, deliver us!  

He remembered that National Geographic Special, the one with the cinematographer who spoke of his primal fears. He said the way he conquered his inbred terror was to confront it head-on.  When filming from a rope three thousand feet off El Capitan, he always looked down and realized the depths he could fall. The thought of doom emboldened the cinematographer and made him gain control. Fear became his friend.

He would have to do the same, confront this presence, this thing that was tormenting him outside his tent. The alternative was a feeling that might be worse than fear; shame.

The thought of cowering in his tent, all his guy lines cut, whimpering under a blanket of fabric reminded him of pissing in his pants in third grade. The hackles of laughter still resonated in the echo chamber of his brain. The high-pitched squeals and giggles. The knowing fingers pointing at his crotch. He held back his tears in Mrs. Rigging’s class, but he could never hide that memory.

Shame.

It made him feel weak.

But he wasn’t weak. Scared, but not weak.

This was his dangling from the cliff moment, he had to look down, or in this case out. Enough was enough, he would get up and see what was stumbling around his tent.

Rising to his knees, he crawled to the front of the enclosure and pushed back on the collapsed portion. The zipper at the top was squeezed between thumb and forefinger and pulled.

The sound of the releasing metal teeth seemed as loud as a Harley Davidson starting up in the forest. There was no mistaking what was happening – he was coming out.

The bottom zipper was pulled to the left. It got caught halfway, causing him to shift it backward and then yank it across again. 

It was open.

He had a way out. 

All he had to do was push the front flap aside. He re-grasped the knife. For a moment he felt in control, fear replaced by action. No more cowering. He was still scared, but not terrified.

His free hand reached forward, pushed outward. The wind caught the opening flap and whipped it up into the air. He poked his head out of his gossamer shell and looked up.

He heard the grunt. It was right above him. He looked up and screamed.

***

The couple stopped at the trailhead. They crouched at the small kiosk which held the sign-in book. They scribbled in their names and the time they would start the Sawtooth trail, barely noticing the faded sheet of paper stapled on the kiosk’s wall.

It was light green and lost amongst the other papers that mentioned it was bear territory. The sun-bleached note had been there for seven months and at this point was nearly ineligible.

It had a photo of a man in his mid-thirties, and the words MISSING WITHOUT A TRACE.


FOREST FOR THE TREES

There are at least 1600 people currently listed as missing or lost in the wilds of the United States. There are no clues as to why or what happened to them.

The police cruiser, lights flashing, sat behind the abandoned SUV on the narrow country road. Officer George Nell, wearing the standard Smokey Bear State Trooper hat, reached into the glove compartment of the Ford Bronco and pulled out the car’s registration.

George read the name aloud. “Paul Paulson. What the hell kinda name is that? It’s like meeting a Ralph Ralphie. Shows a complete lack of effort by the parents, dumb lazy asses. Did they name their daughter Paula to complete the laziness, or…”

Dan Jenkins, George’s partner, cut him off.

“How about just call it in, see if he’s reported missing, and hold the commentary to yourself?” 

Dan and George were partners in the New York State Police. They’d been together since they came up through the academy ten years earlier. Dan often had to keep his buddy George in check, getting him to focus on the facts, not his opinions.

George kept his commentary going. “It’s just the two of us here, and I’m just saying it sounds mighty lazy giving your kid the same first name as your last name.”

“Nope, it sounds like a name, pure simple. First then last. You don’t have to put your spin on every little thing. You can keep some of your thoughts within the four walls of that thick skull.”

Dan was a Bronx-born kid who always wanted to be a forest ranger growing up. He hated the city. He despised the world outside his Hunter’s Point Apartments: the concrete, asphalt, and junkies. The idea of spending his life in those conditions would have sucked the soul out of him.

He went to school in Vermont and was studying forestry management when he realized that he’d never make any money as a Conservation Scientist, so he went after the badge and gun and the pension that came with it.

That choice brought him to the Catskill Mountains, working the highways and byways that crisscrossed these storied woods. The land of Rip Van Winkle and Dirty Dancing.

Dan’s partner, George, was from Buffalo and had no aspirations of going to college or anything else. He was ready to drift through life. But after working at the local 7-11 and getting held up more times than he had fingers, George decided he wanted to be on the other end of the gun, legally.

Instead of becoming a local cop, he figured a State Trooper meant more driving around than real police work, so he took the exam and barely made it in.

They bonded at the academy, an opposites attract kind of thing. ‘Country Mouse’ and ‘City Mouse’, brains and brawn, whichever way you wanted to describe their partnership it didn’t matter, somehow it worked. And if you asked each, they’d gladly take a bullet for the other if a shot was fired.

They were checking on a report of a car abandoned in the middle of Country Road 33, which meandered around Panther Mountain. The peak had been in the news recently. A few geologists had proven it was the site of an ancient meteor crater.

Some giant rock from the sky smashed into the area long before the dinosaurs. When it was just a prehistoric sea, four hundred million years earlier. Back then it was just trees, swamps, and a few things swimming in the primordial ooze.

The space boulder slammed into the landscape, creating the ridges of the mountain Dan and George were working on.

The location of the vacant car had George perplexed. “I mean, did he suddenly have to take a pee, or worse? Maybe a bad burger from Manny’s Grill. I’ve had that happen. It’s either ending up on your dashboard, or you make a dash for the woods.”

As always, Dan brought the conversation back to the evidence at hand. “The first report was a half-hour ago, so I’m pretty sure he’d be back by now, even after one of Manny’s gut bombs.”

The two officers let their eyes wander to the woods on either side of the road.

By now, the flares they’d laid out behind the Bronco were more ash than glow, burning down to a faint glimmer.

Since they found the vehicle, they’d only had to direct a few cars around the SUV, but it was less than an hour away from sunset and Dan knew it would be a problem once darkness hit. Flares or no flares, he knew some kid would come racing out of the turn just behind the Bronco and make things a whole lot worse.

He called over to George, “I know it might be a crime scene, but let’s pop it in neutral and push it to the side. I’d hate to have a vehicular death from someone crashing into it just because the CSI folks might get pissed.”

Dan rolled down the driver-side window of the car, grabbed hold of the steering wheel and George did the honors from the back bumper. They pushed the car onto the grassy shoulder.

“Now what? Do we hang here until the crime nerds arrive?” inquired George.

Dan walked the edge of the road, eyes down, not listening to his partner. There was mud where the shoulder met the edge of the forest.

“I’ll check this side you work the other, see if you spot any footprints.”

George crossed over, kicking the flares out of the center of the byway, “If I see some footprints, what are we gonna do? Try to find him? Or let Search and Rescue do their job?” 

Dan lifted his head. These were the times he wished he’d bonded with someone else as a rookie—he knew George wasn’t ‘all in’ as a law enforcement officer.

George loved the perks. The three Ps as he put it: “the power, pussy, and pension”, but the actual job of protecting and serving? Not so much.

Dan replied wearily: “Just let me know if you spot any prints, we don’t need to wait for the SARs team to take a five-minute walk in the woods and see if Mr. Paulson isn’t clutching his chest or sporting a broken ankle. Can you roger that?”

George let out a grumpy, “Roger.” Then he added, “You know this shit has happened before.”

“What shit?” Dan asked.

“The leaving the car and disappearing shit.”

Dan had his eyes in the wet dirt, searching, he stopped and threw out a, “Where?”

George stopped too and lit a cigarette. It was against regulations, but he knew Dan didn’t care. “Last year, near Mount Tremper, some city slicker in a Tesla. They thought his battery ran down, but it was full. Car was in the middle of the road, they never found him.”

“You said two. There were two of these abandoned car incidents?” Dan asked.

George took a long drag from his cigarette. “It was maybe the same year or the year before. It was that girl, you remember, they had all those search teams, drones, infra-red…what was her name?”

“Cynthia Freeland.”

“Yeah, Freeland. How’d you remember that?”

“I don’t know, just remember her name, forgot it was similar to this.”

“Same thing, her old beat-up Volkswagen, side of the road, engine running. Never found a body. You can see the spot, there’s wreaths, candles, and all sorts of crap where her car was found. The parents are always on TV on the anniversary…”

Dan interrupted. “I got footprints.”

“Shit.”

Dan peered into the thick trees where the footprints led. The sun was already low enough to give the forest a darker look than the open road. George jogged across the highway to Dan’s side.

“I say we wait for the guys with dogs and yellow suits to come in and do their thing,” George muttered.

Dan was curt with his reply. “Enough already. Fifty feet apart, calling out his name. We’ll go about a quarter-mile in and hopefully find him. Call it in to dispatch, let them know what we’re doing.”

George threw down his cigarette and clicked his radio to call it in.

Dan went to the trunk of the police car and pulled out a couple of headlamps. He tossed one to George, who wasn’t happy. “Really? I’m not planning on being out there in the dark.”

“What if we find him, and he’s got a busted ankle? We’ll have to carry him out. It’s dark, we’ll have to use our hands, and then what?”

“I’m just saying, I’m not figuring to be dragging some idiot’s ass out of the forest.”

Dan and George stepped from the road’s shoulder into the trees. George gave a half-hearted yell: “Yo Paul. Paulie!”

Dan did the same. “Mr. Paulson! If you can hear my voice, please make a sound!”

They both paused, then waited in silence.

The forest replied with the hum of insects and the dull rattle of leaves shaken by the wind.

George looked down at his mud-covered boots and slapped at a black fly working his neck. His call-outs to the missing Mr. Paulson were not as loud or emphatic as his partner.

“Yo…anyone there? Hello.” After about ten minutes he shouted to Dan, “Can we call it? I don’t think he’s here, maybe a big old black bear got him.”

Dan stopped and turned in a circle, scanning all around the forest. “Five more minutes,” he said.

Dan then looked up at the sky, then at his watch, which had stopped for some reason. His finger tapped at the glass, trying to kick-start the gears, but the second hand didn’t budge.

He pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket. The screen was black. Dan clicked the side button trying to coax it on, but like his watch, it was down for the count.

“Hey, what time you got?” Dan called out to George.

“Seriously, you have to ask me that? Are you that lazy or what?”

“My watch and phone are broken. Just answer me.”

George checked his watch. His second hand was frozen on the number ten. He shook his wrist. Dan watched from across the forest and knew what it meant.

When he saw George take out his cell, shake it, and start cursing, Dan couldn’t help but wonder, “How strange.”

George had his theories and shared them, shouting them out.

“It’s this freaking mountain. The meteor, it screwed up the gravitational pull, and something about the magnetism from all the iron. I read it last month online. I knew this was a bad idea.”

Dan checked his radio. He clicked the handset clipped onto his shoulder.

“This is Officer Dan Jenkins, calling into Kingstown Headquarters, hello anyone monitoring? Tara, are you there?” He released the call button and got static as his answer.

He tried again, a little more serious.

“This is Officer Dan Jenkins, of Troop M out of Pine Bush, calling into Kingstown Headquarters. I repeat, is anyone monitoring?”

When he turned on his headlamp, he already knew what would happen.

Nothing. Not even a faint glow.

The forest suddenly seemed darker, thicker.

“Is your radio working?” Dan called out.

George tried his and replied, “Fucking no! Fucking great. We’re gonna be the ones who need SARs if we don’t get out of here before dark.”

George then clicked both his service flashlight and headlamp to no avail, causing an even louder level of pissed off. “Holy mother fucker, no! No! You gotta be kidding me!”

Dan didn’t visit the websites George did, so he’d never read about radio disturbance caused by meteor magnetism or whatever half-ass explanation they supplied. The thing was, even if there were some bizarre interferences caused by the mountain, it wouldn’t explain the flashlights or their watches not working.

Dan laid it out plainly. “I hate to say it, which means I’m agreeing with you, but you might be right, time to call it off. We’ll keep an eye out for Mr. Paulson on the way back, but time to head home.”

“Amen to that.”

Dan turned to go back when he noticed George going in the opposite direction.

“Hey, where you going?” Dan yelled.

“Heading back, where the hell are you going?”

Dan didn’t know.

A wave of uncertainty shrouded his brain. He thought for sure he was heading back to the road, but the hundreds—or was it thousands?—of tree trunks encircling them all looked the same.

Doubt crept into Dan’s mind. 

He remembered his training at the academy. It was drilled into him – ‘Doubt breeds mistakes. Certitude and action bring about results.” But suddenly, Dan was frozen in place, his eyes on George.

“I’m telling you, it’s this way! Come on, quit clowning around!” George waved Dan over.

It struck Dan that this wasn’t how it usually worked, George leading the way. It meant Dan doubted their path back to the road, but he kept walking towards his partner.

At least they were together. Dan knew that if they separated it would only make things worse. It’s harder to find two folks meandering in opposite directions, than if they walked the same path. At that moment Dan had forgotten about the missing Mr. Paulson and was now more focused on making sure he and his partner didn’t get lost.

George couldn’t help but whine. “You and your great ideas. Mr. Paulson probably got picked up by a ‘Dudley Do Right’ motorist and taken to the Sunoco on 28.”

“Why would he need to get picked up if his car was working?” asked Dan.

“How the hell should I know? We’ll ask him when we give him a ticket for leaving his car in the middle of the road and wasting our time.”

George marched forward, fast, muttering as he moved, “Goddam asshole, I’m going ring him up on every citation I can.”

Dan followed a few steps back, his eyes still scanning for Mr. Paulson. But he wasn’t shouting out his name anymore.

Dan couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. Something was wrong. He felt it. He was scanning the forest not so much for the missing man, but for something else.

What?

He didn’t know.

They got to a steep ridge, but they hadn’t hiked along a ridge on their way into the forest, which meant they were going the wrong way to get to the road.

Dan didn’t yell at George, or rip him a new one for getting them lost because he wasn’t sure he would have led them in the right direction either.

“We should double back and then figure things out. At the most, we have about another half-hour of light,” Dan said in a calm voice.

But George had a look of anger on his face. Pissed off for being wrong and pissed off for being in the forest in the first place.

A screechy noise cut into the tension. The sound of two windblown trees rubbing against each other, bark scrapping. The forest was talking. Dan looked up at the old hemlocks that surrounded them.

He remembered that Panther Mountain was one of the few peaks in the Catskills that had never been logged—it was too steep. They were lost in one of the oldest forests in the country, maybe in the world.

Not far from where they were, Dan had once visited a small museum in the town of Gilboa. It wasn’t much, a one-room white building that looked like an old church. Inside were some Revolutionary War artifacts, farming tools, and three fossilized stumps of the oldest trees ever found. They grew out of the muck and mayhem after the meteor hit.

The trees encircling Dan were great, great, and a million more greats in-between, great-grandchildren of those ancient trees. Dan suddenly felt insignificant, without words, but George had a lot to say.

“Ok, Mr. Boss-man, what now? This is going to be the most embarrassing shit ever when we get back to the barracks. Two troopers had to be rescued. I knew it, I knew this was a mistake.”

Dan looked up and tried to get a sense of which direction the sun was setting. Which part of the sky was darker, which was lighter. He knew they came in from the east, so they’d meet the road if they went that way. But the leaves formed an impenetrable roof and it was impossible to gain any idea of which way to go.

Then Dan remembered. “Look for moss along the base of a tree.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” queried George.

“Green, moss, you know. Look for it around these trees.”

“And why am I looking for that green spongey crap?”

“It usually grows on the north side of trees; it prefers less light. If I know which direction is north, I can figure out what direction to hike out of here so we don’t find ourselves on a ridge again.”

George was incredulous. “So, you’re saying this is my fault? Are you serious?”

“It’s nobody’s fault. Let’s just look for the moss, and then we can get some real direction. Okay?”

George didn’t reply, like an annoyed child, he stomped away, heading for the nearest tree.

Dan did the same but without the stomping.

They both had their eyes down, searching for the green velvety fuzz that looked like shag carpet on the forest floor.

George spotted it first, and yelled out with an exultant tone: “Over here! Our forest compass has been found! Lead us the way out of here!”

Dan walked over and knelt. His hand lay on the moss; it felt soft like a cushion. His knee hit a patch of white-capped mushrooms. They collapsed and sent up a dusting of spores. They drifted up on the breeze and Dan waved them away.

He stood and faced the direction the moss grew out from the tree base. “I’m facing north, so if we work our way to the right, we’ll hit the road. I’d say no more than fifteen, twenty minutes.”

“Hells yeah. Let’s get out of here.”

George moved fast, bushwhacking through the brush. He wasn’t looking for animal trails to make the trek easier—he was in bulldozer mode.

Dan shouted out at one point, “That’s poison ivy you’re in the middle of. You need to slow down; you’re going to get out of the forest and end up out of commission for a week with a rash all over your body!”

It didn’t matter, it was as if George didn’t hear Dan. He wanted out and wanted out now.

There was also something bothering George: the forest, the trees, there was something that felt off. He would never say anything. It wasn’t that George was scared, but a notch below – worried.

They arrived at the top of a hill—and saw something that made them freeze in their tracks.

At the bottom was a man standing alone and laughing to himself. A hysterical cackle that he would stop and then start again—it was almost like he was singing. He wore jeans and a blue shirt, but no shoes and was looking away from Dan and George, howling out to the trees with his mad laughter.

George pointed to the man.

“No freaking way. Is that him? Is that the asshole?”

“I don’t know. I have no clue what he looks like.”

“Hey, Paul! Yo Paulson!” yelled George.

“Mr. Paulson!” Dan called out.

The man turned to the two troopers. His face was full of blood, his shirt ripped open to the waist. Deep red slash marks cut across his chest, as if the branches had whipped him as he ran through the forest.

He kept on giggling uncontrollably.

Smiling and giggling.

Dan couldn’t help but think, “Like a madman.” He called out, “Are you okay sir?”

The man stopped laughing. In an instant, he went from a smiling fool to a look that was stone-cold nothing, as if in a trance. Even in the darkened woods the whites of his eyes popped and reflected the last light in the forest.

Then he called out: “Did you see it? I saw it. It was so bright. I must see it again. I need to find it. You should look for it too, it’s so beautiful.” He then ran full speed away from Dan and George. This wasn’t a jog, but an Olympic sprint.

“What the hell is wrong with that Paulson dude?” asked George.

The two troopers scampered down the hill in pursuit, trying not to break their necks. They kept an eye on the man as he ran further into the forest. But by the time they were at the bottom of the hill, he was gone.

George was both pissed and freaked out. “Ok, we are now officially in the Twilight Zone. What the freaking hell was that? What did he mean? Did you see it?”

“I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.”

George wasn’t having any of it. “I’m not chasing after a psycho, no way, that only leads to bad shit, like Joey T and that dude pissing in the middle of the Burger King rest stop. Next thing you know, he was grabbing Joey’s gun, and they were wrestling right there in the home of the freaking Whopper. Nope, god bless you Mr. Paulson, but I ain’t taking the bait.”

Dan looked to see if the man was still visible in the thicket of bushes and trees, maybe catching a flash of his blue shirt in the darkening shadows, but there was nothing. The sun had officially set and Dan knew they had another ten minutes or so and then it would be dark, forest dark.

People forget how pitch black it is when you’re deep in a stand of trees at night, with no moon or stars or ambient light from a street lamp. You can’t see the hand in front of your face, which meant they could trip over a root and snap an ankle, maybe even slip down into a ravine, or kick up a hornet’s nest or worse a rattlesnake.

Dan knew the mantra of every search and rescue expert -  ‘If you’re lost stay put, don’t go wandering, you’ll just make it worse for the folks trying to find you or get yourself hurt.’ Besides, George had called in their plan to the dispatcher, so headquarters knew where they were. If they didn’t check in when their shift ended, command would start looking for them. It would be embarrassing, but that would be more manageable than a broken arm or leg.

Better to have a few bruised egos than bruised foreheads.

A human scream ripped through the forest. A shrilling high-pitched wail that meant something bad was happening.

“Jesus freaking Christ, do you think it’s a bear, you think it’s a black bear attacking him? Now I feel bad for saying that earlier,” George remarked, as he unlatched his holster; his hand reaching for his gun.

Dan’s eyes widened, the scream still echoing out. “Look, I need to see if he’s okay, you can come along or stay here, just do one or the other. If you stay here, don’t move. You’ll just get more lost, and I’ll never find you and you’ll make it harder for the searchers.”

“So you’re saying we’re going to need to be fished out of here?”

“It’s going to be pitch black in about ten minutes and we shouldn’t be traversing around.”

“Then you shouldn’t go looking for that asshole,” George offered up.

“He might be hurt. It’s my job, our job, to help him. Just stay here. Give me five minutes,” pleaded Dan.

George nodded and held out his hand, fingers spread.

Five minutes.

Dan went in the direction of the continuing scream.

Then it stopped.

Dan was only a few hundred yards away from George and hadn’t noticed that he unlatched his holster too, his hand on his gun. He didn’t feel like he was searching for someone; it felt more like there was a report of an armed suspect on the loose and he could get shot or killed at any moment. The forest suddenly felt like a very dangerous place.

He called out, “Paulson! Are you there? Are you OK!”

Silence.

There was a loud crack, like the sound of lightning—but it wasn’t raining.

A tree had split, and in the twilight, it was hard to see from what direction. It might have been on the left or in front. Dan was frozen. He didn’t know which way to run.

The sound of mayhem filled the air.

One of the massive oaks or hemlocks was crashing down, snapping branches and possibly other trees with it. It created a rush of air, a woosh sound, as it was gaining speed plummeting to the forest floor.

Dan caught a glimpse to his right—a huge tree trunk heading his way, branches and twigs shooting forward like shrapnel. He turned and ran like he was trying to outrun a monster reaching out for him. A beast trying to crush him and claim him for the forest.

There was a booming thud.

The ground shook and a blast of wind shot out from the tree’s momentum as it hit the forest floor. Dan had barely escaped; he turned and saw the fallen trunk.

Campers called them ‘widow-makers.’ People died all the time setting their tent near one. They were trees whose roots had lost purchase to the soil from rain and old age. It usually happened during the night, when people were snug in their sleeping bags and they never knew what happened; crushed to death under a fallen oak or elm.

Dan thought, “Killed by the forest.”

He stood there looking at the downed tree, remembering his forestry classes, and realized he was standing in the middle of living, breathing organisms.

Giant ones.

If he was surrounded by 60-foot dinosaurs he’d be terrified, but because they were trees no one ever worried. Maybe that was a tree’s greatest defense, our total disregard of them as a living thing.

Dan thought, “Hug a tree? Maybe it should be - run from a tree.”

It was like he was back in college, making a case for his thesis. He started thinking like he was the forestry major from a decade earlier. Like any other living being, trees will do whatever they need to survive. And maybe, certain forests or all forests needed people, dead people, to survive. To fertilize, renew. Maybe it wasn’t even the trees, but the whole forest, everything.

Dan’s mind was spinning. The mushrooms need decay to live. The trees and bushes and grass need nitrogen, which our dead bodies would provide. Did the forest have a way of calling out to us, like a siren’s song, drawing us in? Flowers and bushes use scent and color to draw in bees and birds.

Is that what happened to Mr. Paulson and Cynthia Freeland and the guy driving the Tesla? Were they lured in by the forest? Was that the light Paulson was talking about?

Dan made his way back to George—or, at least, where he thought George would be. It was now dark. Dan did his best trying to maintain a straight line, calling out, “George! Hey buddy! Can you hear me? Shout out so I know which way to go!”

But there was only silence.

Dan knew he hadn’t traveled far enough to be out of shouting range. He had only marched a few hundred yards away when the tree fell.

George should’ve been able to hear him. Dan tried again, louder, fear in his voice, “George, please, if you hear me, give a shout out!”

There was a noise to Dan’s right, leaves rustling. He instinctively pulled his gun from the holster, ready to fire. Something was moving towards him.

“George, if that’s you say something, or else I’m going to shoot! I don’t want to shoot you George…Mr. Paulson? Whoever, last warning.”

The rustling stopped. He heard a muffled giggling.

It wasn’t Mr. Paulson.

Dan walked to the sound. His gun up, pointing forward. Two more steps and in the darkness, he was barely able to make out George.

His shirt was open, a big twig was sticking out of his cheek, piercing the flesh into his mouth as if he ran into a tree. A huge gash was open on his forehead and blood ran down his nose and onto his lips. His tongue flicked out like a snake’s and licked it up.

George slurred, “Can you see it?” His voice muffled by the twig in his mouth. His tone was calm, almost monotone.

“It’s beautiful, you’ll see it soon.”

Dan lowered his gun.

“George, are you ok?”

“It was so bright. I have to see it again. No, not have, I need…I need to see it again.”

George started laughing just like Mr. Paulson did. A giggly, maniacal titter that was both sinister and strange.

Dan noticed George had a softball-sized rock in his hand.

The sight of it caused Dan to lift his gun.

He was now dealing with someone who was off the rails, capable of anything, like the guy at Burger King.

“George, can you empty your hand, please?”

George glanced down at the rock and then jacked it against his own jaw. The stone crushed into the bone, leaving a patch of blood.

Dan winced in horror. Shocked at his partner’s self-harm.

George did it again. This time the blow cracked his nose and put it at a gruesome ninety-degree angle against his cheek.

And once more.

“Stop!” Dan implored.

The rock fell from George’s hand. With blood pouring down his face, he turned and ran, disappearing into the blackness.

Gobbled up by the forest.

There was a final howl of laughter and all went quiet.

Dan holstered his gun.

He stood at the base of a large oak and looked out at all the trees.

“I’m surrounded by them.”

He saw the trees for the first time as something more than just giant houseplants. He saw them as intelligent, smart predators—and he felt like their prey.

Then his eyes caught something glowing in the darkness.

A beautiful bright light.

Dan walked towards it.


COLD HUNGER

Drabbles are very, very, short stories of exactly 100 words. Here’s mine.

Nancy painfully adjusted her broken leg. She knew she’d never escape the crevasse she had fallen into. Three days gone and no one had found her. There was water. Ice chips everywhere but no food.

That was the problem because Nancy wasn’t alone. Two Emperor Penguins she had been photographing had fallen into the crevasse too. Three-foot-tall birds that looked like monsters towering over Nancy’s prone position.

Starving, beak-clicking monsters.

Nancy lifted her pick-axe and smashed the first one that started pecking at her face. Nancy knew she was going to die; she just didn’t want to be eaten.


SIGNS

Monkey see, monkey do.

Cassie was like a lot of teenagers her age; a whirlwind of emotions that were hard to express. Sometimes, she’d just sit there quietly, with arms folded. The look in her eyes told you everything you needed to know.

Don’t bother me.

Luckily for Cassie, her best friend Linda understood that silence was sometimes better than words in letting people know how you felt.

Finding the right words was also hard for Cassie because she didn’t speak and she never would. Instead, she had to use sign language to communicate, and the prickly tone of emotions wasn’t the easiest thing to convey through the manipulation of hands.

So, Cassie sat there sulking.

Linda, who had taught Cassie sign language, signed to her friend and asked, “Still mad?”, speaking the words aloud as she manipulated her fingers. Linda always did that, combining the gesture with the spoken word. She hoped that someday Cassie would understand her voiced conversation and not just what she signed.

Cassie thought about not answering but did anyway, she signed, “Me out, my cage.”

Linda signed and spoke back, “Not cage, room.” As she observed Cassie through the large glass partition.

Cassie lived in a white-walled enclosure, ten-foot squared. There were a couple of bean bag chairs, a TV playing on the wall, and various toys and stuffed animals strewn about. There was also an iPad, albeit with a cracked screen, on a small blue table.

Cassie swung her fists against the glass that separated her from Linda. There was a loud bang. Cassie then signed, “It cage, I friend.”

Linda paused. She had to think about what she signed next. Cassie was her friend, probably her best friend, which was strange and sad since Cassie was a Bonobo Chimpanzee.

Dr. Linda Bane, a primatologist, had raised Cassie in captivity since she was born at the Bance University Anthropology Lab, eight years earlier.

Linda had taught Cassie close to two hundred words and phrases using sign language. At one point Linda tried to teach Cassie actual words, not to speak, but for her to understand human vocalization. Linda abandoned using signs and only spoke to Cassie for a month. There were some intriguing moments where the chimp seemed to comprehend what Linda was saying, but the process of communicating through spoken word seemed to frustrate the chimp, so Linda went back to signing.

Linda’s thesis on ‘Cognitive Enrichment in Captive Primates’ took over a decade of compiling research. Her focus on teaching Cassie sign language meant every other aspect of Linda’s life was pushed aside.

A divorce and lost custody hearing allowed her husband to move to another state. Linda should have been devasted, but she wasn’t. Not that Linda loved Cassie more than her two daughters, it was just Cassie was more important at that point in her life. School plays and bedtime stories couldn’t compete with four years of college, two years of fieldwork, six years of research, and a chance for a doctorate.

Which Linda achieved, but at the cost of an empty home.

She had known Cassie for nearly a decade, while her kids were just five years old when they left. Linda had chosen what researchers call ‘rate of frequency’ over her own flesh and blood.

Friends also didn’t stand a chance when it came to Linda’s work.

How could drinks and inane conversations matter, when Cassie was going to prove that humans weren’t the only communicative, sentient beings that also exhibited creativity, humor, empathy, and maybe even love? Cassie was also able to spot non-verbal cues, the way humans do. Noticing things such as eye contact, body posture, and other little indicators that help in communication.

She was a very special primate. Cassie wasn’t just a sideshow party trick— ‘See the monkey talk with its hands!’— but a living being on par with humans and their range of emotions.

Linda was near a breakthrough with Cassie. In the last few weeks, the chimp had used sign language in a way never before seen. There was a level of cognition and meaning behind Cassie’s communication that made Linda think that the chimp was not only highly intelligent but also spiritual. A trait that no other creature on earth, besides humans, had ever been assigned.

It was beyond exciting, but also thoroughly depressing since Linda’s funding and the funding for the lab had been pulled months earlier. It was why Linda was alone at the facility the last month, she had to let all the other researchers go.

Cassie had asked a few times, “Where others?”

Linda would sign back, “Away,” and leave it at that.

Linda was the only one at the research facility located outside Kansas City, in the middle of over a hundred acres of land owned by the university. There was a caretaker who came by Mondays and Thursdays to help clean and deliver Cassie’s food, but he was let go the previous week. It was only Linda who kept it all going.

It was her life’s work, what choice did she have?

Linda had made impassioned pleas to keep the program intact, trying to convince the department leaders how important her research could be, and how special Cassie was. But in the end, the truth that higher education is more about business than knowledge became a cold hard fact. The land that housed Cassie was being repurposed for a new football stadium.

Go Tigers! Fuck the chimp!

Linda was supposed to close down the lab a week ago, but she was able to stretch it out since she was off campus, and away from prying eyes. But the stadium developers were to begin construction in ten days, so there was no more delaying the inevitable.

With the lab closing, Cassie would have usually been transferred to a sanctuary like the Alamogordo Primate Research Facility in New Mexico. But since Cassie was a carrier of a highly infectious gastroenteric disease she couldn’t be moved. The disorder would put all other primates at risk at her new home.

This meant Linda would have to euthanize her only friend in the world.

Linda had soaked Cassie’s lunch, a pre-prepared ‘monkey chow’, in Ethylene Glycol, a colorless, odorless poison. It was the sweet-smelling liquid in anti-freeze that often killed dogs who lapped it up on streets.

The bowl of toxic food was in front of Linda, ready to be placed in Cassie’s enclosure.

She fought back tears.

Cassie was in the corner of her room, her head still down.

Linda tapped on the glass to get Cassie’s attention, but the sullen chimp didn’t react. She sat there; her face turned away. Usually, the food was slid into Cassie’s room via a slot on the bottom of the front wall, but Linda didn’t want to do that, not today.

Due to insurance purposes, Linda had been barred from entering Cassie’s enclosure over the last four years. This was because of the “incident” at Stanford, when a female Bonobo, about the same age as Cassie, attacked a young doctoral student, chewing away her face and biting off an arm.

But on this final day, Linda wanted to be inside the room with Cassie, to hold her as a friend when she passed. Linda didn’t care about the repercussions if her bosses found out.

Linda took off her lab coat, she was going in as Cassie’s friend not researcher. She made her way to the back corridor, unlatching the side door that led into Cassie’s room. The hinges squeaked; the sound got Cassie to lift her head. The door shut behind Linda. She stood there with the bowl, waiting to see what Cassie would sign.

The chimp turned her body to Linda and signed the word, “Sad.”

Linda placed the bowl of lethal food on the small table next to the broken iPad. Linda hadn’t remembered the iPad being cracked and surmised it must have been a recent thing. She then signed back to Cassie, “Why you sad?”

Cassie shook her head and signed, “No, no, no.”

Linda asked, “You no sad?”

Cassie replied, “No me, you sad.”

The chimp pointed at Linda.

Linda blinked and thought about what had just happened. Cassie had picked up on Linda’s mood, through bits of body language that Linda didn’t even know she was expressing. 

Cassie signed again, “Why sad?”

Linda suddenly didn’t know what to do.

Do I lie? What if she can tell I’m lying?

She went with the lie. “No sad. Happy.”

Cassie didn’t respond. The chimp sat there staring at Linda, and then Cassie’s eyes went to the bowl. She hunched and knuckled her way over to the food. Linda and Cassie were only six feet apart, the bowl between them.

The chimp leaned down and sniffed the food, then sat back.

Linda asked, “OK?”

Cassie replied, “No.” Then she reached out and grabbed a stuffed animal that was lying on the floor, a blue plush lion, about the size of a small dog. Cassie often cuddled it and soothed it with long pets down its back when she was anxious like she was doing now.

Linda again signed, “OK?”

Cassie shook her head from side to side, as she ran her hand down the toy’s fur. The chimp stopped her petting to sign the word, “Bad.”

And then she pointed at Linda.

For the first time ever, Linda felt uneasy with Cassie. She thought about the food and the poison.

What if Cassie could smell the toxin?

Ethylene Glycol was supposed to be odorless, but what if Cassie was able to sniff it out? Linda knew chimps had sharper smell receptors than humans. They had nearly twice as many working olfactory sensory genes, over eight hundred in a primate compared to around four hundred in a person.

She knows, she smells it. Linda thought.

The chimp stared at Linda while she held the blue lion. It was more like a grasp around the neck, squeezing it tight.

Linda signed, “No bad, good,” and became aware that anything she did, might be perceived by Cassie and comprehended in the chimp’s brain. From visual cues to even smelling pheromones that Linda was exuding that indicated she was stressed.

Linda decided to sit down and calm down, reducing any cues she might be giving off. She asked the chimp, “Play?”

Before Linda was barred from physical contact with Cassie, they would often toss a ball to each other and make bubbles with a bubble-maker gun. Linda could see the toy gun in the corner next to the red ball.

Cassie replied with a loud “Hoo” sound that filled the room.

Linda knew that vocalization was a threat call in the wild, and she hadn’t heard it from Cassie since she was a one-year-old and was learning how to sign and got frustrated.

For a moment Linda was lost. She didn’t know what to do. Cassie was acting out in ways that she hadn’t seen before. Linda thought it could be a reaction to all the changes recently. The other researchers being let go was a blow to an animal that was a highly social creature. It meant Cassie was left alone for hours and even days if Linda was stuck back at the campus with administrative work. The caretaker no longer showing up was also an unwelcome adjustment.

And now the weird-smelling food.

Linda stood to get the ball.

Cassie let out a series of “Hoo, Hoo, Hoo” cries.

Linda stopped and sat back down, her eyes drifting toward the door. She wanted to get out.

The chimp started rocking back and forth.

A sign of agitation.

Then Cassie reached out and picked up the iPad with the cracked screen. She had gotten proficient at using it over the years. The chimp would play games on it and watch movies. She even knew how to take photos and record videos.

Cassie tapped the screen; Linda couldn’t see what she was doing.

A few more taps and then Cassie flipped the iPad around so Linda could see it. The chimp played a recording it had made.

The video was of Linda on the other side of the glass talking to the Dean of Biology two days earlier. Cassie had recorded their conversation from inside the enclosure without them noticing.

The video played.

Since the glass wasn’t soundproof, Cassie could hear everything Linda and the Dean were saying.

The two of them were standing in front of Linda’s desk. She remembered the conversation as the video played.

The Dean’s voice was calm. “There is no other choice. Cassie needs to go.”

Linda couldn’t hide her emotions, her tone rising in pitch, “Go where? No facility will take her.”

“Then you know what needs to be done.”

“Kill her? That’s it. You want Cassie dead?”

“Either you do it, or we can hire someone. She needs to be gone by the end of the week. You decide how you want to do that,” the Dean replied.

While Linda watched the video she didn’t convey any sense of unease. She knew that Cassie was staring at her, studying her. But inside her mind, Linda was terrified. She tried to make sense of it all. The fact that Cassie was playing the video meant Cassie knew what Linda and the Dean were talking about.

Killing Cassie.

The chimp had probably watched it over and over, which Cassie often did, watching something hundreds of times if she liked it, but this time she had watched it hundreds of times because it upset her.

All those years of trying to teach Cassie to comprehend spoken language had worked. Cassie had learned to understand spoken words, at least some of them.

Linda thought this was incredible, a breakthrough of staggering magnitude in primate research. Her mind was a blur. What word or words did Cassie pick up from the video?

Dead.

It had to be the word dead.

Cassie knew what it meant.

Five years earlier, Linda had introduced a kitten named Ginger to Cassie.

The chimp adored the tiny, red-haired cat. Petting it constantly, following it around, sniffing it, cradling it like a baby. And then by accident, Cassie suffocated it. The chimp held onto the dead kitten for days, until Linda had to take it away. Linda signed the word “Dead” to the chimp and the word “Gone”, trying to make Cassie understand what it meant.

For the next month, Cassie would sign, “Where Cat?”

And Linda would sign and speak the words, “Dead, Gone.”

Eventually, Cassie stopped asking, understanding that Ginger was never coming back.

Cassie knew what dead meant and understood that the Dean was talking about Cassie being dead.

Gone.

Never coming back.

Linda tried to calm things down, she signed the words, “No Cassie dead.” She meant it. There was no way she could euthanize Cassie, not after this, the chimp understood human words and had learned at a level that no other animal had ever done. When word got out, the funds and grants would pour in like a waterfall.

Linda signed again, “No Cassie dead.”

The chimp flung the iPad across the room. It slammed against the wall, ricocheted against the other wall, and shattered into pieces.

Cassie then sprung up, opened her mouth and bared her eight-inch dagger-like incisors, and screeched so loud that Linda slammed her palms over her ears. The chimp then reached out and grabbed Linda with two hands and flung her like she was the iPad. And just like the iPad, Linda slammed against one wall and bounced off the other.

On the floor, Linda’s mind was fogged by pain and a concussion.

She knew her right shoulder was separated from its socket and her left wrist had been fractured. Her jaw was also broken—it felt like a door off its hinge.

Cassie was still howling, bounding around the enclosure, flipping the table across the room. She scampered, back and forth, again and again.

In her haze Linda managed to sit up, resting her back against the far wall, the pain thumping through her body, making her cry. She watched as Cassie swirled in a mass of fury, screeching and slamming things, acting like a…wild animal.

Linda attempted to sign the words, “Calm, Please.” But her shattered wrist and shoulder didn’t allow it. She then tried to speak the words, hoping that maybe Cassie would hear and understand, but her jaw wouldn’t allow her to do much more than slur out a mumbled mess of sounds that gurgled with blood that was pooling in her mouth.

Cassie stopped moving. She sat in the corner across from Linda and kept signing the word, “Bad, bad, bad.”

Linda tried to stand. She needed to get to her phone that was in the lab and call for help. But her legs betrayed her, and her left ankle was also injured. Sprained or broken, she didn’t know. All she knew was that if she wanted out, Linda would have to crawl.

She started to drag her body to the door.

Cassie moved and sat in front of the enclosure’s exit and bared her teeth, a serious threat display.

Linda couldn’t sign or speak, so she had no way to calm down Cassie. Linda stopped and propped herself back up against the wall. Sitting there, Linda tried to figure out when someone else might be coming to the lab.

Ten days.

That’s what she came up with. It would be over a week before someone might show up and find her.

With no other researchers and the caretaker no longer on staff, the next possible visitors would be the construction crew, or the architectural managers overseeing the new stadium. And that was in ten days.

Unless someone missed her and reported her missing. But that was a very, very short list of people.

Ten days.

She’d never make it, not without food, water, or medical attention.

Cassie sat across from Linda, their eyes on one another.

The chimp then signed the word, “Learn”, and followed it with a series of three grunts, “Ruff, ruff, ruff.”

She did it again, and signed “Learn.” And then the grunts.

Linda realized Cassie was following the same pattern that she used when she tried to teach the chimp a new word or behavior. Linda would sign, “Learn.” And then follow up with the sign or word that she wanted Cassie to absorb.

The chimp signed “Learn.’, then snorted out a “Ruff, ruff, ruff.”

Linda couldn’t speak, but she could grunt. If following Cassie’s instructions could calm the chimp and persuade her to let Linda leave, then Linda would play along.

“Ruff, ruff, ruff.” Linda managed to grunt out through her mangled mouth.

Cassie, signed the word, “Again.”

Linda complied, grunting even louder, “Ruff, ruff, ruff.”

Cassie then signed, “Good.”

Linda wondered how many ‘words’ Cassie wanted to teach her.


GREEN

Sometimes it’s not what’s at the surface that’s important, but what’s below that matters.

Standing on my patio, coffee in hand and staring at my backyard, I realized my Saturday was not going to be just college football and beer. The grass needed to be cut—it had been a month since the last time I mowed. I usually kept to a strict once-a-week schedule, but it had been so damn hot all of August that I was waiting for the first cool day to get back to my routine.

September brought that change.

A crystal blue sky and no humidity.

I didn’t have one of those sit-on-top mowers, but the kind you stood behind and pushed. It ran on gas, not electricity. I did own a battery one, trying to do my part for the environment, but it always lost its charge on the last quarter acre. Which meant I’d have to wait three hours for it to recharge to finish, which was a pain in the ass.

None of the battery-powered tools seem to fit my needs. The hedger always died midway while working on the bushes and the chainsaw always petered out just as I was about to finish with my cutting and chopping. I’m back to using gas-powered tools and even a handsaw for a lot of my other chores.

I like doing my chores.

I surveyed the yard, taking in the sea of green before me. A full acre encircled by thick, high cherry laurel bushes. They were pretty to look at and kept prying eyes out of my yard.

Yep, it was time to mow.

The blades of grass were high enough that the wind caught them and caused them to ripple and undulate, creating stunning patterns in the lawn. Swirling verdant hues appeared as the blades bent to and fro. They’d flash dark emerald and then glimmer to light green as they moved.

It was an eyeful of flickering splendor.

I stood there entranced by the beauty of it.

For a moment I thought about not mowing, letting it go another week so I could watch this wondrous display of nature’s beauty a few more times. There was something so calming about it.

I wanted to walk onto the grass and lie down on it. Feeling the blades of grass twirl against my skin.

But then I noticed something strange.

I looked out at the elm trees. There were three of them, tall and mature, that stood at the back end of the yard. My eyes focused on the leaves. They weren’t moving.

Not even a tiny twinkle.

The cherry laurel bushes weren’t swaying either.           

My skin felt neither a breeze nor even the slightest draft of air.

It was still as a stone.

There was no wind. The grass was swirling and moving all on its own.

I took a step back and wondered – Did I cause this?

Maybe what I had buried beneath that lawn was the reason.

How many was it? How many chores had I completed?

I went into the house and grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and found my way to the front porch. I didn’t want to gaze at the backyard anymore.

I stood there took a sip of my Coors and surveyed the scene.

The blades of grass in the front yard weren’t moving. There were no pretty patterns swirling about trying to mesmerize me.

I went back inside the house and walked through the kitchen to take one more look out back.

The lawn wasn’t just rippling anymore. Now, large humps were pushing up against the grass. I counted eight of them.

That seemed about right.

Eight chores.


SHADE

With apologies to Jack London and fire building.

The man sat in his car with the air conditioner humming as the dashboard thermometer read 112 degrees outside. The blistering heat explained why his vehicle was the only one in the parking lot at the Badwater Basin trailhead in Death Valley National Park. It seemed surreal the temperature was already over the century mark at 8:00 a.m., but the hottest temperature on earth was recorded here, topping out at 134 degrees, so the lack of other visitors wasn’t a surprise.

For most people, it was pushing the bounds of sanity to be outside when it was this hot, let alone go hiking in such hellish conditions.

But the man wasn’t most people.

When he opened the door to leave the car, the contrast between the cold interior and the blast furnace outside hit him like a punch. Death Valley was living up to its reputation, but that’s what he wanted.

He was of the age that anything still seemed possible even though the thrill of youth was gone and the dusk of life was nearing. He liked to challenge himself, to try to recapture the former and stave off the latter whenever he could.

Others his age liked to ‘slow down’, but he had no intention of giving in to any preconceived notions of what he could or couldn’t do.

To prove he was still capable of all things, the man took to hiking.

Not simple strolls through gentle hills and cooling dales, but treks that put to test the man’s overall well-being. The last few years he’d found himself crossing every manner of terrain through many harsh and unforgiving climates.

The man had pushed through the thick maze of the Vietnamese jungle, a riot of vines and bushes. It was during the height of the monsoon when every step was a slog through the suffocating swamp. He lost nineteen pounds in six days from dehydration and dysentery.

He once crossed the continental divide in the Yukon, the trail’s terminus on the frozen shores of the Bering Sea, where the wind chill froze his breath mid-exhale. The final tally on that hike was his left ear lobe to frostbite.

Another time a sandstorm turned the sky red in the Australian Outback. The grit in his eyes sandpapered his vision down to blindness and caused him to complete his trek on all fours. A severely scratched cornea meant eye surgery when he got back to the States.

He never quit.

He always finished his hikes.

No matter the distance, or the gauntlet he had to traverse, the man always finished what he started.

Death Valley was the next spot to test the man’s resolve and confirm his capabilities. It was his first time there and his impression of the landscape was captured in one word – bleak. Standing on the edge of the Badwater Basin, the starting point of his trek; the man had to shield his vision. Even through his sunglasses, the glare of the basin’s white floor caused him to squint his eyes into tiny slivers.

The remnants of an inland sea had left mud patches covered in a salty crust. It made the valley look as if it was set with huge white bathroom tiles stretching to the horizon. On either side of this glaring basin were brown mountains, tall and desolate.

Bleak, he nodded as the word played out in his mind. But he could have also used the words unforgiving, grim, maybe even forsaken since it seemed the sunken ravine on the edge of the Mojave Desert was devoid of life.

But there was life here; hearty creatures and plants allowed to survive the heat after millions of years of adaptation and evolution.

The man read about many of the animals that thrived in this inferno. There were jackrabbits with ears as big as sails, which let them disperse the heat built up in their bodies while resting in the shade. Red-tailed lizards used their stilt-like legs to keep their skin away from the ground, allowing cooling air to drift underneath their bodies. Others like the kangaroo rat avoided the daytime heat altogether, living their entire life in darkness. The cooler nights allowed them to survive.

The man had none of these abilities, but he did have experience with unforgiving terrain, and he felt he had done his research and was ready. Although the owner of the gas station, the one with the sign announcing it was ‘The Last Fuel in 100 Miles’, thought the man should put off his hike. The owner’s face was cracked with lines like peeling paint, and he told the man he should come back and do his hike in the winter, and that a summer trek was the stuff of bad headlines.

The man nodded, paid his bill, and thanked him for his advice. The owner’s final comment to the man was he thought the day was going to be a scorcher.

Driving away, the man had no intention to put off his latest hike. He wanted it to be hard, to push him to the limits. That was the point of it, the reason he traveled the world and suffered and toiled in solitude. He didn’t do this for anyone but himself.

His needs, his wants, his proof.

He wasn’t old, just older.

Some people climbed mountains and others ran marathons. He walked along bleak paths that led him through a landscape of doubt.

The man’s hike was going to be a fifty-mile jaunt taking him south through the Badwater Basin, keeping the Panamint Mountain range on his right. He’d curve back north on the western side of the range and then cross over the mountains at Telescope Peak, leading him back to his starting point. It was a big oval loop and he’d given himself two days. He was pushing it, but that was the point.

He was already sweating standing at the trailhead.

The man checked his belongings. He packed light; no tent, or sleeping bag. Most of what he carried was water. Figuring on six quarts a day for a total of three gallons, he might have packed more but thought he was set with what he had. The rest were packets of protein bars and bags of dried fruit. There were a few other camping essentials, like a First Aid Kit and duct tape. His pockets held a map, a compass, a knife, and his phone, which was useless in the backcountry.

A light blue baseball hat sat on his head, and he wore sunglasses, shorts, a t-shirt, and boots.

That’s it.

He was ready.

The man took his first step onto the withered floor of the basin. The white crust crumbled under his soles. The sound drifted up and became a constant crackle with each step. He was crunching his way south. He wasn’t the type to listen to music while he walked—he wanted to exist in the environment he found himself in, not shut it out.

His view was nothing but the valley floor and the distant mountains. Not another hiker in sight. Which he liked. He wasn’t much of a talker when on his walkabouts, not that he was an anti-social type, but walking and talking was never his thing.

He usually averaged three miles an hour, so if he put in a solid ten hours, accounting for breaks, he’d have around thirty miles behind him at the end of the day. Although it might be less, depending on when he’d hit the mountain range and how much the steeper terrain would slow him down.

The wind was a surprise.

He hadn’t expected the unbroken gust he pushed through. It wasn’t a streaming gale, but it also wasn’t a lilting breeze, it was somewhere in between. And it was hot, there wasn’t anything cooling about it.

The gust funneled into his ears, filling them with a constant hum. When combined with the crunching dirt beneath his feet, the man was surprised at how noisy it was. He had thought it would be deathly quiet, instead, it was loud and unceasing. The sounds didn’t bother him at first, but after a while, when they were combined with the heat, and sweating, it started to wear him down.

Hot weather has a way of making even the most inane thing an annoyance.

He had only managed three miles when he pulled a bandana out of his pack. Folding it into a band, he wrapped it around his ears and tied it off at the back of his head. It deafened the wind and crunching, and it also kept the sweat streaming off his forehead and dripping into his eyes.

His hair was drenched with perspiration, as was his shirt and socks. He looked as if he had been caught in a passing storm, but instead, it was his body’s way of cooling him down. It also meant he was losing precious water from his body and he needed to replenish what he was losing.

He guzzled from his first water jug.

The bottles had lines to indicate how much he would drink per hour. He cheated a little and drank some of his next hour’s rations as well.

He kept walking and the sun kept getting higher in the sky.

As it rose, its rays became more than just a conduit of illumination, but heated bolts that scorched the landscape.

The wind, hot and parched, kept blowing.

After seven more miles, and three more stops, he noticed he had already drunk a day’s ration of water, but it was only noon. The realization shocked him.

Ten miles into a fifty-mile journey, and he had somehow put everything at risk. He was making good time on the flat formless plain, much faster than he had thought, but he was paying for his speed with his thirst.

The wind wasn’t helping. The man knew it was lifting moisture from his skin and dehydrating him. Drying him out like a wet sheet left out in the breeze.

He looked up at the sun. If it was 112 degrees when he started at 8:00 a.m. – How hot was it at noon? Could it be close to 120 degrees? Or maybe 125? It wasn’t even the hottest part of the day yet. That wouldn’t hit for three more hours.

How hot would it get?

The man had never felt this kind of heat before, not in the Outback or even when he trekked across the Cuna trail in Panama. It was hot, but not like this. Something told him that this was different. He scanned the basin and still didn’t see another person. He remembered being told once, ‘Fools and solitude are good friends.’

He might be a fool, but he wasn’t foolish.

The man had recognized a problem and he’d rectify it. The map and compass were pulled from his pockets. First, he needed to know exactly where he was. Others used handheld GPS to orient themselves, but he was more ‘old-school.’ He didn’t like to rely on electronics and battery-powered gear when out in the wilderness. Wits and knowledge were more dependable than wires and batteries.

He looked towards the Panamint Range on his right, trying to pull out a landmark. The highest ridge he saw had to be Telescope Peak, but to triangulate his position he needed two other points that stood out in the landscape, but all he could see was the flat nothingness of the basin ahead and behind. The other mountain range to his left offered nothing of distinction. All the peaks seemed the same height. He wasn’t lost; he was just unsure as to where he was on the map.

As he stood there, trying to figure it all out, the man suddenly felt like a piece of solder against a hot iron. It was as if he was melting in place. He decided he’d cut short his trek south and head west to the mountains, crossing to the other side, rather than keep hiking toward the end of the range. The heat and lack of water made it the sensible thing to do.

He wouldn’t get the full fifty miles in, but there were worse things in the world, like heat exhaustion.

The man wanted and craved the challenges of his hikes, but he also knew when to adjust a plan to stay safe. His excursion would be a failure if he ended up in the hospital.

He turned to the mountains and walked.

The blister on his heel surprised him. He hadn’t had one in all his other hikes. The salty grit of the basin had smuggled into his right boot and managed to grind away his skin. The injury slowed him, making each step painful. The man would have to stop and tend to the open sore. He sat down on the ground to take off his shoe and immediately regretted it. The searing valley floor was a giant griddle and he was frying on it. He felt the heat through his paper-thin shortsand leaped up to avoid being burned.

He thought about pulling off his backpack and sitting on it, but he thought it was so hot the nylon might melt when pressed against the ground.

He’d have to take off his shoe and sock and bandage his heel while hopping on one leg. Difficult, but not impossible.

As he pulled off his boot, he noticed the rubber sole was being pulled away from the leather upper. The glue binding them together was melting. His hands fumbled inside his bag searching for the duct tape. All of this was done while balancing on one foot.

The man managed to wrap up both shoes with tape, keeping the soles secured to the upper shoe. He also tended to his blister by hopping and shifting from foot to foot. When done, he drank gulp after gulp of water, guzzling down another half a day’s worth. He wanted to stop drinking, but he couldn’t. He was waning and faint, and the water made those feelings go away.

He knew it was at least 130 degrees, but then he thought - What if it was higher?

The record was a 134, but in areas of Death Valley where no one was holding a thermometer, it could be even hotter. Maybe where the man was standing it was a hellish 140 degrees, or even 145. It felt that hot to the man, an ungodly heat that he couldn’t escape from.

The boiling point was 212, was he really only less than 70 degrees from that?

He kept on hiking, needing to get to the hills.

The mountains would have folds of earth; cracks and crevices where there’d be shade. That’s what the man needed. A few moments of respite from the sun and heat. A shadow to take comfort in. To feel a bit of coolness, even if it was just a few degrees.

But the mountains didn’t seem to be getting closer. The man realized he had slowed his pace considerably, his steps held no momentum, and he was dragging; slowed by his muscles hardening to stone. Spasms of pain had begun to course through his body, seizing up his joints, making his tendons and ligaments feel like rusty steel, rather than supple bands of movement.

The pain was brutal, brought on by the heat that at this point was inescapable.

With each stride, he felt the hotness from the ground rise up his leg as his boot contacted the ravine’s floor. The ungodly warmth shot up his body like electricity along a wire. The heat kept moving upward into his torso then singing his brain. It caused him to meander and lose focus.

This was the beginning of heat exhaustion; he knew he had to stop what he was doing, drink some more water, and find some shade.

As he drank, he finally realized the mountains weren’t in front of him, and that he was continuing south, further and farther from where he started.

That’s when he saw the little boy.

He was about eight years old, wearing denim shorts, and a t-shirt with a smiling green dragon on it. The man called him over, asking the boy if he was lost, and the boy nodded yes.

There was no one else around, so the boy’s parents had either abandoned him or had run into some trouble. The man called the boy over to give him some water. He held his bottle for the boy, tilting it into his mouth, so he could swallow it down. He was so thirsty, that the man gave the child more. It wasn’t until all the water had spilled out onto the basin floor that the man realized there was no boy.

He remembered he had a t-shirt with a smiling green dragon when he was eight, the day he got lost at the mall. It was just like the little boy was wearing.

His water was gone, poured into the imaginary mouth of the mirage child.

It was 3:00 p.m., when the heat from the sun and the heat radiating off the ground merged to create a layer of air that seemed devoid of oxygen. The man felt like he was suffocating. He took off his backpack to gain some freedom of movement, to not feel so constricted.

Was it 150 degrees?

It could be.

He thought about the gas station owner, the one with the face that looked like peeling paint. The old-timer was right, it was a scorcher.

The man finally changed course, heading back north, to the parking lot, to his car, and to the air conditioning. He was going to give up, just for today. He’d be back when it was just a bit cooler, maybe later in the week.

It didn’t mean he’d crossed a threshold, that he was someone who placed limits on his abilities, that he was…old. A change of plans wasn’t defeat, it was just that, a change of plans. There was no need to read something more into it.

There were footsteps behind him.

He didn’t want to turn around, afraid it would be another ghost conjured up by his hellish surroundings. But the footsteps were getting closer and closer, so he was compelled to turn and look.

It was a coyote. 

The small canine was ten feet behind him, keeping its distance, but following the man. Its callused paws allowing it to walk along the heated basin floor. When the man stopped, the coyote stopped. When the man trudged forward, the desert dog did the same.

The coyote was biding its time. It had seen this type of behavior before, in animals and even other humans. Whether it was illness, a wound, or as with the man, the heat, the coyote knew what it was pursuing would soon falter and stop.

Predators know this about prey. The tiny signs of vulnerability.

After another mile, the man did halt.

He sat down on his t-shirt to provide some barrier between himself and the ground. The coyote sat down too and watched him.

The man wondered about the coyote. Would he wait to feast on the man, holding off until he was dead, or would he start to rip flesh from bone while he was still alive and too weak to fight back?

The man looked at his watch. It was 5:00 p.m. If he could hold on for another three hours, it would be evening and the never-blinking sun would be gone. He could rest then, sleep a little under the chilling blanket of darkness, and then like the kangaroo rat go about his business.

He’d then head back right before dawn, when it was the coolest part of the day. If he could last just another few hours in the sun, he’d be fine. But he was worried he wouldn’t be able to hold out, that the heat would force him to succumb. Without something to drink or some way to cool off, he would die.

The coyote stared at the man and watched as he reached into his pocket and took out a knife.

The man had an idea.

He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it earlier. It was so simple and he was sure others had done it to survive. He knew that his blood was 98.6 degrees, which was much cooler than the surface of his skin blistering in the sun. If he cut his one wrist and let his blood gush out over his face and back, it would be like he was running through a fountain. The ones they have in playgrounds, where kids wearing smiling green dragon t-shirts frolic in the summer. Dripping wet, from head to toe, and laughing, maybe even shivering a little when they stood in the shade.

The man wanted to shiver.

He also thought he could let some of that blood run over his lips and into his mouth to quench his thirst since all his water was gone.

The man had figured out how to survive until sunset and smiled. He put the blade to his wrist.

The coyote watched as the blood formed a small puddle. The creature got up, stepped closer to the man, and lapped at the blood. It felt cool against its paws.


BETWEEN

After reading this story, you’ll give it a try.

When I was a kid, maybe nine or ten years old, I’d heard if you looked between a dog’s ears at midnight you could see ghosts. Of course, being someone who voraciously read every R.L. Stine book and had seen a healthy slice of scary films, some that were appropriate for a 4th grader, as well as some inappropriate ones (trust me, never let anyone under the age of ten watch The Exorcist), I knew I had to try this ‘looking through a dog’s ears’ thing.

Being a horror maven at such a young age and being able to see a ghost, meant I could check off one of the top three experiences on my ‘Scary Things’ to-do bucket list.

I mean, who wouldn’t want to see a “non-terminal repeating phantasm or a Class Five Full Roaming Vapor.” To quote one of my favorite movies, ‘Ghostbusters.’

But there was one big problem back then: I didn’t have a dog.

I had begged and pleaded for a pooch many times over the years, not only because I thought it would be tons of fun but because it could also open a window into the spectral world.

Unfortunately, my whining entreaties got me nowhere.

But we did have a gerbil.

So, I decided I’d try to catch a glimpse of an unearthly spirit by looking down the back and over the head of Fritz, my sister’s Mongolian gerbil.

Fritz was essentially a rat, but a tan-colored one. The beige fur fooled everyone into thinking he was something other than the rodent he was. Sort of how Mickey Mouse makes you forget he’s vermin because he’s wearing pants.

I set my alarm for 11:45 p.m. which would give me enough time to get up, sneak into my sister’s room, snatch Fritz, and wait for the countdown until midnight. For a moment, I thought that maybe I should light some candles to set the mood, since in the movies during seances and stuff they always had candles. But, the Mom-fearing side of me came to its senses and realized if she found out I was playing with matches I’d be a ghost myself.

I’d have to do without the flickering flames.

So, my plan was stripped down to just grabbing Fritz and looking through his ears.

My ghost-watching was thwarted when my alarm also woke up my Mom. She demanded to know why, since I had to be at school in eight hours. Pleading ignorance, I dutifully reset my alarm in front of my vigilant Mom, pulled up my bed covers, and went to sleep.

There would be no ghostly explorations that evening, or was it morning?

I was deterred but also determined.

My plan would resume the next night.

I knew there’d be a horrific punishment doled out if there was another alarm mishap, so I attempted to just stay up until midnight.

The thing is, when you’re nine years old, you expend an inordinate amount of energy during the day. I guessed that I buzzed around with enough verve to power a small town’s electrical grid for a week. A little attention deficit disorder goes a long way. So, trying to stay awake past the normal 9:00 p.m. bedtime was just about impossible. I managed to make it to 10:04 p.m. before exhaustion claimed the day.

I had gone through plans A and B and was up to C.

I decided to go back to the alarm but with some mom-proofing. This time I’d wrap it in a towel and stuff it under two pillows so I’d be the only one to hear it.

Covering the alarm worked in deadening the ringing, but the problem was it worked too well.

The towel and two pillows had turned the piercing siren into a soothing whisper.

Onto the letter D in the alphabet of plans.

The next night I removed the towel and went with one pillow to allow a bit of a ring.

Bingo! It worked.

I was up and ready to ghost hunt.

My sister was asleep when I crept into her room. Fritz was sleeping too, so when I grabbed him in his glass pen, he let out a squeal that almost equaled the alarm clock. I froze with Fritz in my hand. I waited for my Mom in all her raging glory to show up, but she didn’t appear. My sister mumbled something from Dreamworld and then flipped over from her stomach to her side.

I had dodged two bullets that might have shot my plan to smithereens.

I tip-toed back to my room.

Sitting on the bed, with Fritz in hand, I watched my clock tick down to the witching hour. Or, was it the ghosting hour?

As midnight approached, my ardent curiosity about seeing ghosts began to dim.

The reality of the moment hit.

What if I really did see a ghost?

What would it look like?

Whose ghost would it be?

What would it do after I spotted it?

Would Fritz be harmed?

Would I start spinning my neck like that girl in The Exorcist?

So many questions and so much doubt. Maybe, this wasn’t such a great idea.

The warm, soft gerbil stirred in my hands. I gave Fritz a calming stroke down his back.

He was one fat fake rat.

He didn’t have a clue he was about to become my window into the afterlife.

11:59.

This was it.

I held up Fritz in front of my face at eye level, his head pointing away from me.

The clock was about to strike midnight. I closed my eyes in anticipation. Just then a voice, shrill and horrifying called out, “For the love of Christ almighty, what the hell are you doing with your sister’s gerbil in the middle of the night?!”

No ghost sighting would ever equal the terror of that moment.

My Mom was standing in my doorway. In shocking surprise, I flung Fritz halfway across the room. He landed with a thud and a whimper, but he was ok.

I didn’t see any ghosts that night and I also didn’t see any television, or Xbox games for the next month.

Twenty years later, the memory of that night still makes me laugh and wonder what would have happened if I actually caught a glimpse through Fritz’s ears.

I live alone now.

Well not totally alone, I have a dog.

A beagle named Bo.

I’m sitting in my living room, in the dark, and it’s 11:58 p.m. on Halloween Eve, and my Mother won’t be barging in since she died three days ago. But I hope to see her again, very soon.

It’s now 11:59.

Bo’s ears just perked up.


WORKING LIKE A DOG

Man’s best friend deserves a well-told tale.

Eagleton, Vermont is a New England town that traces its roots to old England across the Atlantic. Its denizens are the descendants of the Pilgrims who came over on the Mayflower centuries before. A few of the settlers moved to Vermont from Massachusetts after the Puritan leaders got a bit too ‘puritanical’ for some of the folks who left England. So, a few of those Mayflower immigrants headed inland to form a new community that was more interested in hunting for deer than witches.

They chose what would become Vermont, because as legend has it the original settlers followed a flock of eagles north. They trailed the birds for weeks on end until the throng of eagles gathered in a giant oak tree next to the nearby Somersby River.

Those early colonists saw it as a sign from God and decided to set down roots in what became Eagleton, Vermont.

Since eagles don’t flock, there’s some question as to the validity of the story, but the town’s name affirms the power of a well-told tale.

The village sits on the edge of rolling green hills, full of pasture lands, crisscrossed by rock walls covered in moss. When you enter the town, a hand-painted sign proclaims it was established in “1643 by passengers from the Mayflower.”

The village has a cobblestone main street, which is why tourists occasionally make the hour-long drive from Burlington to visit. They also come for the blueberry pies baked at ‘Aunt Mimi’s Sweet Shop’. Mimi’s been dead for nearly fifty years, but the folks behind the register make sure you know that the pies are delicious because “We haven’t changed the recipe in over 200 years.”

Traditions run deep in Eagleton and always have.

Liquor stores close on Sundays, funerals are always held on Fridays, and the fall harvest festival begins whenever the ‘Hunter Moon’ hits the calendar.

There’s even a blacksmith working in town. He’s a bit more of an arts and crafts type, creating hand-wrought candle sticks and iron trivets instead of horseshoes, but he also hammers out hinges for old barn doors when asked. It’s what his father did, and his before, and all the way back to those Mayflower folks.

That’s nearly 400 years of people living in a place. Of course, in other destinations in the world, a few centuries don’t mean much, but here, that’s a very long time.

After all those years you build up a host of stories about the comings and goings of the folks who’ve lived in town. Tales of hope and despair, of love and death.

If you ask the people in Eagleton about all the stories they’ve heard and told, there’s one they all agree is the strangest, and no matter what anyone will say, they swear it’s true.

The townsfolk often tell it, usually in hushed whispers and after a few drinks at the pub.

The tale of Pete Mullins, Eagleton’s gravedigger.

It was 1954 and Pete had been tilling the soil and planting bodies for forty years, through two world wars and more than a few harsh winters. By the calculations of the Town’s Office of Register, Pete had buried nearly three hundred dead. He dug every grave in the most traditional method; by hand, or more precise, by shovel.

Pete loved his work. Others thought it was a bit gruesome, but Pete enjoyed working outdoors and none of his clients ever complained about the job he’d done. He also loved that his best buddy was by his side every day while he was working.

His dog Rex.

The pooch had been his constant companion for the last thirteen years. A black lab that was never more than a coffin’s length away from Pete’s side.

You’d always see them together. Pete jabbering away at his dog in full conversation, with Rex seeming to reply with knowing barks and plaintive whines. If you didn’t know better, you’d swear they both understood each other.

The dog and the gravedigger.

Pete was very good at his job and had it down to a science. He knew the ‘typical’ grave was 90 inches long by 36 inches wide. Pete understood it took an average of sixteen hundred shovelfuls over a six-hour hour period to dig out one grave. Of course, there were the occasional exceptions. Sometimes Pete had to take into account the taller types and expand the length, or worse, make it smaller when a child or infant died.

Pete hated his job then.

To some extent, people took Pete’s occupation for granted. They thought all he did was dig. This was true, but he also had to know about water tables, so he wasn’t digging so deep as to create a small pond that a coffin would float in. There was also knowing how to heat up the earth by using a warming tent when New England winters turned the ground into cement. He wasn’t just pushing a shovel into the dirt. You had to have accumulated some knowledge, some smarts, doing what Pete did.

He wasn’t a very religious man, but he attended every single funeral in town with Rex by his side. And when he lowered the body into its final resting place, down the hole that he had dug, Pete would always utter the same words, “From dust we came, and it’s where we shall remain.”

And because people always died, Pete was always busy.

When he was done with a dig, Pete would head over to Monk’s Pub on Main Street, his fingernails brown with dirt, his boots a sodden mess. He’d walk over to the pub with his shovel in hand and Rex tagging along. The three were all inseparable; Pete, Rex, and the shovel. Wherever Pete went, the other two were there.

When Pete would enter the pub, he’d leave the shovel by the door along with Rex. They were both always there when he came out, neither the shovel nor the dog moved an inch. The shovel leaning against the whitewashed wall of Monk’s Pub, and the dog staring at the door until Pete came out.

Rex was never on a leash; he didn’t need to be. He was always by Pete’s side, on his right. The gravedigger holding a shovel, and the black lab at his knee strolling through town. A common sight in Eagleton.

Another welcomed tradition in Eagleton played out each day when Pete returned home. His wife Rita would greet him on the porch with a glass of scotch, neat, no ice. Whether it be a raging blizzard, howling rain, or withering sun, Rita was there waiting on the porch with Pete’s reward for his hard work. He’d place the shovel against the cedar siding and grab the scotch, then Rex would bound around the house to the backyard, tucking himself into his doghouse.

Pete loved that dog like it was one of his offspring since he and Rita never got around to having kids. And although Rex was like family, Rita’s allergies meant Rex was an outside pooch, only on the coldest and snowiest of days was he allowed to weather the storm in the mud room.

Pete would end his night with a smoke, outside of course given Rita’s condition. He’d plant himself in the rocker on the porch, Rex sitting at his feet, his tail brushing across Pete’s shoes as if trying to buff them up to a shine. Rita would hear Pete talking to Rex, her husband’s voice rising in volume when he was making a specific point. The dog would bark back in agreement.

That’s how Rita knew something was wrong that one night when she didn’t hear Pete’s voice. There was only a whine from Rex. She pushed through the screen door and saw Pete, his chin to his chest and his cigar fallen to the floor.

The ambulance was there in ten minutes.

Rita was in the back of the emergency vehicle as the paramedics forced oxygen into her husband’s lungs and pounded on his chest. She watched as Pete’s body was beaten as they tried to restore life, but after each violent blow, Pete never fought back.

Rita knew they reached Main Street’s cobblestones when everything in the back of the ambulance rumbled like they were inside a bass drum. It was then that Rita looked out the back window and saw Rex racing after the ambulance.

When they got to the hospital, the dog tried to follow the stretcher inside the Emergency Room, but he was chased out by a security guard. When Pete was finally declared dead, everyone in the hospital heard Rex let out a synchronous howl. No one could explain it, but the dog knew when Pete had passed.

Over the next few days, Rita was consumed with the list of things that had to be done when a loved one passed: acquiring a death certificate, making a formal announcement, arranging the funeral, and settling all the financial matters. You understood how she lost track of Rex and hadn’t noticed he wasn’t in the backyard.

But everyone in town knew where the dog was. For the last two days he was outside ‘Browne’s Funeral Home’, curled up against the basement window, where they kept the bodies, including Pete’s. The dog let out little barks the entire time he sat there, like when Pete would talk to him on the porch. It was like Pete was still having a conversation with Rex through the cellar window.

People felt bad for Rex and brought him water and food, but the dog was in mourning and refused all. The day before the church service Rex disappeared from outside the funeral home. 

At the cemetery where Pete had worked all his life, they hadn’t any contingency in place in case Pete had died, so there was no backup gravedigger. The Mitchell Brothers, who ran the cemetery hired two local firefighters to dig Pete’s grave. The two men’s only instructions were, “Make it big enough and deep enough to bury a coffin.”

When they got to the gravesite, they were confused. There was already a fresh grave carved into the damp earth. They were even more shocked when they saw Rex jump out of the hole. His paws were caked with mud and he was panting as if he’d just run up Windeby Hill in the middle of August. The grave wasn’t exactly how Pete would have done it, it was a little sloppy and crooked, but it still would have made him proud.

Rex sat at the edge of the hole, waiting.

The two firefighters relayed their story at Monk’s Pub that night and were nearly laughed out of the tavern, but they insisted it was true.

The next day at the cemetery service, Rex stood by Rita’s side, her hand patting the dog on the head as the priest gave his final blessings. What happened next is doubted by some, but believed by many. As Pete was lowered into the grave, Rex barked out, or as some people tell it, the dog talked, sounding out in a low guttural growl Pete’s very words, “From dust we came, and it’s where we shall remain.”

The shock of it caused the men holding the ropes on Pete’s coffin to let go. The casket hit the ground inside the grave with a thud. People gasped and Rita fainted, falling backward into her chair. Rex didn’t say, or bark another word. Of the thirty or so people who were there, almost all doubted what they heard.

No one wanted to believe it, it strained the bounds of the natural world. They were all church-going, God-fearing folk, and there was nothing in the Bible that mentioned talking dogs that spoke the words of dead men.

That was the work of the devil.

The townsfolk’s pilgrim forbearers must have been rolling in their graves.

After everything calmed, and Pete was properly buried, everyone went home shaking their heads. A few folks went straight to Monk’s to raise a toast to Pete and also spread the word about what had happened. If there’s one thing a small town thrives on, it’s gossip.

Of course, as with the firefighters who told the tale of Rex digging Pete’s grave, anyone who wasn’t at the cemetery doubted those who were there. Until a strange hush filled the tavern and all eyes followed Rex as he made his way inside and sat at the bar, not in a chair, but in the same spot along the bar that Pete occupied over four decades. The spot he always went to after finishing his day at work.

People didn’t know what to do until the bartender pulled a beer and laid it on the bar where Rex was sitting. It was a Guinness Lager, Pete’s drink. Rex nodded. It was as if the dog had given the pub permission to go about their drinking and talking. And they did.

Of course, the dog didn’t touch the beer, but it did yap and yip as if joining in the conversations rolling through the tavern.

After about an hour Rex left the bar and headed home.

He marched up the porch and sat at the front door. Rita caught sight of him sitting there and retreated deeper into her home, terrified of the talking dog. She poured herself a scotch and downed two tranquilizers to calm her nerves. Three hours later waking up from a hazy sleep, she pulled aside the curtain on the front door’s window, and sure enough Rex was there, staring at Rita.

Whether it was the remnants of the booze and drugs, or the way Rex’s eyes connected with hers, Rita gave in and opened the door. She invited the dog inside, but Rex didn’t budge, it was as if he only wanted to be acknowledged, to make sure Rita knew.

It’s what the people in the pub that evening also knew. It was the thing no one would say but was understood by all in the town of Eagleton.

Pete was still amongst them.

Rex left the porch, circled the home, and laid down in his dog house. His gaze was locked on the window on the second floor; Pete and Rita’s bedroom. Now just Rita’s.

The next morning Rex scampered up Main Street and headed to the cemetery. There was another death in town that night. Mrs. Willings had fallen down the steps in her home at the age of ninety-two.

Rex headed to the proposed spot for her grave and got to work. Just as with Pete’s burial site, it wasn’t perfect, but it would do.

And so it went in Eagleton for the next three years.

Rex did his job, went to the pub, and then went home. He sat on the porch until he saw Rita and then went into the backyard, staring at the light in the second-floor window until he fell asleep.

Rex died three years after Pete. Rita passed away a year later.

That was nearly seventy years ago before there were a hundred channels on TV desperate for stories. When there was no internet spreading rumors, or propagating myths. This was just one peculiar occurrence in a tiny hamlet in the backcountry of Vermont, that no one cared about.

Eventually, everyone who was at the funeral that day died, and what happened became second and third-hand accounts. It entered the realm of folklore; a story to tell the kids around a campfire.

But you can head down to the Eagleton Town Cemetery, and see how perfectly the graves line up from the years 1914 until 1954, and then seek out the ones from 1954 through 1957. You’ll notice the latter ones have a more scattered outlay of graves. If you didn’t know better, you’d think the gravedigger who took over for Pete was not as precise, or maybe even had a drinking problem. But there are a few left who remember about Rex and know the real reason for those haphazardly dug graves.

And that’s how it is in small towns like Eagleton, the locals hold a collection of stories like books in a library. Every once in a while you need to take those books out, dust off the covers, open them up, and read them aloud for others to hear.


HEAVY

We all carry baggage, some heavier than others.

The canyon was claustrophobic. Neil didn’t like tight spaces, yet here he was hiking in the gorge. The rampart-like walls of orange stone squeezed in on either side. They nearly converged about a hundred feet up, forming a thin slit of blue sky that swirled like a ribbon above him. At this time of day, it was a world of shade in the gorge. The sun and all its brightness framed from view.

It was quiet, too. Hear your own heartbeat type quiet. There were no birds chirping or wind rustling through leaves down here. Neil was alone, and there wasn’t a sign of anyone else nearby. If there were others, their voices would have bounced off the canyon walls and ricocheted into his ears. But there was only silence.

Neil wasn’t hiking some ‘grand’ canyon, but a thin slot, cut by the lazy river that trickled near his boots. His 8th-grade geology teacher was revived from the memory banks. He remembered her extolling, Stones and rocks are strong, but water is patient. Patience always wins.

Neil imagined the water from eons ago. It probably flowed with the force of a thousand Niagara Falls, a liquid scalpel that cut through the stone with ease. It eventually slowed, but continued slicing downward, digging deep.

Patience always wins.

Now the river Neil walked along moved at a glacial pace. Not a ripple to be seen. But it was a river and it curved like a serpent. Neil wasn’t sure how long he was hiking in the canyon. With the sun squeezed out by the high walls and the monotony of the scenery, it was hard to tell.

Time was lost down here.

He could have checked his watch or his phone, but he didn’t. He was caught in the moment. Mesmerized by the sinewy rock on either side, the way it curved and flowed so perfectly. A blind bend up ahead flowed right. Neil wondered if the view would alter. A wider expanse he hoped. Something different. A change from the never-ending thin slot he was hiking.

When he made it around the curve of rock, his hope was rewarded. There was something new in sight, but not what he was expecting. It was a body lying face down, draped over a tangle of rocks along the canyon wall on his right. A man in tan cargo shorts and a grey shirt. He must have fallen or jumped from up above.

Neil stopped. He had never seen a dead body before, not even at a funeral. Of the three funerals he had been to, they were all closed casket. But right here, right now, there was no mistaking, a dead person was on the canyon floor. And they were no more than thirty feet away.

A thought flashed in Neil’s mind.

What if he isn’t dead?

Suddenly the shock of the moment hit Neil. He raced towards the body, running along the sandy bank of the river. Towards the rocks and – The dead man?

Neil stood over the body. He didn’t know what to do, so he yelled.

Hey!

The man in cargo shorts didn’t move. Another yell from Neil and nothing happened. Neil looked up and down the gorge, hoping someone else was coming, but he was alone.

Neil dropped to his knees. This time he reached out and nudged the man on his shoulder. He didn’t yell this time, just a normal voice – “You OK?”

Nothing. 

Neil then thought.

His pulse.

That’s what he should do, check the man’s pulse.

He practiced on himself first.

Neil took his index and pointer fingers from his right hand and placed them on his left wrist. There was a reason Neil wasn’t a doctor, he couldn’t feel one thump of his own heart.

He’d have to flip the body over and place his palm on his chest.

Go right for the source.

Neil reached out and scooped his hands under the man’s torso and lifted but nothing happened. The body didn’t move. It was heavier than Neil thought, so he doubled his effort and heaved.

Not even a nudge.

Neil looked down, puzzled. The man wasn’t obese. In fact, he was the same size as Neil, he was even wearing the same clothes as Neil – Tan cargo shorts and a grey t-shirt.

Neil bolted up.

He stood over the body, staring at it. The sneakers were the same as Neil’s. They both had black hair. The same watch was on the right hand.

Neil staggered back, trying to understand.

He looked down the canyon, from where he came.

There were no footprints along the sandy bank he had just run along.

Thoughts rushed in but nothing made sense. He screamed out. Help! He didn’t hear an echo, no reverb of his voice. Neil’s mind fogged, confusion reigned. He walked away from the body and headed up the gorge. 

Hiking.

He needed time to think. Just a few moments to put the pieces together. He’d figure it out.

Patience always wins.


THE HOWL OF THE ROCK HOUND

If you hear it, you’ll never forget it.

Tina Cramer was on the hunt for a Thalattosaur, a creature that prowled the prehistoric seas. Imagine an iguana as big as a stretch limo, its massive tail swishing back and forth propelling it into the depths. You might even describe it as an underwater dragon.

Tina wasn’t a scientist, or researcher working for a museum. She was a fossil hunter for profit. What people call a ‘rock hound.’

Fossils were big money—an intact or partial dinosaur skeleton could go for millions of dollars at auction. The famous ‘Sue’ T-Rex skeleton was sold for over eight million dollars. Another called ‘Stan’ broke records with a final bid of thirty-one million.

Tina wasn’t always interested in fossils; it was her ex-husband’s passion. He loved dragging her around in their van, rumbling across the Badlands of North Dakota, then up through Canada’s dusty center. Other couples would spend their vacations on ritzy balconies, drinking cocktails, while she and her man would be smashing rocks along some dried-up river bed.

There were no kids, which meant there weren’t any major moments in their marriage that usually dotted the timeline of couples with children. No birthdays, graduations, marriages, or grandkids. Instead, their big memories were fossil finds. The triceratops hip bone in Wyoming, the saber-tooth skull outside Fresno, and of course the mammoth tusk found north of Edmonton.

When her husband died, Tina thought she’d be done with cracking open stones, but a funny thing happened; she found herself missing the thrill of the hunt. She had been infected with ‘fossil fever.’ There was no denying the rush she got when she split open a slab of sandstone to reveal the ancient remnants of a prehistoric beast.

Yes, there was cash to be made, but it was more than that. It was like winning in gambling, the money was great, but the actual win, the feeling of beating the ‘house’, that’s what gave her the buzz. The same with a fossil find—the moment she set eyes on something no one else had ever seen was intoxicating.

Thoroughly addictive.

This is why Tina was still spending her vacations searching for rocks, and why she was up in Alaska looking for the remains of long-gone sea creatures.

A Thalattosaur wasn’t as sexy as a T-Rex, but if Tina found one, she’d rake in at least forty to fifty thousand dollars. That’s why she was up in Alaska, plodding along a remote beach south of Juneau. Like gold miners who flocked to the north a century earlier, Alaska was still viewed by many as a giant quarry full of money. There was ‘gold in them thar hills’, but for Tina and other rock hounds, it was prehistoric fossils that glittered in their eyes.

Not much had changed over the last one hundred and fifty years when you went searching for treasures embedded in stone. Digging was digging, whether for minerals, or fossils. Tina was outfitted with the same tools as those grizzled goldminers who came before her; a handheld rock pickaxe and her intuition.

She knew that the previous Thalattosaur skeleton found in Alaska was discovered along a remote shoreline in the tiny village of Kake, in the Alexander Archipelago, a group of a thousand islands that speckled the southeastern coast of Alaska.

That fossil fetched the rock hound nearly fifty thousand dollars, so when Tina heard about a local angler spotting a scattering of flat rocks along a beach on a nearby island, she hired a Bush Pilot to take her there.

He dropped her off along a beach on one of the uninhabited islets in the archipelago. It was so remote it didn’t even have a name. The pilot would meet back up with Tina two days later. Hopefully, she’d have found her prize and could start planning to retrieve it.

She carried everything she needed in her pack: a tent, food, bear spray, and a satellite phone in case of emergency.

Tina wasted no time as the small float plane buzzed back into the sky. She was dropped off about a mile from the promising fossil rocks. Tina marched along the shore, one eye on the waterline, the other on the tree line. She wanted to find her fossil, but she didn’t want a bear to find her.

Both the black bear and the behemoth grizzly called these islands home. And even though Tina held the bear pepper spray in her hand as she hiked, she questioned how effective it would be against a charging five-hundred pound mass of fur and fangs. She was reminded of the old joke about the difference between black bear scat, and grizzly bear scat. Black bear poop will be full of berries, and have a fruity scent, while grizzly bear poop will have human teeth and smell of hot peppers.

There were no bears, but Tina did spot two bald eagles hopping along the mud-covered beach. She had timed her drop-off to low tide, so there’d be as much exposed shoreline as possible. As Tina checked the map to pinpoint her location, she realized she was at the exact spot where the fisherman saw the possible fossil-laden rocks.

Tina scanned the shoreline and spotted three flat stones, each the size of a mattress, about a hundred yards out on the mud flat.

It was promising, very promising.

She stepped off the pebble-strewn beach, and onto the soft squishy soil that was usually underwater. The silt sucked onto her boots as she trudged out to the rocks that would be hidden beneath the incoming tide in about six hours.

Tina’s goal was simple; get to the flat boulders, and use her pickax to fleck away layers of stone. Hopefully, she’d reveal a skeleton embedded within the strata of rock.

She took another step, and everything changed.

Her right leg went thigh-deep into the mud, followed by her left leg engulfed up to her hip. Tina was waist-deep into the muck. She tried to raise her right leg, pulling it up while leaning backward, but it was like a noose had wrapped around her ankle, and someone deep below the ground held onto the rope pulling it taut.

The same with her left foot.

Tina stared at the reason she was there, the large flat rocks just thirty feet away. She knew they held the Thalattosaur fossil inside them. It was a sixth sense all rock hounds had. Call it instinct, or divination, but Tina was sure that if she reached those stones, she’d be able to coax out her prize with a couple of well-placed whacks with her pickaxe.

This was some sort of cruel joke perpetuated by the gods and goddesses of nature, to be so close to her goal, but denied the final pleasures.

It made Tina angry.

She violently wrenched her lower body, turning it left to right, corkscrewing it around, hoping to create a moment where she loosened up the cement-like mud. If she could manage a brief respite from the earth’s grip, Tina might get a chance to escape.

But no matter how she jerked her body around, nothing changed.

As soon as she stopped her shimmy, the swishy mud settled and held her tight.

Tina decided to change her course of action.

She had the pickaxe in her hand, and swung it out, plunging it into the mud in front of her, hoping to gain a hold and pull herself out.

But the pointed tool couldn’t catch onto anything but soft dough-like dirt that offered no resistance. The pickax was useless. Even so, Tina tried it again, and again, and again. Her last swing brought about a scream. An angry release of frustration.

The sound flared up into the air and was heard by no one.

She next tried pushing down against the mud with both arms, hoping to give herself enough of a boost to lift her legs.

Things got worse when she shoved her palms down, and they plunged into the muck, her arms disappearing up to her shoulders. Like her legs, they were now held in place by a ravenous suction that wanted to swallow her whole.

Tina’s body, from her neck down, was encased in the thick silt. She still held onto the pickaxe, but it was three feet below the surface and useless. She remembered her satellite phone, but it was in her backpack, and there was now no way to reach it.

Time passed; how long Tina wasn’t sure. The sun was behind a ceiling of grey, giving no glimpse of its movement in the sky. She wasn’t in pain—the mud wasn’t pressing against her, it just was there. A thick, firm, mushy glue.

A snort, followed by a short burst grunt rose behind Tina. She twisted her neck, almost to the point of snapping, trying to catch a glimpse of the animal attached to the sound, but she didn’t need to see it to know what it was.

A bear.

Grizzly or black bear, it didn’t matter. Tina knew both were curious creatures. Her head sticking out of the mud was a sight that any bear’s snooping nature would find hard to resist. The claws of the animal scraped against the pebbled beach as it made its way towards Tina.

The tiny smooth quartz stones let out a rattle with each footstep of the bear.

The oncoming scenario played out in Tina’s mind, and instead of terrifying her, it gave her hope.

If she was lucky, maybe the bear would clamp its jaws on her shoulder. The teeth and bone-crunching bite would be painful, but if the bear pulled her out, she’d have a chance to survive.

Her screaming or a fist to the nose could scare the animal away after it had pulled her free. Or maybe if she held on to the pickax, and drove it into the eye of the bear, she’d cause it to retreat in agony. Yes, she’d be bleeding, and maybe near death from the bite, but she’d be released.

It was a horrific form of hope, but it was hope.

Another snort and grunt pierced the air.

The bear was closer.

And then there was a loud sloshing sound, followed by the bear letting out, what could only be described as a whine. There was more sloshing and whining.

Tina knew what had happened.

The bear had experienced the same fate as Tina. The animal was sinking in the mud, unable to escape. It was flailing with all its might against the inevitable.

There was a gurgle, and then there was silence.

The bear, several hundred pounds heavier than Tina, had disappeared beneath the surface muck.

Gone.

Tina spent the rest of the day wiggling, shimming, stretching, trying everything to pull herself loose. But she couldn’t gain even a single inch of freedom. Even though the sun was still behind the veil of clouds, the darkening sky told her she was near the end of the afternoon.

Darkness would soon cover all.

Then she saw the slow creeping layer of water moving towards her.

The tide had literally turned.

It rippled over the prize rocks that she had come for and then closed the gap between her and the flat stones. With her head at shore level, she was able to hear the water as it flooded the slick plain. Tina had been on countless beaches in her life, but she had never heard the tide like this before. Her ears were at ground level with the mud beach. It was like the sound you heard from a running toilet, an endless burble that grew louder and louder.

The water wrapped under her neck.

It was frigid when it reached Tina’s chin. She gasped from the cold damp touch of it.

Another twenty minutes, and it was at her lips. Salty and full of silt. She spit it out and gasped for clean air.

She let out a final scream, more like a howl. A single note that she held as long as she could.

Tina realized that depending on the currents in the water, there was a chance her head would be covered in mud after the next set of tides before the bush pilot returned. Her presence would be lost to the muck. If they searched for her, they’d never find her body. Like the bear, she’d be completely buried.

As the water entered her nostrils, rising into her brain, she imagined that in a million years, a future rock hound might be digging along some random beach in Alaska, and split open a sandstone rock and find a very special fossil. Who knows, maybe it’d be worth a couple thousand dollars or more.


PLUM ISLAND

The below was posted to Reddit on January 23 2023 and was taken down less than an hour after it was posted. I’ve copied and pasted it here.

I’m breaking every promise in my non-disclosure agreement with the US Government. It’s actually called the 18 USC 1905, or the ‘Disclosure of Confidential Information Generally’ form, and you can look it up to confirm the language in it.

There were also other forms signed and pledges made, but you get the idea; no one wants what I know out there in the world.

I agreed to all these restrictions like everyone working on Plum Island in 2008.

You might remember Plum Island from the movie ‘Silence of the Lambs.’ It’s the place Clarice promises Hannibal Lecter will be transferred to if he helps her find the serial killer. It’s not a made-up Hollywood location, but a real island, as real as the horrific memories I have from working there.

Located a mile off the tip of Long Island, it was originally where the government studied deadly agricultural diseases. Since it was isolated from the mainland, it was a perfect place to keep horrible viruses from escaping and reaching our unprotected shores.

But soon other things were studied and created, some by design and sometimes by accident.

The accidents were the things that made you realize why they wanted you to sign an NDA, because if you already knew what I was going to tell you, you’d be terrified.

Why open myself up to jail, fines and the government bringing down the full force of their ability to obfuscate my story? 

I have cancer.

I’m in the hospital right now, typing this from my bed with an intravenous needle in my arm, and about two weeks to live. I’ve entered the who gives a shit moment of my life.

I wanted to let the world know what I saw at Plum Island long before this moment, but I was afraid of what they might do to my son, the only real family I have left.

Make no mistake, they’d be able to do whatever they wanted to him if I didn’t keep my mouth shut.

They could get him hooked on drugs, frame him for any crime you could imagine, or have him slip in the shower and snap his neck without the cops suspecting a thing.

That’s what they could do and did to others.

Why now? Why so chatty today?

My son Ned died yesterday morning in a car crash.

You might ask, then why didn’t they just kill you?

They probably tried.

There were forty of us who worked there, and there are only three of us now. I checked with an actuary friend of mine, who told me that statistically that was off the charts. There was no reason that over three-quarters of us should be dead.

If you’re counting at home, that’s thirty-seven men and women who worked with me at Plum Island under the age of sixty who’ve died in the last fifteen years. That’s either some monumentally bad luck or a really strange coincidence.

The truth is, they are killing us. Slowly, but surely, they’re wiping away any eyewitnesses to the horrors we created on Plum Island.

I told my son before he died that I wanted to let the world know what I saw, but I was afraid for him, and he understood. My son, a code engineer, said they could put a virus on my computer that could follow every website I visited, and read every email sent and document created without even being connected to Wi-Fi.

I believed him.

Just before his car crash, he set me up with a laptop he’d said was ‘clean.’ It has a special VPN that could connect me to the internet by using a burner phone to a burner account.

If I followed his instructions, no one could hack into my computer and see what I was typing. Because if they could see it, you wouldn’t be reading this.

I’m posting on this forum because there are seventeen million readers here and you’re the ones with open minds to believe what I’m about to tell you.

I’m a contractor for the US Army—or, was a contractor. I retired two years ago.

My work was in mines. Not gold mines, or copper mines, but the kind that go boom. We were all part of a team that was working on mine detection.

Upper management had run war game scenarios and the strategists who were paid the big bucks came to a sobering conclusion: future ‘aggressive engagements’ would be with countries that loved deploying mines over long stretches of battlefields.

And mines meant two things: troops get bogged down and troops lose limbs. The truth is, the powers-that-be didn’t care about actual pain and suffering to the soldiers, but they did worry about bad publicity with parents back home. The kind that comes with seeing their sons and daughters in wheelchairs and walking around with prosthetic limbs.

The American people lose their taste for war when ‘Jane’ and ‘Johnny’ come marching home maimed.

My group was tasked to find more effective ways to uncover mines. We first looked at all the technical methods, using ground-penetrating LiDAR, low-flying magnetic detecting drones, sonic resonance, etc.

But they were all too expensive. Remember, the big defense contracting machine wants money in their pocket and not invested in our actual defense or battles.

That’s when we investigated animal detection. It really was pretty goddam cool. Bees were researched first. Yep, bees. They can detect the scent of explosives with their antennas.

I’m not making this shit up, Google it. The scientists in Croatia were at the forefront of their bee experimentation to find mines.

We did our own work with the insects but determined they were too fragile a species. They didn’t travel well and since some of the simulated battle plans had America fighting in cold weather areas, the bees wouldn’t work since they’d go into torpor, a kind of hibernation.

Nope, we decided on the rats.

Giant rats from Africa.

Specifically, Gambian Pouched Rats.

They were about the size of a small Beagle dog, good old Snoopy, but make no mistake—they were rats. Chisel-toothed, disease-carrying rodents that squealed and scurried and freaked me the fuck out when I first saw them in their electrified-fence pens.

We trained these rats to detect the scent of the explosives used in mines. It was the same technique used to teach bomb-sniffing dogs; it was just with rats.

If you’re wondering, if we could train dogs, then why rats?

Can you hear the jangling of coins in the ‘Fat Cat’s” pockets?

Remember when I mentioned the money-grabbing defense contracting machine? Well, the fact was Giant African Rats were cheaper to train than dogs. You could have more of them and they didn’t mind the cold, snow, or heat, and if they made a mistake no one cared when Bobo the rat went boom as opposed to Fido the pooch, which broke everyone’s heart.

We had a squad of bomb-sniffing rodents, about thirty of them.

The Army assigned us ten soldiers to work with the rat squad. They’d learn how to care for them and work them out in the field. We set up a cordoned-off area on the island, with an electrical fence surrounding the perimeter. It was about two acres, the size of a couple of football fields. Mines were buried and the Army folks worked the rats to find the mines.

It all seemed normal aside from the fact that we were working with rats.

This is when things went sideways.

The folks who wear black sunglasses and use a lot of acronyms when they speak told us to genetically modify the rodents. They wanted them bigger because biologists had determined the bigger the rat the longer they’d live.

Rats are cheaper than dogs, but their life expectancy is half. If we could make them bigger and live longer that meant a greater return on the investment.

Money, money, money.

We were able to use the Infectious Disease Lab on the island to mutate the genes of the rats, but we’d eventually learn something went wrong. There was some sort of cross-contamination between the viruses they were studying and the DNA work we were doing. No one was sure how it happened, but it did.

An accident created a new breed of rat.

At first, we were patting ourselves on the backs. A unique generation of mine-detecting rats was born. They were mega-rodents. Before they were the size of Beagles, but now they were as big as a German Shepherd and bulky like a Pit Bull.

They seemed to exhibit the same behavior as their smaller predecessors. They had no trouble finding the mines and worked well with their handlers. We thought we found the answer to a cheap and effective way to eliminate the scourge of modern warfare.

There were some rules we had to adhere to with the rats. We had to pay strict attention to their mating habits and sterilize them when they were born because if we didn’t, we’d have an army of rats in just a matter of months. The math was frightening: a pregnant rat could produce a litter of ten and give birth to another litter in only four weeks.

Which meant that one female rat could produce 1200 rats in a year! Since we had 16 females, the number would increase exponentially, with the maturing rats having their own litter again and again.

You could have over 100,000 rats in no time.

But not just rats. Giant dog-sized rodents.

The first sign something was wrong was on the third day of working with the new rats. We went to their pen to release them to the handlers and saw that five of the thirty rats were dead.

They were torn apart and eaten by their pen-mates. All the surviving rats had taken part in the feeding frenzy. Every rat in the enclosure that was still alive sported a blood-soaked jaw and face.

It wasn’t a squabble; the surviving rats had some sort of groupthink and decided to eat all the smaller rats.

We should have euthanized them all right then. Looking back, it seems so obvious now, but you know, the ‘Fog of War,’ even though it was peacetime.

That day in the practice minefield was when I understood why we signed the NDAs.

The ten soldiers from the Army took the rats out for their normal drills.

We were in our high tower outside the electrical fence observing and filming the training session. Everything seemed normal, until the biggest rat, the one we called Atlas, got up on his haunches, sniffed the air, and shrieked.

In an instant, the pack of rats attacked the soldiers.

It was coordinated and swift and the most horrible thing you could ever imagine. They worked as pairs, two rats to every human. The soldiers were unarmed, since we were only doing animal research, no one thought you needed a gun.

The soldiers had no way to fight back.

We had no weapons either, so all we could do was watch as the beasts showed me the Bible is a book of lies. Because from what I saw, the meek would not inherit the earth, it would be these rats if they ever left the island.

Their huge spatula-sized front incisors tore at the legs of the soldiers, slicing open their femoral arteries and creating human blood sprinklers across the training field.

Not one person got more than twenty feet before they were shredded alive, crimson spurts shooting out as the rats chewed and gnawed at their victim’s limbs and faces.

The sight was beyond horrific, but it was the screams, the howls of pain and terror that have kept me up at night for the last decade. The utter futility of their wailing.

They knew they were going to die—but they still screamed.

We radioed for help and were told an Action Containment Team was dispatched from the north end of the island. I had never even heard of an Action Containment Team, or ACT, before, but it seemed as if shit going sideways was something they were familiar with on Plum Island.

The rats had killed every soldier in less than five minutes.

Then they charged the fence, even though they knew it was electrified. Working as one ravening swarm they pushed against the chain links and sent sparks shooting into the air. The smell of charred fur and animal flesh rose into the air. The front line of rats—about five of them—were dead, smashed up against the fence.

The horde regrouped and charged again.

More sparks and the putrid smell intensified. The new front line of rats used the dead ones as stepping stones and leaped up the thirty-foot high fence, shoving their legs into the links so they would hook themselves in as 10,000 volts surged through their bodies and killed them.

They were dead, but their bodies and the ones earlier could be used as a path of safe passage to leap over the fence.

My co-workers down below, who weren’t on the tower, screamed in terror. They raced towards the main lab building. But from what I’d just witnessed, the lab would provide no protection. The others who were on the far end of the enclosure ran north, towards the infectious disease side of the island.

I was trapped up on the tower with four other technicians as I watched the first rat leap over the fence. It was Atlas, the seeming leader of the murderous pack. He sniffed and then looked up at us, then at me directly, and then Atlas raced to the inner stairs of the tower.

As I type this, I can feel my heart quicken, my palms sweating, leaving wet prints on the lower part of my laptop’s keyboard. Fifteen years hasn’t dulled my panic. It’s almost impossible for me to relay how utterly terrified we all were.

I had just watched these evil manufactured mutants kill a platoon of soldiers in the most gruesome way imaginable and now the biggest rat of them all was racing towards us. We had no means of escaping what was coming.

My dreadful choices of survival raced through my mind.

Should I jump off the tower or face the inevitable horror and try to fight?

If I jumped and even survived, I’d probably have a broken leg, which meant I couldn’t outrun the pack of rats streaming over the fence. But if I stayed, there was no way I could fight back and I’d end up dead with my face chewed off.

There was a gunshot.

A group of men? Or women? It was hard to tell as they were covered head to toe in yellow hazmat suits, their faces masked in hoods with face shields.

They charged along the outer enclosure’s fence line.

I assumed they were the Action Containment Team, as each wore Kevlar vests and was draped in ammunition belts while carrying M-16 rifles.

They were expert shots, Navy Seal-type snipers, and each bullet hit its mark. They were able to drop most of the rats that were bounding over the fence. But Atlas was still climbing towards us.

I heard the pinging ricochets of bullets as the ACT snipers set their sights on Atlas, but he was protected by the spiderweb of metal beams that encased the stairway leading up to our tower.

We locked the hatch that led from the stairway into our sentry box, as well as pushed a table over it. The whole tower shook when we felt the force of Atlas’ body smash into the blocked doorway. He slammed into it four times and each time we all screamed.

Bullets were still flying.

The pounding stopped, and we thought that Atlas had been shot, but then we heard a scratching noise and realized the rat was crawling along the tower’s outside framework, making his way toward our open windows.

We scrambled to the hatch and pulled away the table, wanting to get out. Panic seized our action, our hands fumbling, screams rising.

Atlas screeched when he poked its head into the tower. I looked into its black eyes and saw its whiskers twinge. It made a disgusting noise as its lips rubbed over its blood-covered front buck teeth.

I then heard the most wonderful sound in the world, a bullet ripping through Atlas’ head. By crawling outside the tower, he had exposed himself to the ACT squad.

He plummeted and hit the ground with a thud. More gunshots rang out as the rats were cut down left and right.

I glanced outside the tower and looked down and saw the carnage of the dead rats and mutilated soldiers. I hurled a gush of vomit from the open window. My sleeve wiped my mouth clean and then I screamed and pointed.

One of the rats, its fur burned off from the electrified fence, was limping and making its way to the island’s shoreline. The ACT squad converged and let loose a fusillade of bullets at the creature.

Many of the sharpshooters hit their mark, but the creature still managed to make it to the water and paddle away.

An ACT squad in a chopper and boat were dispatched to hunt it down and kill it.

The battle on Plum Island was done. We had won.

After all the survivors were checked out for medical reasons, we were debriefed for sixteen hours. At least six different agencies, including the commander of the ACT squad, went over with us what we saw and what we would agree we saw per our NDAs.

Each of the dead soldiers had their orders re-routed to Iraq and would officially be classified as killed in action by either an RPG, helicopter crash or ironically, a mine. That would explain the terrible conditions of their bodies.

The rat that got away washed ashore dead on a Long Island beach. You might remember it as the “Montauk Monster”, go ahead and Google it, you’ll see images of it all over the internet.

The government was able to have biologists explain it away as a dead and decaying raccoon, but I know what it was and now so do you.

I doubt this post will stay up long. If you’re reading it, copy and paste it then re-post it to other sites and Facebook. Email it to whoever you want.

The truth is, as I type the last words of this…I struggle as to what should I call it. A recollection? A confession?

I can honestly say I’m at peace for the first time in fifteen years. Although this unburdening has given me some comfort, it doesn’t change what happened. I know what I created on Plum Island led to the death of ten US Army soldiers. They died most horribly and no amount of words will ever bring them back.


THE STARTER

Once you get started, it’s hard to stop.

Tony Zilla knew what was destroying his business, his family, and his whole way of life. Every day he only had to step onto the street outside his pizzeria and see the cause of his demise. If he stood on the sidewalk, looked to his left, and let his gaze wander two blocks up on Main Street, he’d lock eyes on ‘Sal’s Corner Slice’, the other pizza joint in town. The restaurant with the giant-sized red neon flashing tomato as a sign. It was the place that everyone said had the best pizza in a hundred miles.

To confirm Sal’s supremacy, Tony could look outside his front door and watch the endless stream of people pass with ‘Sal’s Corner Slice’ pizza boxes in hand, or noshing on Sal’s slices as they strolled by. Even when people did manage to make their way into Tony’s pizzeria, it was only because the wait was too long at Sal’s, or they had run out of the customer’s favorite topping. They always knew Tony’s place would have it.

They never ran out of anything.

Everyone told Tony not to open a pizzeria, that going against the entrenched Sal’s would be financial suicide. They told him to open an ice cream shop, or a deli, but stay away from anything having to do with dough, tomato sauce, and cheese. There were all sorts of warning signs. The biggest was that none of the banks would loan Tony money to open his pizza place.

All the moneylenders had been patronizing Sal’s for over fifty years, and they knew that Tony’s pizzeria was a losing proposition. He argued that the town had two gas stations, two pharmacies, and even two banks, so why couldn’t they have two pizza parlors? The bankers appreciated the argument but still said no.

But Tony had a dream, he ended up mortgaging his house and plunging his family’s savings into his pizza place. Six months after opening Tony was already near financial ruin. A quick look at the books made it clear that another month was all he had. His house, his retirement monies, and his three kid’s college funds would all be gone. When he talked to his wife Marianna about it, she’d burst into tears. She loved Tony and his dreams, but the thought of moving back in with his parents and their ever-judging looks was too much. Marianna promised she’d do whatever was needed and sacrifice all of her time to keep the pizzeria afloat.

Tony tried everything to turn his fortunes around. He took out advertisements in all the local papers. There were numerous discount coupons and half-price sales. Tony even hired an opera singer to belt out Italian tunes on the sidewalk in the hopes of luring folks in.

None of it worked.

Tony grabbed a few of his friends and Marianna, to do a blind taste test between his pizza and Sal’s. Of the thirteen people who tried both pizzas, only one chose his. Which was the sort of ratio that led to a ‘For Sale’ sign in storefront windows.

Everyone who tried both pizza slices, even the one who liked Tony’s better, thought the secret to Sal’s supremacy was his dough, his perfect crust. The foundation on which pizza is built upon. Yes, they also thought Sal’s sauce, cheese, and the ratio of oregano and basil, was also a little better, but it was Sal’s crust that put Tony’s to shame.

Part of it was Sal used sourdough for his crust, as opposed to Tony’s more traditional recipe. Tony tried to explain to his taste testers that sourdough, which didn’t use added yeast to make the dough rise, was not how they made it in Italy. Which garnered a universal, “Who cares, it tastes better!” response.

Tony wasn’t going to fight the consensus. He’d make a change.

To make sourdough, you needed what was called a ‘starter’. This was a bit of dough that had fermented already, and when added to your other ingredients; flour, eggs, olive oil, and salt, would give your dough the ‘rise’ that all bread doughs need. It’s what made a pizza crust light, airy, and just the right amount of ‘chew’.

Tony had been achieving this by adding a packet of yeast, which was a living organism, actually a fungus, that would eat the other ingredients it was added to, and then expel gases which made dough ‘rise.’ But not anymore, he was changing his ways. The hell with tradition.

Tony was going to try making his pizza with sourdough. He hated not using his grandmother’s recipe, but the critics had spoken and so had his bank account. Tony went online and ordered a ‘starter dough’ from a bread-making company in Montana. They claimed that their ‘starter’ had been fermenting for twenty-five years, and would give Tony’s crust just the right amount of ‘tang’ and ‘chew’. The company would cut a piece of dough from their legacy ‘starter dough’, about a grapefruit-sized piece, and ship it his way.

Tony wasted no time when it arrived. He would add a bit of his ‘starter’ into all his dough moving forward. The ‘starter’ wouldn’t run out as long as Tony ‘fed’ it with periodic scoops of flour and water. It could live outside a refrigerator in a large bucket, barrel, or vat.

He invited the taste testers back. They all nodded their approval, “It was better”, but they all reluctantly added it still wasn’t as good as Sal’s. One of the tasters had worked at Sal’s as a delivery person and mentioned that his competitor’s starter was almost a hundred years old, and that type of aging couldn’t be bought.

Tony thought about that.

It can’t be bought, but it can be stolen. And Sal wouldn’t even know if I took just a handful.

To save his family from being homeless and falling into the kind of debt you never walk away from, Tony decided that for the only time in his life, he’d do something illegal. But the truth was, it wasn’t really stealing, since he was taking something that would grow back, and the person he was stealing from wouldn’t even experience a loss. In a week or so, the sourdough starter would grow back what was taken.

It was, in Tony’s mind, a ‘victimless crime.’

Even so, he prepared like a thief, the night he was going to steal some of the sourdough starter. Tony wore black pants, a black hoodie pulled tight, and black sunglasses. He waited until 2 a.m.—then, with a crowbar in hand and a plastic Ziploc bag in his pocket, Tony broke into Sal’s pizzeria.

He had found out from the former delivery guy, that Sal didn’t have an alarm, or cameras, since there wasn’t much to steal after hours.

Tony made his way into the large walk-in pantry. There were shelves filled with tomato sauce and spices. He spotted the starter dough barrel tucked into the corner; it was about the size of an oil drum. He was surprised at how big it was.

It reassured Tony.

He’ll never know and not miss a thing.

The lid was on tight but had screened holes in it to let the living, fermenting dough breathe. Tony used the crowbar to unhinge the cover. The pungent, sour, almost vinegar-like smell exploded outward once the lid was off. It was so strong Tony gagged.

He pulled the Ziploc bag from his pocket and realized he hadn’t brought anything to scoop out the mixture. Tony would have to use his fingers. The barrel was half-filled with the beige mass that seemed to be undulating. He reached down and grabbed a large baseball-sized fistful. When he went to yank his hand away from the sticky substance and out of the barrel, the starter dough seemed to latch onto his fingers and wouldn’t let go.

His hand wasn’t stuck—it was being pulled.

Tony leaned back with all his might, finally breaking free from the grip the dough had on his hand. He managed to stuff his prize into the Ziploc bag. He was able to get all the starter off his hand except for a glob that covered his left pointer finger. A sliver of dough was all around it. It looked like the putty you use to seal pipes, except…it was moving.

Then Tony screamed.

The dough seemed to be dissolving his finger like it was in a vat of acid. But it wasn’t just dissolving it—it felt like it was chewing on his finger too, a squeezing gnawing pressure.

Tony’s finger snapped off right below the middle knuckle and the dough with his appendage fell into the Ziploc. It was absorbed by the other dough.

Tony was in tears from the pain. The only good thing was there was no blood. The wound was cauterized like it was burned closed. Even though it wasn’t fountaining blood, it didn’t mean Tony’s finger, or lack of finger wasn’t throbbing with waves of pain shooting all through his hand like a bolt of lightning.

He closed the plastic bag, then placed the lid back on the barrel of dough and stumbled out of Sal’s back to his place.

Tony sat alone in his pizzeria with his hand bandaged and his stomach filled with about eight Advils. He stared at the bag of dough on his counter. It had doubled in size in the last hour.

It was also moving, rippling, and heaving in the bag as if it was breathing.

Tony stood with a large metal spoon in his good hand. He walked towards the bag, opened it, and then pulled the dough out with the spoon. It didn’t latch onto the metal on the spoon like it had to the flesh on Tony’s finger. He used the oversized wooden pizza spatula, or pizza peel, to scoop it up, and dump it in a large ceramic bucket he bought for the dough. 

After an hour it had doubled in size again and was almost the size of a football.

It was morning.

Tony got a text from his wife wondering where he was. He told her there were plumbing problems at the pizzeria and he had to stay overnight to sort it out. She believed him and always would. Marianna loved Tony with all her heart. He hated lying to her, but what else could he say? The truth? He looked at his hand with the missing finger and wondered what he’d have to come up with to explain that one.

Using the metal spoon again, Tony scooped out a tiny piece of the stolen starter dough to mix in with his usual ingredients of flour, water, and olive oil. He put it all in the automated mixer and let the blades work it together. As it whirled and twirled, the fact that his own flesh, blood, and bones were part of this new recipe did not escape Tony’s thoughts.

There was a moment of – You can’t do this.

Followed by – What other choice do you have?

And finally – I wonder what it will taste like.

After ten minutes, Tony scooped the gruesome concoction out with the metal spoon. He was terrified of letting any part of his flesh touch the dough that contained some of the starter.

He’d put it aside and let the dough rise again. It would be another three hours before he’d start making the pizzas. While waiting, he came up with a plan to explain his finger - I cut it off by accident while chopping mushrooms. He’d say he took a quick trip to the emergency room and he was back to work. There’d probably be some arguing with Marianna, but in the end, Tony knew she wouldn’t push it since she knew how stressed he was.

It was time to roll out the dough. Tony looked at his disfigured hand, the pain still radiating throughout it. He couldn’t bring himself to touch the lump of flour and water, terrified that the starter dough, even though it was a small part, would take more appendages.

Tony pulled on a pair of rubber gloves.

Either there wasn’t enough starter dough, or the gloves worked, because Tony started with nine fingers, and ended with nine.

He made his pies and opened his doors to his first customers.

Something extraordinary happened over the next month.

Word got out about Tony’s pizza. It started with a rave review in the local newspaper. Then the Yelp comments started showing up. There were more raves.

Soon enough, Tony’s once-empty pizzeria was buzzing with folks. Lines were waiting to get into his place.

His inner circle of taste testers gave his pizza another sampling and couldn’t exactly describe what made it so good—the dough was better, but there was something else too. They all wanted to know what the secret ingredient was.

He’d never tell.

That summer there was a big Fourth of July block party. All of Main Street’s shops and restaurants had sidewalk booths. Each of the merchants sold their wares and food to the strolling masses. Tony decided to take a stroll himself, two blocks east, to Sal’s Corner Slice. He had never met Sal before. It’s not that Sal was the enemy; it just wasn’t something Tony wanted to do. But, now that he was riding high, he thought he’d say hello.

Tony stepped up to Sal’s booth and recognized him from his picture on the Corner Slice’s website. A chubby short guy with a shock of black hair and a bright white apron. Because Tony’s mother raised him right, he introduced himself and said hello. That’s when Tony noticed Sal was missing three fingers.

Sal made a joke that there was plenty of ‘dough’ to be made by both of them. Tony forced a laugh all the while staring at Sal’s hand. When Sal’s wife, and teenage son, who both worked in the shop, came out to restock the pizza in the booth, Tony noticed Sal’s wife was missing her pinky finger on her right hand and his son was limping.

After that, Tony swiftly said his goodbyes and staggered back to his place.

Six months later, Tony’s family was at his crowded pizzeria sharing a pie for dinner. His wife called him over. She wanted to know if he was doing something different with the dough, it didn’t quite taste the same. There was something was off about it.

Tony gave it a taste and Marianna was right. The sauce, the cheese, and the level of spice were all spot on, but the crust had lost its airiness and tang.

That night, Tony pulled the lid off the ceramic vat that held the starter dough. He realized it wasn’t rising as much as it used to. He knew what he had to do.

Tony put on his rubber gloves, then he took the sock off his left foot. He slowly eased his toes down into the vat. The beige mass rose and sent up a tendril of moist dough that engulfed Tony’s big toe. The slimy form was undulating, and then it tightened around the toe like a boa constrictor around a mouse. It got tighter and tighter.

He then heard a snap and watched the mushy mass slink back down into the vat.

Tony screamed and kept telling himself he wouldn’t have to do it again for six more months. This time he told Marianna he dropped a 64-ounce can of tomatoes on his foot and it shattered his toe.

He realized that he’d soon run out of excuses, and he eventually would have to tell his wife the truth and let her in on his horrific secret. He’d find out if she really meant it when she said she understood the sacrifices needed to keep a small business going.


THE HUNTER

The first day of deer hunting season is always special.

Ned Harrison moved with his rifle in hand at a stilted, almost slow-motion pace. Each step he took was deliberate and calculated. He couldn’t just drop his boot down anywhere on the forest floor—he had to make sure he wasn’t stepping on a twig, or rustling through a pile of leaves. If he mistakenly snapped an errant branch, the sound would signal his position. It would be as if he’d set off a firecracker or shot his gun.

He’d lose any chance of sneaking up on and spotting his quarry.

It was the Monday after Thanksgiving, and in Pennsylvania, this was a bigger holiday than the preceding week’s family feast. Today marked the official opening of deer hunting season. Any hardcore hunter wanted to be outdoors with a gun in hand as early as possible when this day showed up on the calendar.

Ned was out prowling at sunrise and already he’d put a good four miles on his weary legs. The night before it had snowed, which left a two-inch layer of white everywhere.

Unfortunately for Ned, it meant his orange safety vest could be seen by every forest inhabitant a mile away, but it also meant that it was a lot easier to pick up footprints and spot the deer too. Their brown bodies stood out against the snow, not as much as Ned’s blazing vest, but still easier to spot than if they were grazing in the normal tans and browns of an autumnal forest.

There was a gunshot earlier in the morning, a lone crack of a rifle. It was followed by a shriek, which Ned thought was someone’s triumphant howl. Other than that, it seemed that Ned had this section of woods to himself.

He thought he’d have spotted a few more hunters by now. Ned was happy for his solitude; it increased his chances of getting a deer.

He’d seen glimpses of a few bucks but hadn’t been able to pick up a decent trail of footprints. If you had any aspirations of bagging that big buck with an eight-point rack, today was your best chance, since no one had been out hunting the previous eleven months. At least legally, you weren’t allowed, though you always had a few poachers who couldn’t follow the rules.

Ned came around a large oak when he spotted a tell-tale sign that a big buck was nearby. The tree was scraped, causing the bark to peel off from the trunk. It meant a stag had been there, using its antlers to scar the oak. A warning to other male deer that they should stay away—this was his territory.

Although it was nearly noon, the sun still hadn’t shown itself. Heavy clouds ruled the sky. A battleship grey, dulling all the colors in the forest.

Ned followed the footprints that led away from the scraped-up oak tree. The tracks showed hooves that were four inches wide, which meant it was a big buck. With dreams of a trophy deer soon to be in his sights, Ned kept his eyes on the tracks and the forest.

Then something strange happened.

The footprints just stopped.

It was as if the deer had been walking and then simply disappeared.

Ned spun around to see if he had mistakenly lost the tracks, but he hadn’t.

It was possible that the buck was startled, then went into flight mode, and leaped.

Ned knew that a deer could bound up to thirty feet when it needed to escape a predator.

He left the set of tracks he was following, and circled out, looking to find where they showed up again, but Ned couldn’t find any sign of a leaping deer. There was nothing but a flat white plain of snow all around him. After increasing his search area to almost fifty feet from where the footprints ended, he still hadn’t found any new tracks.

But he did spot the blood.

A thin line of crimson, about a foot long.

No sign of a skirmish, or tracks, just a trail of blood.

There was also a new set of footprints, but they weren’t from a deer.

These weren’t hooves, but some sort of animal track Ned had never seen before.

They weren’t paw prints from a coyote or bear or even a raccoon—more like the three-pronged foot of a turkey. But this would have been a huge turkey. The prints were as long as Ned’s foot. They also seemed to have claws at the end of each prong that dug deep down into the snow.

Ned bent down to get a better look.

He noticed where the claws left an impression; there were splotches of blood.

Ned stood, and for the first time that day, he raised his gun and his finger found the trigger. The unknown tracks and blood sent a warning to Ned’s brain, the primitive side, where deep entrenched memories told Ned to be scared.

He was.

The unknown will do that to a person, causing them to fear.

Ned followed the new tracks leading towards a stand of evergreen that looked coated with vanilla frosting by the heavy wet snow. The tracks appeared to be that of a two-legged creature, with the same walking gait as Ned, about three feet to every step.

The tracks didn’t meander but moved in a straight line.

And then just like the deer tracks, they suddenly stopped.

There were no more footprints anywhere in sight. They simply ended right where Ned was standing.

He spied to his right and left, then behind and in front, but there wasn’t any sign of a two-legged creature with giant talon-like claws. Ned was relieved.

Ned did a 360 scan out into the forest, and there wasn’t any beast or human on the leaf-littered floor within a quarter-mile of him.

That’s when for some reason, he decided to look up.

He wished he hadn’t.

Hovering ten feet above him in the air was something he’d never seen before. It had large wings that looked like they were made of black leather and claws the size of pitchforks that pierced Ned’s neck in the blink of an eye. The pointed talons drove into his flesh like daggers. In another instant, he was lifted off the forest floor.

As Ned looked down, he saw his footprints and noticed how they ended right there in the middle of the woods, just like the deer.

And he noticed the blood, his blood.

It looked very red against the pure white snow.


SUPERNATURAL

This might have already started. God help us

It started with an increase in dog bites.

New York City, which keeps track of every kind of tooth-to-skin encounter, whether rats, cats, dogs, or humans, recorded a thirty percent increase in canine attacks on people in one month. Other cities started to note a similar rise in dog and human interactions as well.

These weren’t just a dog getting nippy. but all-out savagery. Many of the attacks were horrific maulings that left people disfigured or dead. All these encounters led to an increase in rabies, the first time in over two hundred years that the disease was on the rise. The increase was so high, that the vaccine to combat it was in short supply in many parts of the world.

The old wives’ tale of cats smothering babies in cribs wasn’t just a scary bedtime story anymore, as thousands of parents woke up to find their children dead and their cats lying there, purring and casually licking their paws.

Of course, shark attacks increased, but so did attacks by barracuda, moray eels, and even dolphins and seals. Not to mention people gored by deer or stomped to death by elephants. Boats overturned by whales, leaving people to drown, or worse, crushed under a massive whale’s fin were happening everywhere.

Whale-watching tours were canceled along every coast.

Snake anti-venom was in short supply as cobras, rattlesnakes, and vipers of all kinds went on the offensive, fangs first.

People started showing up with the bubonic plague in emergency rooms, as rats left subways, abandoned buildings and fields, and marched into homes and towns all over the world. Emergencies were declared, and rat poison was laid out on every street corner, doorstep, and even in bedrooms.

Other hordes of rats swarmed into agricultural fields devouring crops at ravenous speed.

Massive clouds of locusts appeared on nearly every continent and consumed anything the rats hadn’t managed to obliterate.

Mosquitoes descended into towns and villages in buzzing fogs. They didn’t just leave red bumps and itching in their wake, but West Nile, Malaria, Dengue, Zika Virus, and a host of other sicknesses.

Hornets, bees, wasps, and ants attacked at will. It seemed anything with a stinger needed to plunge it into a human.

Guns and bombs; weapons used against most attacking armies were useless against the massive swarms of insects that were causing the most pain and devastation. Poisons were sprayed and dumped everywhere. It worked for a while, but it also seeped into everything humans drank, ate, and came in contact with. Cancer rates and birth defects skyrocketed.

Populations were ravaged by disease and starvation.

It took less than ten years, but it wasn’t the meek that inherited the earth.


CLOSE QUARTERS

Seeing nature up close can have its drawbacks.

“Double selfie time!” Nadine shouted, pulling out her phone.

“Oh yeah, this is gram-worthy!” Patti replied, nodding her head in agreement.

The two friends had left San Diego a week earlier, landing in Sydney, Australia. Recent college grads, they decided to tour the world before beginning their post-college lives. Their starting point was the Australian Outback.

They’d gone through college together, sharing a dorm room, and even working at the same campus coffee shop. Their meager salaries barely paid for the trip. But youth hostels and bargain airfares would stretch their funds and give them a lifetime of memories. Like this one.

“Backpacks on or off?” Patti asked.

Nadine thought for a moment, and replied, “On, we’re rugged, kick-ass travelers, not roller-bag-toting tourists.”

Patti held an Ecological Biology degree and hoped to catch a gig with the EPA when she got back home. Nadine was a marketing major, still deciding what she wanted to do.

They both realized that depending on where they ended up working, this trip might be their last time together, at least for the next few years, so they tried to savor each moment.

The two friends squeezed together, cheek to cheek, all smiles, and took the picture with the waterfall behind them.

The Australian Outback conjures up images of vast stretches of endless red-hued desert, with the occasional kangaroo hopping by. But the hike Nadine and her friend Patti were on was in the Northern Territory and it was more than empty vistas and dust.

Patti switched her phone from photo to video and began narrating, “We’re on the Jatbula Trail, which is taking us into Nitmii? Nitmuli?”

Nadine’s voice drifted in to help Patti out, “Nitmiluk National Park.”

“Thank you, Nadine, Nitmiluk National Park, and behind me is Biddlcombe Cascades…as you can see it is just an amazing little gorge, with green all around and this spectacular waterfall plunging into this pool. What do you think about it?”

Patti turned the camera onto Nadine, who took over the narration.

“It’s beyond spec, it’s what I like to call est, as in the wildest, prettiest, craziest place I’ve ever been. And it’s in the middle of nowhere—we’re forty miles from the road and I’m loving it! I’m the city mouse here, you’re the country mouse. I’m not used to all this outdoor stuff. Subways and skyscrapers are more my speed, but I can get into this.”

The iPhone camera’s view shifted off Nadine and zoomed into the water pouring over the canyon ridge up above; a raging river jumping off a cliff.

Patti clicked off the video, “It really is the…est.”

“When will you post that?”  Nadine asked.

“In four days, that’s when we get back towards…was the village Lans…Lans..something?”

“Landsdowne, was the name, next to the town of Katherine,” Nadine recalled.

“Is that the next time we should have cell service?”

“Yep.”

They took one last look at the vista, then with hiking poles in hand, marched up the trail running along the wall of the ravine. Their trek took them deeper into Nitmiluk National Park. The plan was to put another three miles on the trail before making camp for the night.

As the two friends hiked, the trees thickened, and the sounds of its inhabitants rose in volume. Then the trilling call of the Kookaburra rained down from somewhere high up in the canopy. It was the aria that drowned out all the other voices in the forest.

Patti could have kept going, but Nadine’s sweat-soaked shirt and slowing pace told Patti she should take a break.

Nadine plopped down on a fallen tree trunk, sucking in wind, and admitted, “You’re used to this, you’re a Colorado girl, all those mountains and crisp blue skies, I’m from La La land, we never walk, we Uber.”

As Nadine spoke, she squirted a stream of water into her mouth from her bottle, and let some douse her hair to cool off.

“You’re having fun though, right?”, Patti asked, worried she was pushing her friend too hard.

“Oh yeah, 100%, you know me, if I’m not complaining something’s wrong.”

Patti dug into her pack, pulled out a banana, and tossed it to her friend. “It’s good for leg cramps, the potassium.”

Nadine grabbed it mid-air. “You really should have been a doctor, rather than a biologist.”

“I much prefer tending to the helpless critters…like you,” Patti said with a smirk.

Nadine playfully revealed her middle finger to her friend.

Patti unzipped her bag looking for the GPS. She wanted to know exactly how many miles were left if they wanted to reach Riggards Rocks, a slight clearing near a stream, and perfect for a campsite. While rummaging through her pack, Patti pulled out her mosquito net, a satellite phone, and Bear Pepper Spray.

Even though there were no bears, the largest predator was a dingo, a wild dog about the size of a cocker spaniel, Patti still packed the pepper spray.

She had seen the notorious horror film, ‘Wolf Creek’, set in the Australian Outback. Based on a true story, it was about a lone serial killer working his evil ways against hikers. Patti and Nadine weren’t expecting any psycho-murderers on the trail, but there was no harm in being prepared.

They reached their campsite just before dark. A small meadow near a stream, so they had a water source, and best of all, not another tent in sight.

A dinner of freeze-dried Teriyaki Beef and a few glasses of an Australian Shiraz made the night perfect. They were the only ones there and hadn’t passed anyone on the trail—it was as if they had the whole national park to themselves.

Patti was in her sleeping bag first, tucked in, eyes closed, and ready to let her full stomach and red wine buzz gently slide her into dreamworld. Nadine was outside, doing her final nighttime business. There was a rustle near the front tent flaps. Patti thought it was Nadine. She opened her eyes, and instead of seeing her friend step into the tent, she saw a black snake as thick as her arm and as long as her body.

Patti didn’t move.

She knew the snake was a taipan, the most venomous in the world. If you were unlucky enough to get bit, you could die within thirty minutes without medical attention. The snake was cold-blooded and was looking for a warm place to escape the cool Outback evening. This would’ve normally been a crevice, or hollow log, but tonight it found the tent.

Its tongue flicking, the snake pushed forward, and before Patti could react the creature slithered its head behind her neck and into her sleeping bag. She felt it slip under the collar of her T-shirt and slide along the skin of her back. Its scales rubbed across her body.

The snake’s tongue flicked at Patti’s flesh while sliding down. She felt its head poke out the bottom of her T-shirt and continue along her bare leg. It wrapped around her left knee and then her ankle too. The snake held there, seemingly finding its spot for the night. It was set against Patti’s foot at the bottom of the sleeping bag.

The revulsion of the moment was surpassed by the terror.

Patti couldn’t move, not even an inch. She took the shallowest of breaths to keep any slight tremor from upsetting the snake. The thought of the creature’s fangs driving into her leg kept Patti in a near-comatose state. She felt the snake’s head on her foot, its tongue lashing her ankle every few moments. 

The tail of the creature was caught between Patti’s T-shirt and back, constantly wriggling and twitching. For a moment, Patti thought she might be able to roll her foot over the head of the snake, holding it down and locking its jaws closed.

But then what?

Patti tossed that idea out and decided her best chance was to simply lay still until morning and then pray the warming day would make the sleeping bag too hot, causing the snake to slither away.

Just stay calm, that’s the key. You stay calm, the snake stays calm, Patti tried to reassure herself. It was the only thing she could do.

Nadine stomped into the tent.

“Hey, sleepy head, you ok if I keep the lantern on to read?”

Patti answered in a horrific scream.

Nadine had startled the taipan, causing it to plunge its fangs into Patti’s calf. Its venom now oozing into her bloodstream.

Nadine also screamed, “What! What!”, shocked at her friend’s howl.

Patti kicked herself out of the sleeping bag in a panic, tumbling towards Nadine.

The snake followed her out of the bag. It settled in front of the tent flaps, still inside.

Nadine held onto Patti and they shoved themselves into the corner of the tent, as far away from the hissing snake, which was only six feet away in the small nylon enclosure.

Nadine kept shouting a mantra of shock, “Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god!”

Patti tried to calm her with a low and measured voice, “Quiet, please, the more you yell, the more you set it off. It can detect sound…so please stop yelling.”

Nadine swallowed and tightened her arms around Patti while keeping her eyes on the snake the whole time.

The taipan coiled, its mouth open, fangs displayed.

They looked like two finely sharpened daggers.

Patti continued talking, her voice barely above a whisper, “I can’t have it bite me again, I can’t, there’s no way I’d survive that.”

Nadine’s gaze drifted off the snake to Patti and she noticed her friend’s calf. The two puncture holes were dripping blood. Nadine couldn’t help but whisper out another, “Oh my god.”

Patti, keeping her calm tone, knew what had to be done, “I…or we have to get to my backpack, the sat phone is in there, we have to call emergency services or something, the number’s on the back of the phone in case we’re in trouble.”

The backpack was next to the snake.

Nadine grabbed a hiking pole that was off to the side, “I can try to push the snake out.”

“Are you ok with that?” Patti asked.

“We need that phone, there is no choice,” Nadine replied.

Nadine got on her knees, to gain some leverage. She slowly moved the hiking pole towards the snake. It hissed its annoyance and lunged at the point of the stick. Nadine nearly dropped it. She pulled it back and took a breath to regroup.

In an encouraging voice, Patti encouraged her friend, “You got this, I know you do.”

“I know, I do too.” Nadine nodded, then raised the hiking staff again.

“Wait, stop,” Patti whispered. She grabbed a shoe and pulled the laces out. Nadine looked at her quizzically, “Are you going to lasso it like a fucking horse?”

Patti wrapped the shoelace around her upper thigh, “I wanted to get a tourniquet on before it got too late. I need to do anything I can to slow the venom.”

Nadine nodded.

All eyes were on the snake.

Nadine once again tried to poke it out of the tent. She stretched forward, the thin pole leading the way. The snaked lunged at it again, its fangs striking the shaft, leaving drops of venom where it struck the stick.

The snake recoiled and held steady in front of the tent, its tea kettle-like hiss boiling out of its mouth.

“Damn it!” Nadine screamed out.

The loud yell provoked the snake. It raced towards the two women huddled in the corner of the tent.

Like an arrow from a bow, the snake shot towards them, mouth open, fangs out, ready to pierce its target. Nadine or Patti being the bullseye.

Nadine slammed the hiking staff down and managed to catch the snake behind the head, pressing it against the floor of the tent. Its body whipped and spun behind it, but Nadine held firm. It hissed its displeasure, fangs flashing.

“Now what?” Nadine called out.

“Do you have it secure?” Patti asked.

“I guess, yes…why.”

“I need you to hold it down, promise me you won’t let it up.” Patti implored.

“What are you going to do?”

“Just hold it!” Patti commanded.

Nadine doubled her effort, the hiking pole clamped down on the snake—like a vice.

Patti scrambled across the tent on all fours just past the writhing snake and grabbed the backpack. She shoved her hand into the opening, rummaging around, finally whipping out a small hatchet. Turning to the snake, she raised the axe into the air.

Its death was swift as the blade chopped the head off.

The reptile’s body continued to wiggle for another thirty seconds. The head kept hissing and snapping its fangs even though it was separated from its body. Nadine threw the sleeping bag over the snake and pushed both pieces outside the tent.

Nadine went to hug her friend, but she pushed her away. Instead, Patti grabbed the satellite phone out of the backpack, read the number off the phone, and called.

Nadine only heard Patti’s side of the conversation.

“Emergency services? Yes, I have an emergency…I was bitten by a taipan…Yes, I’m sure…Because I’m a biologist…Yes, I know…I do have a tourniquet…Yes, I will release it …calm…yes…ok…CPR…I know the compressions…paralysis….ok…hold on…”

Patti reached back in the bag and pulled out the GPS, “My coordinates are, latitude 14.104883, longitude 132.380791…yes I’ll repeat it 14.104883, longitude 132.380791…please…please.”

Patti put down the GPS and phone, then turned to Nadine. In a voice devoid of emotion, and full of calm, Patti spoke to her friend, “ I need you to understand every word I say to you, and for you to promise me you will do everything I ask of you.”

Nadine knew not to say anything, and just nodded, ‘Yes’.

Patti continued, “I called it in, and they said they’re sending a chopper, thank god we chose a clearing to make camp. That was a taipan snake, which means if they don’t get to me in time and if you don’t keep me alive, I’m going to die…”

Nadine couldn’t help but interrupt, “What do you mean if I don’t help keep you alive? Of course, I will.”

“I know, but you have to know what that means. In about ten minutes, my body is going to start to shut down, my lungs will stop, my heart will stop and you’ll have to keep me going. This means CPR until the paramedics arrive. They’ll have the antivenin with them and administer it right away, but it will only matter if you keep me alive. Do you understand me?”

Nadine nodded, ‘Yes’ again, but this time tears were in her eyes.

“I know you can do it.” Pam’s voice cracked with emotion.

Nadine wiped her cheek with her arm and asked, “ Just remind me again, how many compressions, how many breaths?”

Patti felt the first effects of the venom, her head throbbed with pain, and it felt as though she’d just been kicked by a mule in her stomach. She doubled over and moaned.

Nadine rushed to her side and threw her arm around her friend.

“Should you drink water, or try to throw up, or something?” Nadine asked.

Patti leaned back to lay down.

Nadine slipped a jacket under Patti’s head just before she went prone on the tent’s floor.

“No, I don’t want water…the compressions and breaths…thirty compressions, right here.” Patti grabbed Nadine’s hands, and placed them in the center of her chest, between her breasts. “Thirty quick presses, then two breaths, and then back to the compressions, over and over until they come with the chopper. OK?”

The enormity of it all hit Nadine, she started to cry, hating herself for it, but unable to control her fears and emotions. Her friend’s life was literally going to be in her hands.

Patti reached out, grabbed Nadine’s wrist, and whispered, “You’re the est, the scrappiest, toughest, bravest, person I know. You can do this.”

Nadine smiled through her tears, “You forgot a few more ests, like smartest and hippest.”

They both grinned.

Patti reached down and undid the tourniquet; her leg already starting to swell and turn a purplish color. She looked up to Nadine, “I’m just going to rest now and try to stay as calm as possible. Soon I’ll go into paralysis, and I won’t be able to move or respond…”

Nadine interrupted her, “When will I know to start CPR?”

Patti’s eyes closed just as she managed her last words, “You’ll have to keep your fingers on my wrist, on my pulse, when you don’t feel my heart thump…then…start…I love you.”

Nadine watched her friend fade into unconsciousness and then whispered to her, “I can’t wait to ride in a chopper with you, we didn’t think we could afford it, how cool is that.”

Patti smiled and then her face went blank.

Nadine held her friend’s hand in hers, her two fingers resting on Patti’s wrist.

The faint throb of blood pushing through Patti’s veins raced across Nadine’s fingertips.

After five minutes the thumping slowed and then it stopped.

Nadine would now become her best friend’s heart.

She knelt next to Patti and began to press her palms into her chest. A constant rhythmic drumbeat began.

Push, push, push, push, push…thirty in all.

And then Nadine leaned down and gave her friend two kisses of life.

Push, push, push, push, push…thirty more.

A double puff of air.

After ten minutes, Nadine’s arms ached.

Another ten minutes and Nadine felt as though she was going to pass out. Sweat poured from her face like rain. Her back muscles ached; her neck stiffened like hard cement.

But she wouldn’t stop.

Never.

Nadine kept talking with every shove of her palm, “Don’t you dare give up, I won’t let you.”

Push, push, push, push, push…over and over.

And then a breath, and a breath.

Again, and again and again…

Patti saw a light, a bright light, a beautiful glow as if the dawning sun was at the end of a tunnel. She also heard a voice, reassuring her everything was going to be alright.

It was Nadine. “I told you not to give up, you’d make it. I wasn’t going to let you die. You can do it, open those eyes. You’re almost there.”

Patti’s eyelids flickered up and open. She made out her surroundings through a haze of barely being conscious. She was in a room. Her body was covered in a blanket and an IV was in her right arm. A constant beeping sound from some sort of machine could be heard from behind her head. And in the corner of her room, she saw Nadine, smiling. It was her voice she’d been listening to, reassuring her.

Just then a woman wearing a white lab coat walked in. Patti assumed it was her doctor with a nurse in tow. The physician pulled out a small flashlight, shining it into Patti’s eyes, and spoke, “There you are, that’s right, let’s see you…ok…that’s right. Very good. It was touch and go there, for a moment we didn’t think you’d make it.”

Patti’s voice brittle and low asked, “Where am I?”

The doctor stepped back and answered, “You’re in the Katherine District Hospital, in the town of Katherine. Do you know who you are and what happened?”

“Yes, I’m Patti Kyle, and I was hiking in Nitimi…Nuti…”

The nurse chimed in, “Nitmiluk National Park.”

Patti continued, “Right, I always forget how to say it, and I was bitten by a snake, a taipan.”

The doctor nodded, “That’s right, and if it wasn’t for your friend, you wouldn’t be in this room, but downstairs in the basement, in the morgue.”

Patti smiled, “I know, it’s crazy. She’s the best.” Patti managed to sit up and she looked behind the doctor to where Nadine was sitting but she was gone.

“Where’d she go? She was just there.”

The doctor looked at the nurse, then back to Patti.

In a hushed tone, the doctor offered, “Life is full of ironies and sadness. Yesterday, your friend was crossing the street outside the hospital and was hit by a tanker truck. She was killed in an instant.”

Patti stared at the empty chair, her friend’s voice still echoing in her mind.

“I told you not to give up, you’d make it.”

Patti thought that maybe the doctor was wrong.

“But, but I saw her. Nadine. She was sitting right there.”

“No, she wasn’t. I was working in the Emergency Room when she came in. She was dead on arrival,” the doctor replied.

Patti wanted to cry, or even scream, but she only whispered to no one in particular, “She was the est..the greatest, warmest friend I could have ever had.”

“And the unluckiest,” the doctor added.


THE OPENING

Many of us have aspirations of owning some land and a cabin in the woods; maybe we shouldn’t.

Seven acres of land and it was all owned by Ned Ganz.

He’d gotten tired of living in a tiny shed-like apartment in the middle of Brooklyn. It was cool and a hipster badge of honor when he was in his twenties, but at the ripe old age of thirty-two, he wanted more.

He tucked away some money and managed to keep his greedy hands off it. The savings swelled into a nice-sized number. An internal debate raged over what to do with the funds. Part of Ned thought he should bump his lifestyle up a notch. Get a better apartment, nicer clothes, and maybe even a car. But the sensible voice in his head told him to get out of New York City.

So, he took the pile of cash and invested in something he could never buy in Brooklyn – land.

Ned not only purchased seven acres but also a nice little A-frame chalet with a loft bedroom and views of the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York. He was going to do the remote work thing; writing copy and convincing consumers to buy useless stuff on a spritely-named website.

His new home was perched on the side of a mountain, or was it a hill? The realtor sold it as mountain-side living, but Ned thought that was a bit of a stretch. Still, you had to drive up a dirt road, not down, to get to his place, so there was some elevation in play.

His homestead, which is what Ned liked to call it when his Brooklyn friends visited, was the only one on his side of the mountain, or hill.  Behind his house was a forest on a gentle slope, packed with stands of evergreens and massive oaks.

Ned had been up there for a month, and he already knew he’d made the right decision. The ease with which he slipped into his new lifestyle surprised him. Coffee on his porch in the morning, instead of packing into a subway car did wonders for his stress levels.

So did his daily hikes.

Each afternoon, after lunch, Ned would take a twenty-minute ramble on his property. He’d crisscrossed, zig-zagged, and gone up and down every single foot of his ‘homestead’. His daily sojourn led him to discover a stone wall that ran along the back of his land. A two-hundred-year-old boundary overgrown with trees and smothered in moss.

Ned also found a small pond, full of tadpoles waiting to transform to legged critters. There were lots of boulders, big refrigerator-sized rocks, dragged there when the last glacier scoured the Catskills some ten thousand years ago. His favorite discovery was a small meadow that a doe and her young fawn frequented almost every day.

Ned had formed a mental map of each foot of his domain. When houseguests came up, he’d take them on a hike and hit all his favorite spots on his property.

That’s why when Ned came upon the cave, he was surprised. It was in an area between the pond and the meadow. A patch of land he’d hiked too many times to count and never once seen the dark opening that now existed in the middle of the pile of boulders. He had clambered over them a few times and even spotted a black rat snake tucked into a crevice between the rocks. But there was never a door-sized entrance that was now in between two of the bigger stones in the pile.

A dark portal leading to where?

Ned strode over to the puzzling shaft entrance. He tried to make sense of it.

Did he really not notice it before? Or had some sort of earthquake, or geological action split the earth and created this new chamber?

The black hole was slightly wider than Ned and he’d need to bend down if he decided to explore inside. The entrance didn’t look new; there was no shorn rock or shards of stone. The grass leading up to the darkened entrance wasn’t torn up by a recent fault line in the ground.

No earthquake had created the hole.

None of it made sense.

It looked like the entrance had been there for centuries, probably longer, but it wasn’t. Ned pulled out his phone and swiped through his photos. He found the one of his friend Katrina that he had taken a week ago. She was standing right where Ned was and there was no cave. He studied the picture and he could see that the boulders used to rest against each other, but now they were pulled apart, creating the cave entrance.

Ned stepped closer, resting his hands on the edges of the outer walls of the opening, and let his head lean inside. He could smell the dank mustiness and the skin on his cheeks caught the cool air that emanated from the blackness before him. The cloudy sky didn’t throw much light into the small grotto; he could only see a few feet in, but it seemed there was no back wall to the space. There was a shaft that kept going deeper.

How deep?

He picked up a fist-sized rock at his feet and tossed it toward the dark void before him. The stone rumbled and skipped for a good ten seconds before clearing earshot. It seemed like the shaft angled downwards.

Was it an old well?

Ned still hadn’t committed to entering the mysterious passageway. He was only half in, wary of why it was there and where it led. He clicked the ‘flashlight’ mode on his phone and raked the beam inside.

The rock walls were black and smooth as if they’d been carved by hand. This wasn’t a natural formation; someone had taken the time to painstakingly chisel out what must have been tons of rock to create the dark burrow.

The light caught something on the right-side wall, about six feet in. There seemed to be markings carved into the stone. Words, or symbols, Ned couldn’t tell. He’d have to step inside to make sense of them.

But Ned didn’t move. Even though he was intrigued, he also wanted to return home; hoping if he came back tomorrow the boulders would be pressed together and the mysterious cave would be gone. 

There was something very wrong about it.

Ned knew that, he felt it, yet he still wanted to find out why it was there.

He leaned in to get his lighter closer to the strange glyphs and then he heard the voices.

They came from deeper inside the cave. He hadn’t realized it, but Ned had fully stepped into the chamber, drawn into the hollow by the voices. But it wasn’t the sound of people talking, they were chanting. They were too far away to make out what they were saying.

Standing in front of the stone etchings on the cave wall, Ned was able to get his first good look at what was carved into the rock.

There were faces, but they were weird oblong heads, with large eyes, and mouths that were drawn with jagged lines, as if they had pointy teeth. There were also weird symbols; upside-down pyramids and squares with arrows through them.

Ned took a picture.

The chanting got louder, but another noise caught Ned’s attention—a ground-shaking rumble. The boulders behind him were pulled together. It happened so fast that Ned didn’t even have time to take a step towards the entrance. In an instant, everything went dark, except for the light from his phone. He immediately tapped out 9-1-1 on his cell but saw that he didn’t have any reception.

Ned stood for a moment in his stone tomb. He wasn’t in shock, more bewildered. Amazed at the moment.

Did that just happen?

He painted his surroundings with his light. Solid rock above, to the sides, and even below his feet. There would be no digging his way out. There was only one way to go.

Ned turned his light towards the deeper passageway and followed the chanting down into the abyss. He didn’t want to go, but what choice did he have?

For the first time since he moved up into the country, he wished he was back in Brooklyn.


THE ITCH

Sometimes there’s that itch that can’t ever be scratched away.

Alaska’s hardened tundra became a wet mushy carpet during the shortened summer. The melting snow and May storms created tens of thousands of boggy ponds and puddles. These reservoirs not only quenched the thirst of every beast and bird but also became the life-giving home to billions of mosquitos that laid their eggs in them. The life cycle of egg, larva, pupa, to blood-sucking demon took less than ten days.

Helen Seaver knew that hiking on the steppe surrounding Mount Denali in June would mean she’d have to deal with the tiny buzzing bugs, but she was willing to trade the itchy inconvenience for the chance to take photos of the huge caribou herds. If she was lucky and careful, she was hoping to get a few pictures of a grizzly bear as well.

She had packed her bug spray, as well as bear spray, to keep her from being ravaged by both.

Helen should have packed more bug spray.

Ten days into her trip, she had used every can of mosquito repellent she had brought. Through sheer stupidity she had forgotten to pack her bug net, which was usually pulled over her head, keeping her neck and face from being bitten.

Instead, she had to keep spraying herself until every blast of the misting repellent was gone. Hand waving and wet bandanas wrapped around her face only offered temporary relief from the swarms.

The word swarms didn’t really capture how many mosquitoes there were.

Mist?

A fog?

Clouds?

Even that didn’t fully describe the undulating grey mass that surrounded and hounded Helen into delirium.

Her first day wasn’t bad—the mosquitoes were non-existent. Their tiny gossamer wings were no match for the steady breeze that blew across the open plain. Everything was perfect. No rain, or bugs, and the massive groupings of caribou were striding and feeding all around her. Helen was snapping away and even managed to grab a photo of a grizzly in the distance.

But everything changed on the second day.

Helen awoke to what she thought was a small plane coming in for a landing on the tundra, but instead, it was a buzzing, swirling, black cloud of mosquitoes inside her tent. She had left a small flap open and they had poured in like water over a damn.

Her bare arms and legs were covered in a carpet of mosquitoes. Helen rubbed away the hordes that were on her face, leaving her palms smeared in a black and red goo. A mixture of the mosquito bodies and her own blood.

Helen quickly found her bug spray and shrouded herself in a haze of chemical repellent. The mist didn’t kill the bugs, but masked the carbon dioxide that emanated from both her skin and breathing. It was the carbon dioxide that attracted the mosquitoes. If you could hide the tantalizing odor hidden inside your breath, you could avoid getting bit.

Helen dressed and went outside. The herds of caribou were replaced by a never-ending grey fog of mosquitoes that hid the horizon. She packed her tent quickly and started hiking, hoping that if she was moving, she would be harder to land on. But her haste made things worse. The summer sun, wet ground, and lack of wind created a muggy soup of air that Helen trekked through.

It was a hard slog which caused her to huff and puff her way into becoming a walking dinner bell.

Her pouring sweat kept washing away the layer of chemical protection that she was constantly spraying. By the end of the day, it was all gone, and she was defenseless against the ravaging insects.

Helen set her tent and made it her fortress.

Inside she zipped up every flap and used band-aids to shore up every hole and opening that allowed the mosquitoes a way in. For a while, she tucked herself into her sleeping bag and pulled the opening close. She was able to avoid being bit, but she nearly passed out from heat exhaustion and had to escape her hiding place.

Still, the mosquitoes found a way in.

When she left the town of Talkeetna, the owner of Northern Lights Camping Supplies told her she should get a full-body net, and pick up a few more bottles of spray. Helen told him she was ok, and that she had a head-net (mistakenly), and the four bottles of bug spray she had should be enough.

The owner told her that he’d seen caribou killed by the mosquitoes. Helen scoffed and told him that there was no way the tiny insects could suck that much blood from a full-grown caribou. He told her that the animals didn’t die from anemia, but from suffocating to death from the mosquitoes swarming in their nostrils.

Helen now understood this to be true as the insects crawled into her nostrils. She thought she could feel them crawling inside her head, but wasn’t sure if it was just the madness she was succumbing to. 

As Helen sat in her tent, she ripped open her sleeping bag and pulled out wads of the white synthetic fibers that gave the bag its fluff and warmth. She rolled them up like cotton balls and stuffed them up her nose and in her ears. Trying to create some sort of barrier to their assault.

The insects were attracted to the carbon dioxide in each exhale from her nose and mouth. At one point they had formed an undulating layer over her lips and nostrils trying to crawl and bite their way to the source of her alluring invisible scent.

Helen rummaged through her pack and found a roll of silver duct tape. It was a do-it-all necessity if something needed patching or held together. She peeled off a strip of the tape and pressed it against her mouth.

Helen then found her knife and made a small slit in the tape between her lips. Unfortunately, the tip of the blade sliced into her bottom lip and she started to bleed, but that wasn’t even a concern as blood oozed onto her tongue. It was all about stopping the mosquitoes from herding into her mouth and choking her to death.

She learned how to breathe in and out through the thin slit between her pursed lips, sucking in only a few bugs with each breath. An improvement to the mouthful she was swallowing before she taped her mouth shut.

But it was the itch that made things agonizing to the point of insanity. The itch was indescribable and it was everywhere.

Helen had the intense need to scratch away the evil sensation, no matter where on her body it festered. Her fingernails scoured her soft tissue, trying to ease the itch that felt like thousands of creatures burrowing under her skin. Her body was home to a burning, irritating prickle that crawled all over her flesh causing her to moan through her silver-taped mouth.

Helen had scratched her cheeks, neck, arms, and legs, so much that a thin layer of blood had formed a red crust around most of her body.

She thought for a moment that her scabby flesh might be a hindrance to the mosquitoes, hopefully slowing their attack. But they kept swarming, driving their needle-pointed sucking tubes past her blood-caked skin and draining the warm liquid meal from Helen’s body.

Even her eyelids had been feasted upon. The insects punctured the thin layer of skin that shaded her pupils while they searched for blood. She had so many bites, they’d swollen Helen’s eyes shut. But she was able to see out of her left eye because she had pierced a hole in her eyelid from scratching.

By the third day, her fingernails weren’t enough to grant her relief, so Helen took out her knife and started scraping away. She put the edge to her skin and dragged it as if she were removing peeling paint from the outside of a house. White bits of bone were revealed along Helen’s shins and ankles. At first, this alarmed her, but then she realized the mosquitoes couldn’t bite bone and the horrifying thought of her exposed skeleton became a comforting one.

On the fourth day, she could see the inner workings of her right wrist.

Still, the itch continued.

Helen’s fingernails and knife had stopped giving her any respite. She decided she needed something bigger to scratch away her itch, to soothe her misery.

She had a plan to gain some relief.

Helen would have to leave the tent and expose herself to the full force of the swarms, but the thought of dulling the itch meant it was worth it.

But first, she took everything out of her pack and dumped it on the floor of the tent. From the scattering of its contents, Helen pulled out every bag of dried fruit, nuts, and packs of freeze-dried food that she had brought for her trip. Ripping open each parcel, she dumped everything back into her empty bag then she mixed it all together with water. Helen stirred the contents up with her knife like a witch whipping up some magic potion in a cauldron.

While she was swirling her strange concoction, she noticed a hand mirror that she had pulled out of her pack, she paused her stirring and picked it up to catch a glimpse of what the insects and their infernal biting had wrought. Helen focused her one eye through the gash in its lid.

Her jaw dropped, ripping open the duct tape covering her swollen lips. Helen let out a howl of fevered repulsion that echoed out of her tent and ripped over the tundra in all directions. Every animal that heard it turned their head towards the cursed wail, they understood the despair in its notes, the sound of pain.

It continued for over a minute, a siren of hurt.

Helen put down the mirror and started to cry, her tears seeping under her swollen eyes like a leak in a pipe. The salty mix stung as it rolled down her raw-skinned cheeks. Hideous didn’t quite capture what Helen saw, she didn’t even know a singular word that could describe how she looked. You’d need a sentence full; revolting, gruesome, repulsive, and repugnant would only begin to describe her. She now had a face that would make people scream in horror if they saw her on the street.

Helen went back to mixing her potion.

When it had become a disgusting pasty mix, she scooped up handfuls and smeared it all over her body. She even squeezed a few packets of peanut butter she found in the side pockets on her backpack onto her eyelids.

When done, she left her tent, laid down on the mushy ground, and waited.

It only took twenty minutes for the grizzly to show up.

Helen managed to spot the bear through her one eye. She caught a glimpse of the claws on the beast, smiled, and thought to herself – Ah, relief.


ENCOUNTERS

This is my account of my own encounter with a monster.

Okay, I’m laying it out there and letting you know right at the top of this story; that what you are about to read is 98% true. I’ve changed some names and locations to protect a few folks, but for the most part, it all happened. I have not embellished anything to make it more entertaining. In fact, because of its accuracy, it might not register as a truly terrifying tale, but it is truthful and there is something scary and very disconcerting about that.

When I’m not writing short stories, struggling with a novel, or working on screenplays, I also make documentary films. I guarantee you’ve seen my work. Anyone who’s watched SharkWeek on Discovery, PBS Nature, or scores of shows on The History Channel and National Geographic have viewed my films.

And not to be boastful, but I’ve managed to attain a certain level of achievement and recognition with my movies. I’ve been able to convince a couple of people to bestow a few EMMY nominations my way and turn a few of those nominations into wins—three to be exact.

So, while I don’t think I’m that good at writing just yet, I am pretty good at making documentary films—specifically, ones on wildlife and the natural world.

My journeys in filmmaking have taken me from the plains of Africa to film lions and giraffes and to the jungles of the Amazon to film giant leeches. And sharks, plenty of shark films. Fifteen films to be exact, all about great whites, tiger sharks, bull sharks, hammerheads, and…you get the idea.

As monstrous as a giant leech or ferocious shark might sound, they aren’t the subject of this story. Nope, the titular character in this tale is none other than Bigfoot.

The legends and sightings of Bigfoot have been around for ages. We all know the stories that have straggled in from first-hand accounts, blurry photos, and of course the Patterson/Gimlin movie. The one of the walking Bigfoot that was recorded in 1967 in Bluff Creek, California. You recall the footage; a brown hairy grizzly bear-looking creature, walking on two legs, arms swinging—then it turns to the camera.

Like with all films of UFOs, Loch Ness Monsters, or Bigfoots, the footage is scratchy, partly out of focus, and full of dubious origin and doubt.

I wanted to change all that.

I was going to make a “real” film on Bigfoot. A proper wildlife documentary.

My pitch to National Geographic was that I’d use classic Natural History filmmaking techniques to try to gather evidence of this elusive creature. There was some pushback from the venerable folks at the magazine with the gold border.

The Executive Producer at National Geographic, a British fellow named Dave Bunt, had his doubts. “Let’s be clear. There is no Bigfoot, there never has been a Bigfoot, and there will never be a Bigfoot, so what are we going to see? A gathering of leaves and trees?”

He had a point.

But, as a filmmaker, half my job’s spent pitching ideas and trying to convince people to give me money to turn those ideas into films, so I went into full spin mode. I told him, “This is a way for National Geographic to cover the ever-popular Bigfoot story. Of course, we won’t see any sign of the creature, but we’ll film the other wildlife that is there—the bears, the elk, the wolves, and that those creatures are just as special as Bigfoot.”

The Executive Producer started to nod his head up and down, liking the direction I was heading. I knew I had him. I kept spinning, “We’ll also pull back the curtain on wildlife filming. The audience loves to get that inside stuff, the reveal of secrets.”

I planned to go out shooting with the idea that Bigfoot was real, just like a Snow Leopard, which is one of the most difficult animals to film in the wild.

If you want to photograph a Snow Leopard, you understand you’re going to be out in the field for months on end. You’ll be in filming blinds (small camouflage tents), using long lens cameras, trail cams, and camera traps trying to find out where the big cat likes to hang. And even after all that, you might get nothing more than a glimpse and that’s if you’re lucky.

We’d do the same with Bigfoot. We’d recruit the top wildlife cinematographers and work with real biologists to try to determine where an ape-like, ten-foot giant mammal would live and feed. Then we’d use the same techniques when filming Snow Leopards.

I walked out of the Nat Geo offices with them agreeing to fund a scout, or reconnaissance trip. It’s where you head out and find the locations you want to shoot. You also interview the locals with first-hand knowledge of what you want to film and make a final decision after that as to whether you have enough for a documentary.

I’d head to the Pacific Northwest, including northern California, and the Canadian Province of British Columbia. These were the areas that seemed to be the habitat that Bigfoot supposedly frequented the most.

My first destination was Kelowna, British Columbia where some Bigfoot experts took me out into a forest where they recorded a howl, or call of the creature. The head of this intrepid group of monster hunters was a woman named Pamela Neet, who was an accountant by day and cryptozoologist at night.

There was nothing that screamed ‘crazy kook’ about Pam. She was a biology major in college, at Kent State, when life struck and she found herself needing to leave school and get a job to support her family’s failing mattress store.

Pam never made it back to school to get her biology degree, but when she moved to Canada, she got bit by the Bigfoot bug and decided to enter the field of cryptozoology, while working as an accountant.

For the record, a cryptozoologist isn’t a real biologist. Anyone can call themselves a cryptozoologist, no college degree required. It’s just a word that mythical creature searchers like to call themselves, giving them an air of authority.

Pamela didn’t need the title to convey such authority; she knew everything you needed to know about Bigfoot. She subscribed to the somewhat plausible theory that Bigfoot was the ancient ancestor of a real creature that lived in the jungles and mountains of Asia called Gigantopithecus.

Pamela filled in the facts: “Imagine a ten-foot-tall Orangutan that could walk upright. Then, imagine it strolling right over the land bridge between Alaska and Asia. The same one that humans traversed some ten thousand years earlier. Is that so strange, so outlandish?”

Who was I to disagree?

“Why couldn’t it live here in these woods? People ask, why haven’t you seen it? But we have. Plenty of people have, going back to Native American accounts hundreds of years back. It’s just that people don’t want to believe it.”

“What about the lack of a fossil record or bones, like we have with mastodons or saber-toothed tigers?” I challenged.

Pam didn’t even blink. “Bones don’t become fossils all the time, and those that don’t decay and fragment and are absorbed by the forest. If that didn’t happen, you’d be walking in bone yards when you went for hikes. Ask yourself, how many times have you seen animal bones on a hike? We’re also talking about a very small population of animals, less than a few thousand, if that. So, there aren’t many bones to begin with.”

Damn, she was good. I found myself nodding in agreement.

Pam then broke out the key piece of evidence of the creature’s existence that her group had attained: the recording of a Bigfoot’s howl.

I listened to the tape, which sounded a bit like an extended owl hoot but deeper. I’m not sure what it was, and since I wasn’t there when they recorded it, I didn’t have a clue to its authenticity. Pam assured me it was the real deal.

“I swear on my kid’s heads,” she implored, “and I love them bastards.”

I wasn’t sure if they were really bastards, or if that was Pam’s way of talking.

The truth was, it didn’t matter if the tape was authentic or not; the recording could work as a sequence in my film.

Biologists will often play the sounds of animal vocalizations to illicit behaviors. If it’s a mating howl you will often hear a return call, or you might get an appearance from one of the animals looking for a potential mate. In Africa, playing certain lion roars will draw in other lions who want to know who is coming into their territory.

I headed out one night with Pam and her crew of amateur Bigfoot biologists, who spouted enough real biologist jargon that you might think they all had PhDs in primate research. They brought a tape recorder, a speaker, and enough buoyant enthusiasm to raise the Titanic. We waited for what’s called crepuscular light—the moment when the sun has just set.

Many animals are most active during this time, so we marched into the woods early evening to play the recordings for all the forest dwellers to hear and hopefully, that included Bigfoot.

I had a small handheld video camera to record the events. I’d use the footage to cut a brief ‘scout tape’ to present to Nat Geo when I got back.

Pam picked the spot where we’d playback the howl. “This is where we’ve seen some evidence of Bigfoot activity.” It was the edge of a large meadow, surrounded by thick forest.

When I inquired, “What activity”, Pam said they found pressed-down grass trails made by some kind of large animal.

“I know it could be a black bear or cougar, but that’s why we’re here—to find out,” she added.

As the leader of the Bigfoot searchers, Pam was given the honor to hit play on the boombox. The tape reeled and a howling yell blasted out of the speakers and pierced the forest.

And in return we got…

…crickets.

Literally, crickets were all I heard.

But, someone in the group swore they heard a response call. Before long Pam and the others all agreed they’d heard something too. But as much as I wanted to believe that was true, I can tell you with certainty, all I heard was crickets and my stomach rumbling—as all I had to eat that night was beef jerky and Mountain Dew.

They also showed me a patch of hair that they’d found that was kept in an official ‘Evidence’ bag that crime scene workers use. This was supposedly the hair of Bigfoot and they were trying to raise funds to get it analyzed for DNA sequencing. Their hope was it had never been recorded on any of the genome charts.

They hit me up for a few bucks for their DNA fund, and I tossed in a couple of twenties. I’d figure out a way to claim it as an expense for National Geographic.

There were a few more nights out broadcasting howls and the same response from the forest each time.

I heard nothing, but the Bigfoot team claimed that they could distinctly hear more Bigfoot howls. I chalked it up to the power of wishful thinking.

And then on the final night, there was something.

It happened while we were trekking out to the meadow. We hiked a path through thick smokestack tall evergreens. Moving single file, our footsteps fell quietly on a carpet of pine needles.

There was a howl.

The tone and tenor matched the one from the tape. That owl-like sound.

It cut through the forest like a police siren in a sleepy suburb.

Whatever, or whoever was making the sound, made it again.

At this point, we had all stopped and stood silently in a bit of shock at what was happening. No one was more shocked than me. I grabbed my camera from my backpack and in the half-light struggled to turn it on.

One last wail and then it stopped.

I finally hit the record button. Not my finest moment as a documentarian.

Smiles beamed so bright you didn’t need a flashlight on that trail.

Pam looked at me and pointed, “You heard that right? Right?”

I nodded, ‘Yes.’

We tried the playback through the speaker later that evening, but there was no response.

As we hiked back to our cars, everyone was silent, hoping for another serenade from whatever was out there but it never came. I couldn’t help but wonder if what had happened was real, or manufactured for me by Pam and her crew. A last gasp at keeping me interested and fueled by their desire to include them in my film. Was there another team of Pam’s cryptozoologist friends out in the forest, with another speaker blasting out the ‘Bigfoot’s’ call?

I’d never know.

I had my doubts, but there was no denying that when I heard that call, there was a moment of pure wonder, with a dose of fear that coursed through my body.

I wanted to believe.

I said goodbye to Canada and made my way south, to Washington in the Pacific Northwest of the United States.

Washington State is a bit schizophrenic when it comes to its geological makeup. A large swath of the eastern part of the state is flat and devoid of anything resembling a mountain, let alone a hill. But, the western edge of Washington is the exact opposite, the cragged Cascade Range running up from Oregon, with peaks like Mount Rainier rising over ten thousand feet high.

It’s in this rugged mountain chain that many Bigfoot sightings occur.

I made my way to Ape Canyon, a gorge in the shadow of Mount St. Helens.

Many decades earlier a group of miners supposedly did battle with a gang of Bigfoot. As the story’s told, the men were tucked into their cabin at the bottom of a ravine. Sometime during the middle of the night, a barrage of rocks rained down on the roof of their shelter. Driven outside by the assault, the miners trained their guns on the furry ape-like creatures. While dodging the boulders being tossed their way, they opened fire and a full-on battle took place.

Human versus monster.

At one point the miners retreated back into the cabin as they were outnumbered by the Bigfoot.

By daybreak the creatures had given up their attack.

Various recollections have the miners shooting one of the beasts, while others claim no combatant on either side of the skirmish took a loss.

My journey took me to Ape Canyon the location of the supposed battleground. I was with a local guide, an older, mid-seventies mountain man, who not only knew the story but also the area.  Pete Berner dressed the part, with his khaki pants and shirt and hiking boots that seemed too big for his feet. A born and raised Washingtonian, he had made his living for the last fifty years taking hunters, hikers, and skiers on backcountry excursions. Semi-retired when he hit his seventies, the man looked like he could still track, shoot, and skin a bull elk, hike for thirty miles, and ski down a sheer cliff all in one day.

Pete and I set out on the eleven-mile round-trip hike in the early morning, our packs full of water and food. The trail would take us up to a 4200-foot plateau that looked down to the canyon and then we’d hike through it to get back.

While I was constantly asking for a break when hiking and sucking serious wind, Pete would stand and wait for me to catch my breath and then continue leading the way.

While we walked, I peppered him with questions.

“What do you think people are seeing when they spot a Bigfoot?”

“I think they see what they want to see,” he replied. “I’ve had people spot a coyote and swear it was a mountain lion or a mule deer and say it was a moose. If you want to see something, you’re going to see it.”

I remembered the Bigfoot hunters I had just left, and how they all wanted to believe they were hearing Bigfoot cry callbacks, and how for a moment I thought maybe I heard Bigfoot too.

Was it because I wanted it?

As we snaked our way out of the forest onto a scree-covered slope, I kept up the interview.

“And what about you, what have you seen, or want to see?”

“Memories aren’t facts, especially old ones.” His answer was vague enough to let me know there was something Pete wasn’t offering up. He had a story to tell and I wanted to hear it.

We walked through the narrow gorge, the walls of rock rising hundreds of feet on either side. The location of the miner’s cabin where the Bigfoot attack supposedly took place was unknown. The long-abandoned shelter had been consumed by the forest and the eruption of Mount St. Helens a few years back.

Pete held a general idea where it might be, but he admitted he was only guessing.

It didn’t matter; my goal was to scout out possible shooting locations. It was more important to figure out where we could set camera blinds and trail cams to capture the native wildlife in the area than to find the crumbling foundation of an old cabin.

While I was taking notes Pete gave me his thoughts on the Battle of Ape Canyon. He thought the miners were ‘spooked’ that night by a bunch of local high schoolers who took it upon themselves to cause some mischief. The idea that a group of Bigfoot had banded together to declare war on humanity seemed pretty dubious to Pete.

He remarked, “So, these ape things suddenly decide they want to kill or battle a bunch of men who had been at the cabin for years. Why? It doesn’t make any sense.”

I offered up an answer—whether it was a good one or not didn’t matter. “What if the miners had somehow ‘wronged’ these Bigfoot, cut down some trees that were nests, ruined a cave that was a shelter, or maybe accidentally killed one of their tribe, or pack, or whatever you call a group of Bigfoot?”

I told Pete that elephants in Africa and India had marched into villages, killing the locals when their habitat was being threatened. That there were flashpoints all over the world between wildlife and humans when certain boundaries were crossed.

At that point we had stopped our hike, resting amongst some boulders. A water and banana break.

I decided to ask Pete straight out about his belief in Bigfoot if he didn’t think the Ape Canyon story was true. He said just because he thought the Bigfoot battle story was a bunch of “bunk” it didn’t mean he didn’t believe.

So, he was a believer.

I asked him why he thought Bigfoot wasn’t a myth.

He put his faith in the noted disappearance of a friend of his, Jim Carter.

Back in 1963, Jim and Pete were climbing Mount St. Helens. They were part of a group of about twenty climbers who were on their way down the summit. It was mid-May and the slopes still held a heavy pack of snow. They were skiing off the peak with Pete’s friend Jim leading the way. He stopped at the edge of a drop-off, steep but nothing Jim hadn’t skied before.

Pete’s memories fell into place. “The snow wasn’t sloppy, even though it was May. A bit slushy but still fun to ski. It was one of those brilliant clear days. Not a cloud in the sky. There were eighteen of us, I think. Like I said, it’s been a while.”

Pete took a swig of water and looked out across the canyon. You could tell the moment was replaying in his mind.

“I saw Jim ski ahead. He was like that, always leading. He made his way to the edge of the couloir; you know, a steep gully.”

I nodded.

“Jim made it to the lip and paused there. He was easy to see. Wearing a red parka with a fur-lined hood. The rest of us were about a half-mile away. Jim gave a final wave and then went over the edge.”

Pete paused. I prodded him—“Did he seem like everything was ok?”

“Yep, he was the same old Jim. Nothing strange really, except…”

Another pause.

This one longer, as if Pete didn’t want to go on.

I offered up, “I don’t judge. Whatever you tell me, I’ll believe.”

He looked my way. “It’s just, I sound like a bit of a fool, after what I said about people seeing what they want to see.”

I smiled, reassuring him with a nod.

“What I remember about that last moment when Jim waved was how he waved. It wasn’t a, Hey there wave, you can see me and I’m now going over the cliff to ski down, it was as if he looked over the edge saw something, and was waving to us to hurry, you know, like he was telling us to come quick, to see what he was seeing. There was something that had caught his attention.”

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but I can tell you what I saw.”

A bald eagle swooped down above us and let out a cry, causing us both to look up and follow it down the valley as it spiraled lower and lower.

Pete continued, “Like I said, it seemed he was waving us to hurry up, but none of us were sure, so we kept our easy pace, cutting big S turns. No rush. We were all a bit gassed from the climb, our legs tired, so we weren’t going to be speeding down to Jim.”

For a moment, while Pete spoke, I debated whether I should break out the camera and record Pete’s story, but I thought better of it. Sometimes the moment you start recording people they stop sharing, and I didn’t want to keep Pete from opening up like he was doing.

“We finally get to the exact spot where Jim was standing when he waved to us. His ski tracks were right there. Over the edge, there was a swath of snow on a slope about a hundred yards wide with large boulders and crags on either side. When we looked over into the gully, there was no Pete.”

“Could he have skied all the way to the bottom?” I interrupted.

“Pete was fast and he was possibly the best skier amongst us, but he wasn’t that fast.”

“What about off to the side into the boulders?”

“That was the only explanation, but the sun had turned things a bit soupy on that side of the mountain. You couldn’t make out any tracks, just slush.”

I had to ask. “How does this tie into Bigfoot?”

Pete rose from the boulder he was sitting on, the question had made him stir. He stood there silent; his gaze cast everywhere but to me.

I questioned, “Bigfoot?”

Pete spoke without looking my way, “I went over the edge, and told the others to wait. I didn’t know if an avalanche had gotten Jim, so I wanted the others to hold back just in case.”

I said nothing, just listened as Pete kept on with his story.

“I was the next best skier, so it made sense that I went looking for him. I pointed my skis down and went for it. It was steep but skiable. Nothing that should have given Jim trouble. The snow was soupy like I said, but not the stuff that turned into an avalanche. I kept my tips ahead of me and made a big S on the way down, letting my eyes drift off to the sides to see if he was behind a boulder or in the rocky scree.”

Pete took a deep breath and then looked over to me.

“I saw it, or thought I did.”

“Saw it? Bigfoot?” I asked.

“Whatever you want to call it. The back of it. It was walking behind some boulders on the right side of the gully. I was moving, it was moving, so it wasn’t like I was a hundred percent sure of what I was seeing. It was like watching someone walking on the other side of a picket fence. There were moments, glimpses.”

“But it was brown, hairy…big?”

Pete nodded ‘Yes.’

“And Jim?”

“That’s the thing, if I didn’t know better it looked like the creature, or whatever I saw, was dragging something, pulling something over the rocks behind it.”

“What did you do?”

“I had skied past what I was seeing, so I looked up towards it, stopped, and yelled. I tried to sidestep my skis up to the spot, up the slope, but the slush wouldn’t let me get a hold. The others yelled if it was okay to come down, they wanted to know if I had seen something.”

Pete picked up a rock and threw it down into the ravine below us. I heard it click and clack as it hit the stony slope and tumbled down.

“I didn’t tell them what I saw. I just yelled back up to them to come on down and keep an eye out.”

“Why? Why not tell them?”

“Because I wasn’t sure what I saw. It could have been a bear or a big horn sheep, it was about fifty yards away, looking into the sun through some boulders.”

“But…” I was about to follow up and then Pete cut me off. His voice was firm, almost angry.

“But what? I should have said something, and tried to run after it? They never found a trace of Jim, so who knows what the hell happened.”

I didn’t say a word, but what could I say? Pete was tortured by it, so pushing him and asking why he didn’t do something a half-century earlier wouldn’t help or change a thing.

He turned to me and in an almost menacing tone said, “If you tell anyone, or put this in your film—I’ll deny it all, call you a goddam liar.”

Pete slung his pack on over his shoulders and continued on the trail leading onto the valley floor.

We didn’t say much to each other the rest of the day.

When we’d finished our hike and were in the parking lot heading to our separate cars, Pete walked over to me as I threw my pack into the trunk. He took the liberty of slamming it shut. He stood there quietly, looking me right in the eye, and said, “I’ll deny it all.”

We didn’t even shake hands. It seemed he had opened a self-inflicted wound that was more painful than he thought. I had a feeling his wound would never heal.

I was leaving Washington with locations where to set up cameras and a dark story that was riveting and compelling, but it wasn’t what I was looking for in the film. I was trying to deal with the real, the factual, not stories, and a ‘Maybe I saw.’

Pete’s story was safe with me, and I only share it now because he died a few years back and hopefully passed away in peace with himself.

My final location to scout was ground zero for Bigfoot.

I was heading to the site of the famous Patterson/Gimlin film.

To Bluff Creek, California.

This wasn’t the California of burgeoning cities and sunny beaches or scorching deserts, but rugged mountains and forests that covered the landscape like a never-ending tarp of green. This was Northern California, the tip-top of the state and home to some of the most remote wilderness in the lower forty-eight.

I wanted to set up camera traps around the exact spot where they filmed the “Bigfoot.”  It was along a small tributary of the Klamath River. We’d see what native animals called the area home and see how they used the river to drink or hunt.

I based myself out of nearby Willow Creek, which was the self-titled ‘Bigfoot Capital of the World,’ with over three hundred sightings occurring in the surrounding forests. While some people, like my guide Pete in Washington, were ashamed, or maybe a better word, embarrassed by what they might have seen, Willow Creek unabashedly embraced everything Bigfoot.

They held parades, food festivals, and special weekends all attached to the big hairy creature. T-shirts, mugs, and masks of Bigfoot lined the shelves of every store, from the local supermarket to the barber shops. If you could put a picture of Bigfoot on it, they were going to sell it in Willow Creek.

One of the nights I was in town, I arranged a dinner with two couples, Bob Gample and his wife Mary and Ted Blane and his spouse Nelly. They were lifelong residents of Willow Creek and were steeped in Bigfoot lore. But what really had me wanting to meet them was both Bob and Ted had been part of a famous encounter with the mythical beast in the 1950s.

After we had all put away some massive steaks and were swirling around glasses of cabernet, Ted, and Bob, with their wives by their sides, recounted what happened just outside Willow Creek one late afternoon in August a long time ago.

Bob started the conversation; he sported a full head of white hair and big ears that seemed a permanent shade of red. He leaned in as he spoke.

“Me and Ted were part of a logging crew, working up the road near Bluff. I remember it was really hot, hotter than a normal August day. We were driving up the dirt road to the site, windows open. There was no air-conditioning in your cars back then, at least not in my pick-up.”

Bob’s wife Mary placed her hand on her husband’s back as he spoke, giving him a reassuring rub.

“The road was a piece of crap, total washboard, so you had to take it slow, that and the damn deer always darting out.”

Bob’s buddy Ted laughed, then added, “Hell, you never had to go out hunting for deer, just go driving on that road and you’d hit one for sure.”

We all cracked a smile.

Ted took over the story, “So Bob’s driving and I’m riding shotgun, just passing the time, wondering where that bastard foreman, Dave Spingle, was gonna send us. And then all of a sudden instead of a deer jumping out on the road it was a holy as hell Bigfoot, or Sasquatch, or whatever you want to call it.”

Bob followed right up with, “It moved differently than what was in that Patterson film, in that footage the creature kind of loped, this one was a little crouched and bounded, it was still tall and walking but it moved more like…”

“An ape?” I added.

The two men nodded.

Ted’s wife Nelly urged him on, “Go ahead and tell him what happened next, no need to keep him in suspense.”

“Ok, ok. Well, Bob hits the brakes of course and we look at each other. We didn’t say anything—we knew what we were both thinking,”

Bob interjected. “Yep, we just saw a Bigfoot.” He continued, “I slam the car into park and for some reason run out and chase it. Ted, being as crazy as me, jumps out too. The next thing you know we’re both out in the forest chasing after the thing.”

At that moment, Bob and Ted both sat back. Their wives also shared a look. They would‘ve all made terrible poker players as they had shown their “tell”, the moment when they knew they were holding back something big, the ace in the hole.

I reassured them that nothing they told me would surprise me after the last ten days of my own little search for the mythical monster.

The two men started to rapid-fire the story, each blurting out a sentence.

Bob began, “We’re running, branches whipping by, trying our best to keep up.”

Then Ted, “I’m no more than a step behind Bob, my heart’s pumping, but my brain is also working, and it’s asking me, what the hell are you gonna do if you catch up to it? Which, to be honest, I didn’t have an answer, so I started shouting Bob’s name.”

“I hear him shout Bob! Bob! I take a moment and scream, What?”

Ted replied, “I yell back! What are we doing here? What happens if we find it?”

Bob laughed a bit when he spoke, “He had a point. I was so caught up in the moment that I hadn’t thought things through.”

Bob’s wife smirked and let out, “Sounds just like you.”

She reached out and held her husband’s hand.

Bob smiled, then he hushed his tone, not wanting the other restaurant goers to take in what he was saying, “There we were, about a football’s field distance from the car, deep in the middle of the forest and I realized that this thing was bigger than a USC lineman. I suddenly felt kind of dumb and…”

Ted finished Bob’s sentence, “Vulnerable.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t say I was scared. I was just noticing that where we stopped, we were pretty far from the car and out in the woods with this creature. Vulnerable, that’s the word.”

Nelly, Ted’s wife, knew there was more. She had probably heard the story hundreds of times. “Go on, don’t stop there…this man,” she was talking about me, “this man won’t judge you, I feel he’s good folk, he understands.” I appreciated her trust and looked at both Ted and Bob and added, “I’m all ears.”

Ted went on. “It sounds so stupid when I say it, but we both felt like we were being watched, but not by just one of them creatures, but a few. There were some twig snaps and movement in the brush that made it appear we were being circled.”

Bob added, “I didn’t even notice it, but I had slipped my knife from my belt sheath and had it in my hand.”

“Then there was the howl. It was like a loud owl, but it went on longer, louder as if it wasn’t that far away.”

I suddenly remembered the sound of the Bigfoot call when I was with Pam and her crew. It sounded just like Ted described it. Hell, I had used those same words when I was talking with Pam.

“Like an owl, but longer.”

Bob agreed with Ted’s description, “Yep, a long loud owl. Scared the shit out of me. I never heard an owl calling out like that in the day.”

Ted lowered his voice to almost a whisper, “Then there was another and another, it was as if they were calling out to each other, maybe even gathering in numbers. It was then that Bob turned and without a word started running back to the truck, and just like before I was right behind him, he didn’t have to say a word.”

“I was in the lead and could see the truck.”

“I was no more than two steps behind Bob when I heard what sounded like something running up behind us. I didn’t turn, I didn’t want to. Not sure I wanted to see what it was and how close.”

Bob stopped and shook his head, knowing that his story seemed as farfetched as talk of mermaids and fairies.

Ted sat there silent.

Nelly chimed in, “I always tell him it’s good to share the story, let folks know what’s out there, and it’s good for him and Bob, you know, sharing is caring.”

I wasn’t following Nelly’s logic too much, but I nodded along with her, anything to keep the story going.

Nelly looked at her husband the way I wanted my future wife to look at me one day, with total open love and not an ounce of judgment.

Bob continued, “We make it to the car, and I reach into the back bed of the pickup and grab an axe. I’m thinking I’m not going down without a fight. I turn to the forest and it looks like there are three of them things coming at us, it’s hard to see because of the thick trees, but that’s the best I can guess, when all of a sudden there’s this blast of a horn.”

Ted interrupted, “It was me, for some reason I decided to hit the truck’s horn and hold it down, figured it might scare them, and it did. It stopped whatever was charging us in their tracks. I hop in, start her up, and tell Bob to drop his Paul Bunyan routine and get in the cab. And then I peeled out of there like a freaking astronaut blasting into space, leaving a cloud of dust like rocket exhaust behind me.”

The two men were done with their tale. They shared a glance and then Bob raised his glass of wine and sent out a toast, “To that big hairy beast running through the trees, you’ll never catch me.”

“Or me,” added Ted.

We finished the night with Bob and Ted talking about how much ridicule they’d experienced since that day. How their fellow workers teased them mercilessly, so much so that they quit logging and went into construction. They vented about family and friends who’d giggle and laugh at them whenever they attended the same social gatherings.

But it wouldn’t stop them from telling their story. They knew what happened and wouldn’t change it just because people didn’t believe them.

The thing was, just like Pam, and Pete, and now with Bob and Ted, none of these folks seemed to be expanding on the truth of what they experienced. They weren’t “spinning a yarn” just for me, but recounting what truly happened in their minds. There was no motivation for them to open themselves to judgment, other than that age-old impulse to share an experience with others.  Like I’m doing with you now.

I’m not confirming they encountered Bigfoot, just that each of them experienced something that didn’t fall under the normal breadth of explanations.

I bid my goodbyes to Ted, Mary, Bob, and Nelly, with hugs all around.

I left Willow Creek right after dinner that night.

My scout trip was done. I would return to New York, edit together some footage, and make a final pitch to National Geographic for the Bigfoot film.

I couldn’t fly from Willow Creek, so I’d drive about an hour west, towards the coastal town of Eureka, and I’d leave the next morning from the airport there. The road out of Willow Creek was a winding, hairpin-laden stretch of highway labeled SR 299 that cut through the Klamath Mountains. I hoped to get to the coast by midnight, and then get a few hours of sleep before my 8:00 a.m. flight.

I fueled up the car and grabbed a cup of gas station coffee, black, to counteract the wine from dinner. I didn’t have a buzz, but I did know my full stomach, the cabernet, and the late hour could lead to me nodding off and ending up at the bottom of a ravine.

The time of day meant the road was nearly empty, only occasionally being blinded by the headlights of another car heading inland. The night was clear, and at one point coming out of a curve, I was regaled with a stunning view of the full moon setting over the mountains, its bluish light filling the valley of endless trees below.

I pulled over along the righthand side of the road. As there wasn’t a turn-off, I tucked the car along the forested slope. I popped the trunk to grab my video camera and tripod. The shot of the heavy moon and rolling landscape would be nice to have when I started editing, so I made my way across the road to set up along the ravine’s edge.

As I was filming, I heard a howling rise from the trees below. It was the familiar wail from up in Canada, and the one Ted and Bob described at dinner. I couldn’t help myself and I childishly tried my best to mimic the howl, letting out my own somber wail, and broadcasting it out into the night.

There was no callback.

But behind me, where I parked the car there was a rustling sound.

Something moving through the trees.

Now usually, I wouldn’t have even been remotely concerned. Animals traverse through the forest at all times of the day and some prefer darkness. But after twelve days of tracking Bigfoot and listening to stories about friends being dragged away, or being stalked by the creature I suddenly felt a deep unease.

And like Bob and Ted, I felt like something was watching me.

The full moon’s light made it easy to see across the road to my car. Upslope from where I had parked, I could make out a stand of trees, and from ground level to about seven feet high branches were moving. More than likely, it was a bull male elk, standing six feet at the shoulder and his antlers rising above that.

But I couldn’t help but think that it could be something else.

A Bigfoot?

Did I stupidly call one in with my pathetic howl?

Whether it was the full moon, the constant Bigfoot theme of my life the last month, or the gas station coffee churning in my stomach, I knew wanted to get the hell out of there. I picked up the tripod and camera and held it like a baseball bat, a handy weapon as I crossed the road back to my car. If Bigfoot did decide to come after me, I was ready to slam my 2000-dollar camera across its jaw if it bought me some time to escape.

My eyes were anchored on the spot where I saw the branches move. There hadn’t been any change in the last few moments, everything was still. As I got to the trunk, I had to turn my back on the forest. I worked fast, then I heard the crunch of twigs being stepped on, and branches swaying behind me. I gave up on the trunk and rushed to the driver’s side door.

I got inside, tossing the tripod onto the passenger seat.

And then like a bad horror movie cliché I fumbled guiding the key into the ignition.

I heard something breaking through the forest behind me and I could have sworn the car moved, like it was bumped.

I didn’t look back, my focus was on getting the car started.

When the engine woke, I jammed the gas, hit the road, and whipped the car around the nearby turn.

I was amazed at the genuine fear my body had manufactured. Sweat had dampened every crevice on my body, my heart was thumping like I was in cardio hell.

Of course, it was probably just an elk, or maybe a really big black bear, but my imagination took the reins of reality and drove me towards the monstrous. For the first time, I truly understood the real terror that Pete felt by what he “thought” he saw, and the genuine fear in the story that Bob and Ted told. It also explained Pam’s unwavering belief that she was tracking a real creature, not some mythical beast.

My fear and my feelings were real, just like theirs.

As I drove into Eureka looking for my hotel, my shirt was still a little damp, but my heart rate was back down to Lazy-boy TV-watching mode. I finally found the place and pulled into the lot, just as a light rain began to fall.

I grabbed the tripod and camera, covered it with my jacket to keep it dry, glad it hadn’t been used as a club, and walked back to the trunk to get my bag.

As I was ready to lift the hatch, I noticed a large muddy handprint on the red paint on the back of the trunk.

I stood there, shocked.

The print was large, larger than any human hand unless that human was Shaq.

Was that the thump I felt when I was fumbling with the keys?

I watched as the rain washed away the mysterious handprint. Like hundreds before me, I had no proof of what I had experienced, just a firm belief that maybe Bigfoot does exist.

Which is either a mighty comforting thought, or a really discomforting one, depending on where you stand in believing in monsters.

I happen to like the idea that monsters are out there, waiting for us.

Watching.


WHO WILL WEEP FOR THE BED BUGS

I’ve spent many nights in hotel rooms and woken up realizing I was something’s dinner.

I’m not sure whom I’m writing this for or if it’ll ever be seen. The world was at our fingertips by tapping, swiping, or commanding – “Hey Siri, find me pizza.” I wrote articles and posted them online, and within minutes I could see how many people had read them. Now I’m scribbling this on a tattered yellow legal pad and hoping my pen doesn’t run out.

I was in New York City when Hurricane Sandy hit and was amazed at how fast things broke down. When the power went out, it got ‘Lord of the Flies’ really quick. Everything seemed to switch to the 18th century in a matter of days. No running water, or electricity, and we had to search for food since everything was spoiling. I walked from 96th Street down to the Village in search of a supermarket that still had something on its shelves.

When I think back to then, I thought that was society marching towards a tipping point.

A warning bell that we weren’t in control as much as we thought.

I wish this was that.

I’m part of a caravan of buses heading west out of New York looking for a cave, grotto, or cavern. Anyone of them could hold the key to our survival. As with our Neanderthal cousins thousands of years ago, it seems a hole in the earth or a cave on the side of a mountain might be our best shelter and protection.

It’s a slim hope, but what else is there?

Where to start? Not at the beginning, but a little before, when our hubris was guiding our actions.

They were the self-pronounced experts at killing. By re-arranging the letters on the Periodic Chart and creating a new chemical, the Taxus Corporation had found ways to destroy a host of what we used to classify as pests. Mosquitoes, wasps, fire ants, and roaches all got shoved towards extinction by the chemical magic that Taxus conjured up in their labs in Arkansas.

Everyone heard of Taxus, from their clever catchphrase and jingle; “We’re the bestus at killing pestus, so just call Taxus”. That little ditty became an earworm you couldn’t help but hum along, especially with the catchy strumming banjo that accompanied it. Who knew poison could be so folksy?

Taxus was everywhere.

A stroll down a supermarket aisle in Denver or Beijing would reveal shelves filled with their sprays, traps, and poisons. All of them tattooed with their bulls-eye logo. Whether you lived out in the country or were packed into an apartment in the city, there was a good chance you used a Taxus product to kill some icky creepy-crawly invading your space.

Bill Taxus began as a one-man exterminator in Little Rock. He’d graduated from Arkansas University as a chemical engineer and used his degree to create poisons that pinpointed specific insects while leaving the so-called good ones alive.

Destroy the Killer Bee but leave the Honey Bee alone.

He’d go from yard to yard spraying his chemical fog to rid you of whatever critter was making your life miserable.

Fire Ants were a big problem around those parts back then. They hitched a ride on a cargo ship from South America and soon after swarming ant armies were turning backyards into dead zones. No matter how good your grilled brisket tasted, no one was coming over to your barbeque if it meant risking a painful fire ant sting.

A call to Bill Taxus would make everything better. He’d come over with his lethal potions and soon the fire ants would be gone, poisoned into oblivion. The best part was Bill’s claim that the toxic concoctions he sprayed and poured were only harmful to the pests he was targeting. People challenged that claim, but numerous government agencies gave their thumbs up. It turned out Bill Taxus was right, his stuff wasn’t some Agent Orange-type cancer bomb.

It was perfect.

Remember I mentioned our hubris.

In just a few years the Taxus business grew to a multi-billion-dollar behemoth. Their headquarters in Little Rock employed so many people they contributed to a quarter of all of Arkansas’s economy.  Bill had more power than any Governor, Senator, state senator, or Congressperson in the state. His influence crossed state lines and even nations.

Bill and his band of chemists created batches of miracle mixtures. They wiped out insect-borne diseases which plagued humans for millennia. In ten years their concoctions had eradicated Sleeping Sickness in Africa, West Nile in North America, and Dengue Fever in most of South America. There was talk that Bill Taxus would be receiving the Nobel Peace Prize. Not only had he saved numerous picnics from turning into scratching disasters, but he’d saved millions of lives across the world.

The newest brew Taxus developed was probably its greatest seller.  It helped us conquer a scourge that beset man since we first walked upright off the African plains.

Although no one wanted to admit that global warming was real, there was no denying the summers were hotter and winters shorter, a perfect recipe for bed bugs to become a plague across the world. They were unavoidable, it seemed that everyone was walking around with the telltale signs of an infestation. The dreaded three red bumps. They’d show up anywhere. On your legs, chest, and worst of all, your face.

It seemed bed bugs liked to do things in threes. The trilogy of bumps were feeding marks. A sign of them having breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Their meals were your blood. They gobbled it up by sticking a thin tube into your outer skin and then slurping. Their self-manufactured anti-coagulant kept your blood flowing and usually resulted in you scratching yourself senseless.

There used to be a shame factor when someone had a bed bug problem. It was a sign of a certain level of low-class grime, but now rich and poor were afflicted. Ms. Hedge Fund’s blood was just as tasty as Mr. Homeless’s. Nowhere was safe. Every neighborhood, school, restaurant, movie theater, and office had them.

There were ways to get rid of them, none of them foolproof. You could try calling in the ‘Hot Box Boys’, exterminators who’d come into your home with giant heaters, seal your house in plastic wrap, and then bake your belongings to a toasty 196 degrees.

That usually did the trick, as bed bugs couldn’t survive such high temperatures. They liked it hot, but not that hot. But the little buggers were starting to survive the furnace blasts and the usual chemical foggers didn’t work. They were adapting, evolving, and showing us why they had been around since the time of the dinosaurs.

The problem with any pest infestation is having to kill them all. If one survives and it’s a pregnant female, you’ve done nothing to clear out your space. In a matter of days, the parasites would be draining your platelets again and you’d be right back where you started.

Nope, the only way to win the war against these blood-sucking bugs was to kill every last one.

That’s where Taxus stepped up to the plate. Another miracle poison was produced and like all their other noxious products this one was laser-focused on bed bugs. Your newborn infant and the pretty little ladybugs wouldn’t be harmed. Taxus really was “…the bestus at killing pestus.”

There was some objection about wiping out a species, even something as vile as the bed bug. Scientists showed up on CNN and Fox News taking up the cause of the little parasite, arguing that they’d been on the planet for nearly 200 million years, and we shouldn’t play god in deciding which species survived and which didn’t.

The response was swift. Many pointed out we didn’t have any objections to wiping out certain bacteria and viruses that were also put on earth by God. Were bed bugs really that different than E. coli or the Spanish Flu? They were parasitic, caused harm, and didn’t do any of the “good” things other insects managed to do, such as pollinate flowers and plants, or bring joy on summer nights like fireflies.

In the end, there wasn’t a formal vote; it was decided by the public.

When Taxus launched its ‘Bed Bug Away Spray,’ it flew off the shelves. A few puffs from an aerosol can and the bugs were gone.

God be damned.

One of the loudest voices raised against the genocidal war unleashed on the bed bug was Dr. Paul Bentley, the curator of Parasites at the American Museum of Natural History. He’d been studying them for years and had discovered that bed bugs secreted chemicals that combated certain fungi and might even be a source of helpful pharmaceutical enzymes.

The next penicillin might come out of bed bug excretion, he argued. Dr. Bentley wanted to maintain a small sample of the bugs for continuing study. It seemed like an acceptable option, so a few universities and researchers kept a population in controlled and secure holding pens. Sort of how the CDC kept certain viruses in biohazard containment.

Within a year, biologists surmised that nearly 98% of all bed bugs were gone. The remaining survivors were latched onto birds and bats that lived in caves, their original homes. When humans first congregated, some hundred thousand years ago, we looked for caves for shelter. It wasn’t long before the bed bugs migrated off the bats and found us just as tasty.

Aside from a few caves scattered across the globe and those kept by scientists, Taxus had helped humankind rid the planet of bed bugs.

The phrase ‘Who knew?’ didn’t even begin to cover what happened next.

The first deaths were off Australia’s Bondi Beach. There could have been others in more remote locations, but the Australia incident made the headlines because of the video. It had a billion views after half a day. What first catches your attention when watching—and there’s a lot to catch your attention—are the screams. The horrific shrieks that rise like a chorus.

The video begins like a typical day at the shore, with people swimming, and sunning, and then suddenly the first cry rings out. You think it’s a shark attack, someone locked in the jaws of a great white. Chaos follows as hundreds of people rush from the water. But most of the swimmers don’t make it to shore, they disappear under the surface, screaming as they’re pulled under. Their cries turn into gurgling whimpers when they realize the inevitable: they won’t survive.

Then the creatures appeared and you knew it wasn’t sharks.

They resembled jellyfish-like blobs about the size of a car, undulating out of the water.

Their translucent bodies shimmered with iridescence as they left the ocean and reached the sand. They seemed to glide along a trail of slime, like giant slugs. What was truly terrifying, was that you could look inside the bodies of the creatures. You could see the people they had just eaten. Some of the victims were still moving, fighting to get out.

The thought of being eaten alive and watching the world around you as you’re digested was too horrific to imagine.

The most disturbing part of the video is when one of the creatures attacks a child. It comes upon a crying little boy alone on a blanket. The jellyfish-like thing suddenly shoots out an appendage, like a chameleon’s tongue, and grabs the boy and pulls it into its body. The “thing” then divides in two. One half had the body of its victim, the other empty and looking to feed.

As you watched the video you saw ten of the creatures suddenly become twenty and then forty. In a matter of minutes, they ate their way off the beach.

Every coastline on every continent reported the same thing.

But as our front door was being smashed in, we forgot about the back door.

The creatures rose out of the lakes too. Thank god, not every lake or pond, just the deeper ones. It seemed they had to be at least 300 feet in depth for the creatures to come slithering out. If Chicago thought it was safe, it wasn’t. Detroit was as screwed as Tokyo.

Shock and disbelief were the immediate reactions.

More videos and more information poured in. The police and SWAT teams were the first to respond. Bullets didn’t do much, they passed through the gelatinous bodies of the creatures. Some of the gunshots mercifully killed the people dissolving in their stomachs.

That’s what they were called, creatures, as we struggled to comprehend what they were and why.

The first thing we learned about them was how quickly they multiplied. Within three days there were over one million of them. If we didn’t figure out how to stop them by the end of the week, there’d be 200 million. In a month, no one wanted to do the math.

Stopping them was the biggest problem. Every army, in every nation, was called out to fight. A well-placed grenade from a launcher or a 50-millimeter machine gun would rip them to shreds. The problem was they had surprised us so fast that they fanned out before we got to deploy our forces. They were in the cities and the suburbs as well as the deep rural areas. Our armies were spread too thin. We couldn’t bomb them or nuke them without nuking ourselves.

Fire worked, but the collateral damage caused by burning buildings came at too high a cost. Firefighters didn’t venture out to fight the flames in fear of being attacked. Most of Boston, Paris, and Quito were reduced to smoldering ash.

They were also incredibly strong; it was surmised they were basically all muscle. Escaping to your home or high-rise apartment offered no protection, as they pushed into wherever they wanted at will. 

Biologists observed that they appeared to be related to cephalopods, sea creatures that were part of the same genus as squid and octopus. And like cephalopods they were incredibly intelligent and communicated to one another via shimmering colors they created through their outer skin.

Why didn’t we know about them? How did they escape our prying eyes? The answer was simple: deep-water research was minimal. We knew more about the surface of the moon than the bottom of the ocean. The same went for most lakes. Research had stagnated. Outer space was always more exciting than our inner space.

Some surmised that they’d been dormant, living beneath the muck of our lakes and seas. Paleontologists started to re-think extinction theories; the creatures might have been responsible for some of our past extinction events.

Maybe it wasn’t a comet that took out T-Rex but these things. Since their bodies were all soft tissue, there’d be no fossil record of them.

But why now? What made them invade and finally show themselves?

Dr. Bentley, the curator of Parasites at the American Museum of Natural History was the first to connect the dots. He knew that many parasitic creatures kept other creatures in check. The Aphidius colemani, or parasitic wasp, picks up the distress signals of plants infested by aphids, tiny sap-sucking insects that wipe out gardens with their insatiable appetite.

The parasitic wasps swarm to the aphids and lay their eggs in them, killing them. What if the bed bug provided humans or the surface world with the same protection as the parasitic wasps? If our guardians were gone the invaders would follow. Who knew bed bugs had been our silent saviors?

An experiment with some of the last bed bugs kept at the museum and a captured creature confirmed the theory. The creature, kept in a steel trap, immediately reacted when a Petri dish with thirty-bed bugs was brought within fifty yards of its cage. The creature vibrated, shaking its metal enclosure so violently it wobbled along the ground.

Cameras revealed it shimmering in a red and green pattern, hues never seen before. They alternated the colors faster and faster as the bed bugs were brought closer. The creature was showing signs of distress.

When one single bed bug entered the cage, the creature tried whatever it could to avoid the tiny insect. As the bed bug latched onto the creature it only took five minutes before all color faded from its skin, soon after it went from translucent to opaque. Another five minutes and the thing was dead.

Something secreted by the beg bug, something we didn’t know about, was like Sarin gas to the creatures. Just the mere scent of it might have been enough to keep the monstrous organisms from coming on land. Or whatever the bedbug emitted could have been slowly leaching into the groundwater, the ocean, the lakes, keeping the creatures from proliferating. But now that its Achilles heel was found, what were our options? We had practically wiped out our greatest weapon against the creatures.

Before most communications went down, word got out that people should head to caves and caverns where bats and swallows made their homes. It was there that the remaining bed bugs that survived our purge could offer protection.

Better yet, we were supposed to coax the bed bugs from the bats and birds onto our skin. In the meantime, scientific institutions that had bed bugs left for study would try to figure out what the bed bugs secreted and how to synthesize it.

Hubris. We thought we had the right to wipe out one of God’s creatures and he smacked us down for thinking it.

The bus I’m on is heading to an area in central Pennsylvania that’s pot-marked with caves and host to a colony of bats. I think it’s called Kurtztown or Kutztown, I’m not sure. Our caravan has a military escort and we’ve been attacked twice.

We lost three buses. 

I’m on one of the six remaining vehicles speeding forward for the single purpose of becoming a host to one of humankind’s worst scourges.

I hope and pray that I become infested.


BRANCHING OUT

Cut off a limb and another may appear.

The sound of screeching tires grabs you by the throat and holds you in suspense. Just like an ominous drumroll, the prelude to a final cymbal crash you hope you never hear.

Hank Peters was used to the sound. He heard it nearly six times a day. Rubber and road meeting and disagreeing. Morning through night, it never stopped. He lived alone on a rural road in Carter, West Virginia. The town he’d been born in, lived most of his seventy-four years, and where he’d die.

His house was a two-story colonial, whose color would best be described as peeling. It sat on the end of a steep tree-lined hill that poured into a hairpin curve. The elbow-bent road whipped out cars with a parabolic delight. The drivers always misjudged their speed and the sharpness of the turn. Whoever designed the thoroughfare must have failed basic engineering, or else had a macabre sense of humor.

Speeding SUVs were the worst. Their top-heavy design helped sling-shot them toward Hank’s house. They were forever breaching his front fence. It happened so many times he gave up fixing it and pulled it up for firewood a few winters back. With the fence gone, Hank lost the first five feet of his lawn to the heedless automobiles and their drivers. The grass was ripped up by the constant drift of tires onto his yard.

It wasn’t always this way. There was a time when hardly a car rolled by Hank’s place. It was a quiet street in the older part of town. You only drove out this way if you lived here, were visiting, or were lost.

Then they built the Summerset Mall and everything changed. 

The road passing Hank’s home became a shortcut to the local mecca of spending. Hank complained about the rush of cars, the constant flow that paid no mind to the 20-mile-per-hour speed limit. He demanded the town put a red light at the top of the curve to slow cars down, but no one listened to the rants of an angry old man.

Hank had gotten the reputation of being a bit of a curmudgeon. He always showed up at Town Hall ready to cause a ruckus about his property taxes, his neighbor’s dog, or the constant parade of cars screeching in front of his home. Hank had kept a tally. Over the years he had lost his fence, four mailboxes, half his lawn, and countless hours of sleep—but no one cared.
             At night the tire screeching was always louder.

That evening, Hank was just about to nod off when the sound of rubber skidding on asphalt filled his room. Some poor soul was slamming their brakes hoping to avoid an imminent disaster. The screeching note rang out in Hank’s bedroom, rising in volume, gaining in pitch, building to its finale. Hank leaned forward, waiting for the coda to the catastrophic symphony.

It came with a booming crash.

The collision shook the bed Hank was lying in. The pictures on his wall rattled. A photo of him and his wife Emily fell to the floor. The glass in the frame shattered on impact. One more entry into the ledger of things Hank had lost to the road.

Without looking out his second-floor bedroom window, Hank knew what happened.

Someone misjudged their speed and the sharpness of the curve and couldn’t pull out of their spin-out. They hadn’t just chewed up his lawn, but slammed into the massive hemlock tree that held its ground in Hank’s front yard.

The hemlock was at least a hundred years old, maybe even a thousand, no one really knew.  Six grown men holding hands couldn’t complete a circle around it. Its roots dug deep and spread out fifty feet in every direction. When the speeding Toyota slammed into it at eighty miles per hour, the roots shook the ground. It was as if an earthquake’s epicenter was under Hank’s lawn.

Hank stepped onto his front porch with a tattered flannel robe wrapped around his body. The screeching tires and the deafening crash were replaced by the early autumn silence. It was too late in the year for crickets and too early for the rustle of dead leaves. He flicked on the porch light to take in the unpleasant scene before him. The Toyota had plowed headfirst into the tree, which seemed unfazed by the collision.

It hadn’t given an inch.

The car on the other hand was an accordion of steel and shattered glass. Its normal ten feet length crushed to about half that size.

Hank walked over to the accident. His slippers slid on the grass as if it had rained, but it hadn’t. He looked down and realized he was practically skating over thousands of worms that had wriggled to the topsoil. The vibration from the crash disturbed their normal routine. En masse, they tunneled their way to the surface, their slithering, glistening bodies everywhere. Hank had never seen that before. It was revolting.

The smell of gasoline and oil filled his nostrils. For a split second, Hank worried the car might explode, so he stopped and made sure nothing was burning. Satisfied, he stepped to the passenger side of the car. He couldn’t tell if anyone was sitting there.

The back half of the car had squeezed all the way forward creating folds of metal where there used to be a window. If anyone was sitting there, they were now as much a part of the car as its paint.

He circled the tree to the driver’s side. An arm stuck out of the car like a branch from the hemlock. It was pale, white, and unscathed. Hank walked over to it and stood no more than a foot away from the outstretched hand. No sleeve or cloth was covering the arm. By some miracle, it didn’t have a scratch mark or streak of blood.

It protruded out between a whisper-thin fold of metal.  The fingernails were covered in an orange polish with metallic glitter that collected the moonlight. It wasn’t the hand of an old woman, but a teenager.

A young girl.

Hank pulled his cell out of the pocket of his robe. It was an old flip phone, not one of those fancy iPhones that Hank had no use for. He hadn’t a clue what texting was, or emojis, and didn’t care. His phone was to make calls, that’s it. And even that was a rare occurrence since Emily passed. There was no other family and Hank didn’t have any friends.

He dialed 9-1-1 and called in the accident. He told them no reason to rush, there were no survivors.

Then the hand moved.

The fingers twitched.

It caused Hank to step back.

The fist clenched and unclenched as if reaching for another hand. The skin on the arm had turned even paler. Hank figured the veins were severed but a few nerves were still connected. 

A voice rose out of the wreckage. It pleaded, “Help me”. It was the sound of a young girl begging through tears. Hank didn’t answer.

The girl kept asking, “Am I going to die? Am I going to die?”. Hank knew she would. There was no way she could survive being crushed like she was.

He had seen this in Vietnam during the war. There was a soldier who flipped a Jeep and was trapped under its hood. His body crushed beneath the weight of the car, but his neck, head, and one arm poked out from beneath the wreckage. The soldier talked to Hank, joked, and even drank a beer waiting for the Jeep to be raised.

The soldier thought he’d just wiggle free, like those worms under Hank’s slippers. When they finally lifted the vehicle the soldier died instantly—the weight of the Jeep was the only thing keeping his organs and blood from spilling out of his severed body. Hank knew the girl was doomed and to be honest, he didn’t care.

Hank had put up with the constant assault on his peace and quiet for the last four years. His home was violated without anyone caring. His pleas about the road were met by eye-rolls and turned heads. Maybe now, they’d listen. Maybe now, they’d do something about these cars and his lawn. Secretly, Hank wanted this girl to die. A reparation for all his troubles caused by the road over the last few years.

She called out again. Her plea was louder and drenched in tears. “I don’t want to die.” Hank answered, his voice snide and uncaring, “But you are going to die, and it serves you right. You deserve it.”

The words fell out of Hank’s mouth like an anchor.

Even he was surprised he said it aloud. But from time to time, Hank was known to say what he felt without a filter. It’s why he was standing alone on his front lawn in a tattered twenty-five-year-old robe.

The girl wailed as if Hank’s words caused her more pain than the crumpled metal crushing her bones. The sound was awful, for a moment Hank wished he could take back what he said; the girl’s screech held such an aching tone of pure misery. Then it stopped like it was snipped by scissors. She didn’t make another sound.

Her outstretched arm bent down. Her palm opened and went limp.

She was dead.

Just then oncoming sirens howled.

Three fire trucks, an ambulance, and two cop cars turned Hank’s yard into an emergency vehicle parking lot. Hank watched as rescue workers tried to get the girl out of the car.  There was no sense of urgency, someone had taken the teenager’s pulse. She was officially dead.

Still, the job of extricating the body had to be done. They couldn’t leave her in there. The first thing they used was the ‘jaws-of-life’, the hydraulic tool that could pry apart the folds of steel. But the crushed metal was too condensed, the jaws couldn’t find purchase to get a grip.

They decided to use a couple of tow trucks. One pulling on the front, the other from the back. They’d stretch out the car like pulling apart a squeezed-in accordion.

Hank seethed in anger as the tow trucks ripped up his lawn, wheels spinning as they strained to tug the car apart. The girl’s arm fell off onto the grass as the Toyota finally unfolded.

Someone screamed at the sight of it dropping.

The police approached Hank on his porch and asked him some questions about the time of the crash and what he heard. Hank didn’t offer up his conversation with the girl. When he was done with the cops, Hank gave up watching and went inside. His bedroom was awash in a red and blue glow from the constant flash of the firetruck’s lights. After about an hour and two glasses of scotch, Hank fell asleep.    

In the light of the next morning, Hank was thoroughly pissed at how screwed up his lawn looked. It was now just a field of deep ruts. It used to be just the first five feet of his front yard was mud, now his whole lawn was a giant pig pen.

Hank fumed. Someone would have to pay for this.

He made his way to the tree, which aside from missing some bark was undamaged. Down by his feet, the ground was covered in a patch of oil and fluids from the car.

The puddle was a darkish black with a hint of red. Hank couldn’t help but wonder if some of it was blood. He knew transmission fluid was red, but still, what if it was blood? The thought made him step away from the small puddle. He scraped the sole of his shoes against the hump of a protruding root.

The thick liquid glistened.

Hank uncoiled the green hose from the side of the house. He worked the nozzle, spraying water over the viscous puddle that had pooled under his tree. He thinned it out and diluted it until the oily texture was gone.

The worms had tunneled back into the earth, having returned to their subterranean lives.

Hank stomped up the steps to Town Hall. He knew exactly where to go; second floor, third door to the left.

The office of the Town Supervisor.

When Hank walked in a collective sigh rose in the room. They all knew what a visit from Hank meant. For the next thirty minutes, he ranted and raved about his grass. He told them he knew this was going to happen, he’d warned them over and over. He finished his harangue with a demand for payment to get his yard fixed.

Hank was told a young girl had died and his yelling about a ruined lawn seemed inappropriate. That set Hank off on another rant. He went on for thirty more minutes, berating everyone within earshot.

A town worker instructed Hank to take photos of the damage. He’d need an estimate from three local landscapers and then the town would consider a reimbursement of funds. Hank mumbled to himself in anger as he sidled into his car and headed home.

When he pulled up to his house, he caught sight of a man and woman standing in front of his tree. Hank pulled into the driveway and his eyes locked onto the couple. As he approached them the woman knelt. The man turned to Hank, his hand outstretched, palm open.

Hank awkwardly shook his hand. He was the dead girl’s father and the woman sobbing was her mother. A wreath had been placed at the bottom of Hank’s tree with the name ‘Beth’ written across it.

The father did all the talking. The mother wept, her eyes glued to a photo inside the wreath at the base of the tree. He asked Hank most of the same questions as the police. Hank answered as best he could. But then the nature of the questions turned and the conversation transformed into an interrogation. The father seemed to harbor some anger towards Hank.

The mother blurted out the reason for the father’s wrath between choking sobs. They received texts from their daughter. It seemed that even though she was crushed within the car’s steel coffin, she was able to send some final messages to her parents.

The texts read “help”, then “I love you” and finally, “He said I’m going to die and I deserve it. Why?” That was the last message from their daughter.

The father demanded Hank tell him what that meant. He asked if Hank was there. Did he say that to his daughter and did she die in despair?”

Hank stammered out a lie, but the father didn’t believe him. Voices were raised. Hank screamed they needed to leave his property or he’d call the cops. 

The mother, broken and in hysterics, laid a hand on the tree and whispered a silent goodbye. Her husband pulled her to the car. The mother’s glare burned onto Hank as they drove away, disappearing around the curve that had caught their daughter.

Hank grabbed a bottle of scotch and poured himself a full glass. He was livid. Between the Town Hall and these parents, he was made to feel he’d done something wrong. But in truth, he’d warned them about this. Hank poured another glass, then another. He wallowed in anger and fell asleep.

When Hank woke, it was dark. He squinted as he peered out his front window, his eyes glassy from too much liquor. He could see a patch of glowing lights tucked near the bottom of the hemlock.         

He didn’t have a clue what it was.

Hank rambled down the porch steps and bee-lined to the strange glow. The base of the trunk had disappeared under a blanket of flowers, wreaths, and hand-drawn signs. And there were candles, scores of them.

Their flames lit the upstart memorial that had sprung up in Hank’s yard. There were so many that he felt a measure of heat, like an open oven door, as he stood over them.

A car pulled up on the road, its right-side tires resting on Hank’s muddy lawn. Two teenage girls piled out and drifted over to the tree, tears in their eyes.

They paid no attention to Hank. One of the girls laid a teddy bear near the tree. The other knelt and lit a candle. They both cried in unison, a chorus of sobs. Eventually, Hank was able to cut through their tears and learn that Beth, the dead girl, was a high-school senior. She was the most popular girl in the school, and only seventeen. It seemed Beth was voted homecoming queen, and was the front-runner for every high school honor that popularity brought. 

Hank had heard enough. He turned and headed back into his home. He had no time for grief. It had shaped his whole life. Vietnam was a circus of grief—every friend he made there ended up dead. His wife’s cancer, his son’s alcoholism then suicide, brought more misery. Death and grief followed Hank everywhere and now his front lawn was ground zero for a whole town’s mourning.

It was after midnight. Hank’s son sat on the white upholstered camel-back chair in the corner of Hank’s bedroom. A noose was around his son’s neck. His face was pale and gaunt. Hank watched as his son tried to pull the noose off, but couldn’t.

The slipknot was too tight. His son started crying, begging Hank to help, “Why don’t you help me, don’t let me do this. Please, Dad.”

Hank knew it was a dream. It was the same one he’d had hundreds of times since his son hung himself from the rafter in the downstairs dining room.

Hank woke up and had another glass of scotch.

At dawn, Hank was dressed and had the water hose in his hand. He used it to douse all the candles that encircled his tree. He then grabbed the wreaths, stuffed animals, and flowers and shoved them into trash bags.

Beth was very popular; it took six bags in total. The ground was clear of every token of sympathy laid under the tree over the last night. Hank’s message was clear. He wasn’t going to let his yard become some makeshift cemetery.

When Hank was done, he headed inside. As he walked, a tree limb snapped from the highest reaches of the hemlock. It rocketed towards the ground. Hank heard it crash through the branches above. He looked up and at the last second stepped back. The broken limb, nearly as thick as a baseball bat and twice as long, pierced the ground in front of Hank like a spear. If Hank hadn’t stopped, it would have punctured his skull and ripped into his brain.

He stood there and stared at the hemlock. Its branches shooting out like veins against the grey sky. Hank was old, but this tree was ancient. It had endured centuries of fires, droughts, floods, development, and now a car crash. Like Hank, it was a survivor.

Hank felt satisfied with his clean-up. He’d taken control, he was in charge. It was time to reward himself for his win. He pulled out the good scotch, the bottle of twenty-year-old Glenlivet.

It was a Saturday, so Hank kicked up his feet, turned on the TV, and settled in for college football. His beloved Mountaineers were playing Louisville. For the next three hours, Hank was lost in the game and the Glenlivet. Every Mountaineer touchdown cheered and toasted with a shot of scotch.

When it was over Hank threw on his robe and with a glass in hand trudged to his mailbox. He stopped in his tracks. A new blanket of wreaths, stuffed animals and votive candles had been laid in the three hours Hank was watching the football game. Someone had even left a cell phone. Hank wasn’t in charge—the mourners were.

Within a half hour, the bulk of the new display had been stuffed and tied up in black trash bags. Hank realized he was in a war and he wouldn’t give an inch. That was the problem he had with Vietnam. They were constantly retreating, giving up ground that his buddies had died for.

Not this time.

For the next week, Hank took a seat on the rocker on the porch. The shotgun lay across his lap. Every time someone pulled up to drop flowers or light a candle, Hank stood, shotgun displayed. He never pointed it at them, he knew the law.

Hank firmly told them they were trespassing and to get off his land. They’d implore him, begging him to let them pay their respects, but Hank wouldn’t relent. Most got back in their car without a word, but some raised their voices wishing the worst on Hank. But Hank had pretty much lived a life full of the worst things that can happen, so their words meant nothing. What other hardship could happen that he hadn’t already lived through?

Of course, Hank had to sleep. He knew he’d lose ground at night. Each morning he’d grab whatever memorials had been left and bagged them by 7:00 a.m. The early bird catches the worm as well as teenage mourners trying to leave a token of sympathy. This battle raged on for weeks. Neither side giving ground.

Hank figured he’d gone through thirty-three garbage bags in two weeks. They’d be added to his tab when he submitted his landscaping bill to the town.

One night, Hank awoke. Nightmares again prodded him out of his slumber. He went to his window and looked out to see what had accumulated under the hemlock. A woman was kneeling at the base of the tree. Her hand was on the trunk.

She was talking.

Hank recognized it was the dead girl’s mother. For a moment Hank was going to lift the window and yell, chase her off like the scores of other mourners, but he relented. He turned and went back to bed.

Late fall sent a chill in the air. Hank had his fireplace working as the first snow blanketed his yard. The cold hadn’t stopped the parade of mourners, in fact, there seemed to be more of them.

Word had gotten out on Hank’s actions and he’d become a rallying point for every high schooler in the area. Even the local news had come knocking at his door looking for him to comment. Hank just let them knock, he had no desire to speak to some fake smile with a microphone.

The battle waged on.

Hank with his shotgun standing guard and the mourners looking to slip past him and pay their respects.

Hank woke up coughing one night. His head ached and he could barely stand as he stood from his bed. It was as if he was stone drunk, but he wasn’t. He hadn’t had a sip of booze for a week. Hank took a step and fell. Sprawled out on a rug, the room began to spin into darkness.

He struggled to stand but knew he had to rise. His muddled brain was still sharp enough to realize he had a gas leak. Hank stumbled to his bedroom window and flung it open. The brisk night air filled his lungs and cleared his head. He looked out and noticed there were candles and flowers under his hemlock.

Every window of the house was opened. Hank called the heating guy. At first, he didn’t want to come over. He didn’t want to be seen helping Hank out. Lines had been drawn in town, and most people thought Hank was a despicable old crank. Everyone loved Beth, the most popular girl in town. How dare he sully her memory. But Hank persuaded the heating guy,  promising to double his payment.

Hank and the contractor made their way into the basement. Even though they closed the main gas valve into the house, the stench of rotten eggs held heavy in the air. They both coughed their way to the furnace.

The source of the leak was both obvious and strange. A tree root from the hemlock had pushed in a cinderblock from the foundation. The cement slab had fallen onto the gas line and severed it. The hemlock’s subterranean tendril was nearly five feet long and outstretched along Hank’s basement floor.

The heating guy mentioned it looked like it had happened years ago, considering how long the tree root was that had invaded Hank’s house. But Hank assured him that it was recent and probably brought on by the accident.

A new pipe, soldering, and a replacement valve got the heat back on. It took Hank another hour to saw off the root and clean up the mess from the dislodged cinderblock.

Another day and the snow-covered flowers and stuffed animals were gone before noon.

Hank had grown tired of the battle. He wasn’t giving up, he’d just didn’t like the cold mornings and the numb fingers from his constant trash collections. Hank knew he’d have to do something drastic. He would take a page from Vietnam.

He’d napalm and destroy the battlefield.

The tree would be chopped down.

Hank drove over to the next county. He knew if he asked any of the landscapers in his town the word would get out. More reporters would come by and the wave of stuffed animals and flowers would increase. A town council member might even want to make a name for themselves and stop the tree-cutting. 

Hank walked into ‘Walcox Landscapers’ and told them he needed a tree removed, and the sooner the better. The folks from Walcox told him they would come by tomorrow. His hemlock would be gone and with it ground zero for all the mourners.

Napalm. Yep, Hank was going scorched earth. He smiled. It was the first time in years.

It took the tree removers just two hours to take away what had taken a millennium to grow.

They worked with precision.

First, they removed all the branches and then cut the trunk down into three pieces. Even though it was an extra three hundred dollars, Hank paid for the stump to be ground down into nothing. Turned into sawdust in a matter of minutes. A few shovels of dirt later and you didn’t have a clue where the hemlock once stood. As a bonus, they split the tree trunk into firewood for Hank to use.

Over the next week, Hank noticed a change. There were still people leaving mementos and lighting candles, but each day brought less and less. Soon Hank was down to one trash bag a week. After another month, there was nothing. The combination of the icy grip of winter and the mourners losing their point of sorrow brought Hank solace.

He had won.

One night in December Hank was cold while watching TV, so he went to the porch to grab a few pieces of firewood. His view drifted to where the tree once stood. He had trouble pinpointing exactly where it was. Nothing was there; not one teddy bear, flower, or candle. Hank threw the logs on the fire and poked it into a raging blaze. The flames burned bright orange and warmed the room. He stretched out on the couch with his robe wrapped tight around his body.

Hank woke to the sound of tires screeching. He sat up on the couch and heard a crash. It sounded like a car had hit his tree, but that wasn’t possible.

The tree was gone.

The sofa beneath him shook. Hank rushed to the front window and saw – nothing. He flipped on the porch light and stared out into the darkness to make sure. His eyes were squinting, but all he saw was his empty front yard.

It was another dream.

Hank turned to the couch and saw her standing there. It was Beth, or what was left of her. The sight made Hank stop cold. He had seen horrific injuries in Nam, but nothing like this. The young girl was barely recognizable as a human. Her eyes hung from the sockets on her face, pushed out from her collapsed cheekbones. Her one arm, mangled and muscle exposed, hung at her side. She stumbled towards him.

Hank tried to move, but couldn’t. He looked down and noticed tree roots had wrapped around his feet and held him in place. His eyes traced the tendrils back to their source. They’d sprouted from the firewood that Hank had brought in from the porch. The last remnants of the hemlock.

The tree Beth had crashed into.

He started to scream. One of the roots wriggled up his body, twisted around his neck, and shoved its way into his mouth. It plunged down his throat making Hank gag uncontrollably, like a wooden tongue depressor shoved back deep against his tongue. It found that spot that always made you heave.

His saliva gurgled up and flowed down his chin. The thin root pressed against his larynx, stopping his high-pitched wailing.

More roots sprouted out from the firewood and curled around Hank. Tiny stems emerged from the roots and pulled at his hair and curled around his ears, then twisted inside, puncturing his eardrums.

Other small branches worked their way up his nostrils, to his brain. Pushing against the pink mass. It all hurt, the pain excruciating.

Hank wanted to pull at them, free himself, but his hands were locked to his side by ever-growing branches twisting around his wrists. They tightened like handcuffs.

He stood there silent, terrified. Hank wanted this to be a dream, but it wasn’t.

Beth spoke.

Her voice was a guttural rasp that gurgled with the blood trapped in her mouth.

“You deserve it.”

Finally, one thick vine pushed past Hank’s right eye and pierced his frontal lobe and everything went black.

It was over a week before the postal service noticed that Hank hadn’t picked up his mail.

They found his body dead on the couch. Aside from the bits of bark the Coroner found in Hank’s mouth he said the cause of death was a massive coronary combined with a brain hemorrhage.

Not a surprise for someone Hank’s age.

As for the puncture wound above his eye, the Coroner figured Hank must have fallen on the fireplace poker by accident and then collapsed on the couch. It seemed a bit dubious, but no one really cared how Hank died.

He was buried next to his wife and son.

Not a single flower, wreath, or note was left on his grave.

THE END

Now head outside and go for a hike.

The nightmares continue in…
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You can pre-order it here!
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