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The End…
"That light at the end of the end of the tunnel? That's a train."
The punch line ricocheted around inside Cal's head, fading in and out through a blood-red mist of pain. He had read that joke somewhere, on the Internet maybe, or scribbled inside some truck stop toilet stall, he couldn't remember.
"That’s a train" he croaked, licking thick parched lips, his tongue swollen and dry as old shoe leather, and looking up at the small circle of moonlight sweeping across the mouth of the pit, high above. High? So high it might as well lead to mars, fifteen feet, an infinity of dirt and rock and cobwebs between him and the rest of the world. The pain in his legs had faded, finally, to a deep distant hum, a faraway song sung so low that you might forget it’s there unless you moved, but don't do that. Don't move; for God's sake not one inch! Moving would bring back the fat lady, that bellowing horned diva shrieking agony up through the ravaged nerves of your shattered legs, igniting a white-hot fire in your brain.
Twice, Cal had tried to shift positions and the flames had leaped up instantly to engulf him, burning and burning as he joined with the fat lady, screaming together in an off-key duet until a merciful curtain of black oblivion fell before him.
Since Cal had awoke the second time, the lower half of his body had, thankfully, lost most of its feeling and a cold numbness was spreading up his torso like a black shadow. He could barely feel the butt of his rifle jabbing into his lower back. The old 30-30 with the beautiful polished walnut stock was probably busted up now, shattered beneath him in the fall, and he was plain lucky he hadn't broken his back on it.
How long had he lain here? Hours? Days? Thirst had become a constant, screeching harridan, sinking her hot dirty claws into his throat and demanding water.
Water? Shoot, hours ago he had stopped thinking of water and began to ponder to himself and to the nub ends of the worms wiggling in and out of the cold dirt walls, as to the possible benefits of consuming one’s own urine.
An academic question really, the agony required to contort himself into a position that would even entertain the possibility was a high crimson wall impossible to climb. That, and Cal suspected that whatever surplus of bodily fluids he many have been toting along through the woods had been lost when he stepped through the rotting branches that covered the pit.
He nose had ceased to register the smell of blood and vomit, and thank you Lord for small miracles!
"A freakin’ bear trap." He muttered to himself. How long had it lain here undisturbed? The better part of a century or two, maybe even three, dug by the early fur trappers who mapped the way for Lewis and Clark? By the Indians living in the Willamette Valley basin for untold centuries before that? Certainly long before Portland and Salem had clear-cut the wooded banks of the Willamette River to become sprawling municipalities oozing towards each other along the I-5 corridor. Back when the high forested slopes of Mt. Hood were the downhill stretch of the Oregon Trail. Back when the wilderness had been everything outside the split log door of your cabin or the canvas of you're tent, full of wild creatures, Injuns, and the dark horrors of the unexplored.
What was left of the wilderness now, within an hour of the city anyway, was owned by the logging companies or confined to postage stamp lots of second growth forest and vine maples designated as public recreation areas by the Bureau of Land Management. Hard beaten tracks stretching between farmlands, a haven for hunters, anglers, dirt bikers, bird-watchers, and the occasional serial killer.
Further east lay the ever-diminishing reaches of the Cascade mountain range. It was here you had to go for any semblance of real solitude, for unpolluted water and unsuspecting game.
So how long, he wondered, had the pit lay there?
A gaping, unfed maw in the earth, awaiting the sudden misstep of Ursus horribilis, extinct from the deep pine forests of Oregon for a hundred years or more? What contrariness of nature had contrived upon this spot to keep the long, intervening years from filling the pit in, or covering it over with solid earth? He had begun to fear that these same questions might someday be asked over his own bones, found long years from now, lying atop a few moldering scraps of green cloth and the rusted remains of a rifle barrel.
*
This was the first season that Cal had hunted since moving to Oregon almost ten years before. Back home, in Georgia, deer hunting had been a family tradition. Fathers, sons, uncles, and cousins gathered in the woods for two weeks each fall. School went on, most of the classes being attended by girls or those boys too young to come along, most under the age of ten.
Cal had learned what it meant to be a man, good and bad, in the company of hunters and rifles and wood smoke, surrounded by the smell of deer blood, unwashed bodies and white lightning drunk straight from quart size mason jars. The last being delivered to camp by the crate full, rattling along among the old tools and camp boxes in the back of Uncle Allen's battered ford pickup. This particular aspect of deer camp was never mentioned around Mother, who may have suspected but would never considered asking.
The camp was for men only, that was the taboo, no women…ever. It was this fact alone that allowed the mothers and wives of the Taylor kin to keep the tradition, knowing that it was deer their men were hunting up there in the big woods, and nothing more.
Proof of his mother’s suspicions on their partaking of that demon liquor would only have lowered her already dismal opinion of his Uncle Allen, who had not darkened the door of Mrs. Mary Ellen Taylor's kitchen in all the years that Cal could remember.
Men might boast and brag and snigger that they were the kings of their castles, but king or not, his father's brother still didn't come into his mother's house, thank you very much! In deer camp, however, the brother's were gods, eldest twins of the family, the undisputed masters of the hunt since their own father had passed on years before.
So, the women folk would sniff in disgust when their men returned, unwashed and unshaven, wrinkling their noses as they hauled carried week worn woolens to the back porch for hosing down before washing. Despite the eye rolling and heavy sighs, the women understood, even better than their husbands and sons did, the coming together each year in the big woods.
It was the ritual, the gathering for the hunt, a primal force deep in the psyche of all pack predators, including men.
Men who had diluted their predatory instincts with boxes and baggies and the plastic wrapped flesh of their feed. It was a ritual
reaching back into the mists, when the men of a tribe had gathered around fires to sharpen their spears and plan the hunt. Pitting weak bodies and great intellect against tooth and claw and nature. And the men of Cal's tribe understood, deep inside, that despite the pitiful and momentary whitewashing of the earth that man, in his arrogance called civilization, the world was still and would always be ruled by the endless cycle of predator and prey.
Cal had grown up swimming deep in the currents of this ritual and, after four years of college found him washed up on the faraway shores of the Pacific Northwest, long down the road from the rest of his tribe, the thought of going alone into the woods, or worse, in the company of strangers, had kept him home during the cool wet mornings of autumn.
Ten years had passed. Then, with the dusty rattle of the UPS truck, just weeks ago, an unexpected package had arrived.
A long, heavy wooden rectangle encasing the well-oiled weight of his father's old Marlin 30-30 rifle. Cal Taylor (never Calvin, always Cal) had sat a long while in the green plastic chair on his patio, breathing the first cooling winds of summer evening and running his hands slowly over the warm glow of the stock, awash in memories.
Benjamin Taylor, dead these eleven years, had hunted and killed white tail deer with this rifle, as had Cal and his brothers. The sharp scent of gun oil and the faint lingering of wood smoke (though that may have been his imagination) transported Cal back across the miles and years, until he stood, huddled and shivering in his older brothers hand-me-down wool pants and jacket. Blinking at the light of the campfire in the predawn cold, a scalding tin cup of bitter black coffee, his first, scorching his bare hands.
Men stood around him, casting tall thin shadows in the firelight, sipping from their own cups and murmuring in the hushed language of hunters, their breath fogging in the flickering light. Over his narrow shoulder was slung the weight of his father's old 30-30, cleaned, oiled and sighted in the week before. In his pocket were the five cartridges that he would load into the lever action’s receiver after reaching his tree stand.
The boy took another sip from his cup, grimacing as the black oily bitterness burned his tongue, thinking it was the most wonderful thing he had ever tasted.
*
When Cal had risen from his seat on the patio, just after the last fading light of dusk had past, the distant murmur of the highway had become a long, red winding river of taillights. He had gone inside and taken the yellow phone book from the shelf where Karen had always kept it, he was almost surprised to find it there, one of the few things she hadn’t taken when she left. What had she said, turning at the curb and setting her last suitcase on the pavement next to the shiny yellow cab?
"I can't live with a man who can't believe in anything." Karen had been crying, crying harder than he had ever seen her cry, "You have no faith, Calvin, you don't believe in anything you can't touch. I think there's more to life than that, and I'm not going to miss out on it." He hadn't said a word, what could he say? He knew she was right, so he stood there on the step as she closed the taxi door, and then she was gone.
Thumbing through the thin crackling pages, Cal looked up the number for the nearest sporting goods store.
The next evening he had returned home late with bags overflowing with clothing, boots, maps, ammo and the other unending miscellany of the hunt. He was sure his father and Uncle Allen would have rolled their eyes to Cleveland (a favorite saying of the Missus Taylor) had they seen some of the bright packaged odds and ends that he had tossed in the squeaking shopping cart. Plastic doodads that told you, assured you, swore to you by all that was holy that you just could not shoot a deer without them. Of these were a fair supply of bottles and jars, some whose contents were designed to remove your own
offending odor, while others replaced it with various alluring bodily secretions of your four-legged prey.
Into the cart they went, though he had shaken his head at the time. Uncle Allen had hung at ten-point or better buck from the meat pole every year that Cal could remember and by the end of the first week he had smelled like the downwind side of a burning outhouse.
*
A sudden jolt of pain in his lower back brought Cal gasping from his reverie. Wincing, he shifted his weight an inch or so; an unconscious reaction, and he moaned fearfully in advance of the pain that would now come clawing up his legs. Slowly, his teeth unclenched and the muscles in his diaphragm relaxed, releasing the scream it had prepared.
No pain! The numbness in his legs had advanced far enough to shut down the sensory highway running up and down his spine, until only the dull ache remained. Tears leaked from the corner of his eyes, washing filthy rivulets though the blood and dirt caking his cheeks.
Cal, his fingers trembling at the possibility of waking the sleeping giants that rested in his legs, he slipped a hand into the cargo pocket of his camouflage hunting pants.
His bruised, probing fingers sifted through the jumbled contents. The powdered remains of a granola bar, compass, mini-flashlight, and a tight coil of parachute cord, held together with a thick rubber band.
He clenched the flashlight between his thumb and forefinger and slipped it from his pocket until he could palm it in his hand. The effort proved to be a waste, both lens and lamp had shattered in the fall and no amount of twisting and turning would bring forth light. With a curse, Cal tossed the worthless light across that narrow breadth of the pit. Next came the parachute cord, fifty feet of narrow olive rope, good for hanging your deer for field dressing, replacing broken bootlaces, or any other of a thousand uses.
Parachute cord was the duct-tape of the deer hunter, and Cal wouldn't have gone into the woods without a spool of the stuff tucked into his pocket. Now he looked at the figure eight of cord lying in his lap, a thick blue rubber band across its middle.
Worthless.
Not that it wouldn't have supported his weight, but without something to attach it to it was about as useful as the proverbial mammary glands on a male bovine, or maybe a thirteen dollar flashlight with a broken bulb, to put matters in a more immediate perspective.
Cal licked his lips again, shuddering at the dry snaky rasp of dry skin. The hot claws of thirst bit deep once more, and a dry rattling whimper escaped his parched throat as he remembered the half-full plastic canteen in the pocket of his parka. He had to think about something else, any other thing in the world but that cheap green army canteen half-full with lukewarm, plastic-tasting water. If he thought about that canteen he’d go crazy, his mind would
snap to the sound of sloshing tap water and then he’d die down here for sure.
So he had to think of something else, anything but the water, his mind cast desperately about and found…the rope! He looked at the coil of cord lying on the vomit crusted folds of fabric in his lap.
"Focus dammit," he thought out loud, the words croaking out of his desiccated throat, "F'cus…mitt!"
And he struggled for a moment against a desperate, terrifying need to cough. The rope, what could he do with it, how could he use fifty cents worth of army surplus parachute cord, to get his skinny, busted up rear out of this hole?
"Use the rifle, boy." The voice spoke, loud and clear and familiar in his ear. An ephemeral, half-remembered scent of rancid coffee and camel cigarettes wafted past his face and then scattered. He felt warm breath on his cheek, near where his head rested against the hard dirt wall. Cal screamed.
*
Somewhere, faraway, in another world that housed Cal Taylor’s kitchen table, a forest service map lay unfolded. On this page, yellow highlighter outlined a rough rectangle surrounding the title Upper Wildwood Wildlife Area.
Precisely in the center of that area, representing almost thirty square miles of forest, was a small triangular icon, which the map's lexicon describes as a Forest Service Cabin. A quick call to the Mt. Hood ranger station had confirmed there was indeed a cabin and it was available to the public on a first-come first-serve basis. Directions were given for the fourteen miles of narrow, wandering trail that led, more up than down, all the way to the cabin door.
It was here, just at dusk, that Cal had unshouldered his backpack on the night before Western Buck General Rifle season opened in Oregon. His legs felt fine, just a little shaky after the long steep hike, but his shoulders ached from the weight of pack and rifle on his shoulders.
Grimacing and stretching, Cal had fished a small battery operated lantern from his pack and, setting it on the table, pushed the rubber button to wash the cabin with a soft white light. He would have preferred a good, bright propane lantern, but the pack had been heavy enough without the extra burden of a lamp and fuel canisters.
Most of the main pouch was taken up with clothes and hunting gear, which he had brought along in addition to the 30-30, and his old Buck skinning knife in a sheath on his hip. The pack also contained several envelopes of flavored noodles, a zip lock baggie full of oyster crackers, some instant oatmeal, a bag of insanely expensive jerky (another eye-roller for good 'ole Uncle Al), and some chocolate covered granola bars.
One of his recent purchases had been a water purifier that, with a strict regimen of boiling the water from the nearby creek, should keep any unfortunate intestinal incidents from occurring. Still, being a good southern boy and believing that safe was a helluva lot better than sorry, Cal had added an extra roll of biodegradable toilet paper to the pack as well.
A new ultra light sleeping bag was strapped to the bottom of the aluminum pack frame, along with a thin foam sleeping-pad.
A compact first aid kit was nestled in the outside pouch for quick and easy access. As Cal looked around the dim confines of the cabin, be laughed at the Ranger's use of the term primitive. Heck, he’d spent weeks at a time in camps that made this place look like a night at the Ritz. The cabin was a single room, about twelve feet wide and twenty feet long. The heavy oak door sharing the front wall with the cabin's single window, a three-by five sheet of scarred Plexiglas, at least a half inch thick.
A huge, soot-blackened fireplace, the mortar between the heavy river-stones white and crumbling with age, dominated the east end of the room. Cal had noticed a generous stack of cut firewood and an even larger brush-pile beneath the eaves behind the cabin.
A rust-headed ax and a splitting maul leaned against this and several heavy rounds of cut log lie nearby. The message was pretty clear, burn what you need, but cut more before you go, he had no problem with that. Inside, a massive oak table with a single long bench dominated the west end of the room. Between these and the fireplace lay a wide stretch of dusty wood floor.
The log walls were unadorned and met the low, sloped ceiling at about six feet, or just at eye level with Cal. Three wide rafters stretched across the room at that height and he made a mental note to remember to duck his head if he got up in the dark. The heavy six by six beams looked like real melon thumpers.
As he heated some water for his evening meal of chicken noodle soup, sans any semblance of actual chicken, Cal picked up the only other item that had been in the cabin when he arrived, a thick red spiral notebook, dusty and dog-eared.
A cheap ballpoint pen had been taped to a long string and the string had been knotted near the top of the wire spiral.
He flipped though the first few pages as the little aluminum stove hissed and the mug full of soup began to steam and fill the room with the rich smell of chicken that wasn't there. Hunger, Benjamin Taylor had been fond of saying, is the best sauce.
Cal had to agree as he sat at the rough-hewn table, dumped a handful of crackers into the hot soup and, spoon in hand, went at his dinner with a vengeance.
Hiking in, the weather had been perfect, cool and clear beneath a robin's egg sky. About four miles into the hike, the trail came out of the woods for several hundred yards to skirt a rocky saddle between two foothills. A jagged wall of broken scree and shale cascaded down from the edge of the trail all the way to the forest floor several hundred feet below.
From this unobstructed vantage point Cal had chosen a Volkswagen size boulder to perch atop and eat his lunch, easing out from under the pack and rifle with a grateful sigh.
A white paper sack in the big cargo pocket of his left pant leg held two cold cheeseburgers (heavy onion, hold the ketchup) and an equally cold cardboard cup of onion rings, purchased from the local dairy-something on the drive up. Washed down with half the contents of his first canteen it proved a satisfying, if not gourmet, lunch.
He had rested awhile, drinking in the quiet of the deep woods, the soft song of the breeze in the pines below and the occasional diminishing clatter of pebbles, nosed over the edge of the trail with the toe of his boot. The view from the saddle was spectacular. Red-tailed hawks drifted on the afternoon updrafts, seeming to hang motionless against the bright azure curtain of the western sky. He could see, far below, the thin, winding course of the Sandy River, weaving its way towards its confluence with the mighty Columbia. According to the photo copied map in his breast pocket (never take the original map, papa would say, always a copy, so your maps will last forever), the cabin sat somewhere near the high, narrow headwaters of the river below.
The town of Wildwood, a tiny hamlet nestled in the shadow of Mt. Hood, was just visible beyond the Sandy, and the Salmon River, running a parallel course on the far side of highway 26 was hidden beneath the emerald skirts of the forest.
Climbing back under his pack and shouldering his unloaded rifle (two rules: never shoulder a loaded gun, and never carry a loaded rifle out of season, lest ye be tempted to sin. More proverbs handed down by the prophets of old around the waning night fires of deer camp.)
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