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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Carrying a twelve-foot tall fiberglass step ladder, painted in a variety of dark greens and lighter browns, under his right arm, along the trail of thick, stringy grass, was something Russell Caine only did twice a year.  He had already switched arms three or four times already, and was about ready to switch again.  He was careful not to get it tangled up in the brush.  Falling and breaking a hip was the last thing he needed.  Lord knew how long it would take for someone to find him.  Cell service out here was nonexistent, save for a bar or two if he got high enough in a tree or deer stand, and even if he could crawl the mile and a half back to his truck, it would take the better part of a day.

And that was if the wolves didn’t get to him first.

Years ago, when his father first bought the hunting land, they’d head out here a few times a month to mow this path, from the small cabin to their deer stands.  His father took great pride in keeping the trails as well-manicured as possible.  Now, decades of maintenance neglect was evident with the amount of deadfalls he had already climbed over.

A crisp breeze from behind, from the northwest, caused him to stop, gently set the ladder down, and turn the collar up on his jacket.  The air was so refreshing, he closed his eyes and took as deep a breath as he could, basking in the new season that was upon him.

A clearing, about the size of a football field, in the shape of a football, was in sight, just around the next bend.  The forest was lined with mostly birch and aspen trees, still naked from the harsh winter.  Buds were just beginning to form.  A new crop of ferns started their descent from the once frozen earth, weaving their way around their dead counterparts.

Even though none of the trees were spouting any leaves, there was one such tree that did this early in the season.

And it spouted its special leaves each and every year, ever since he first planted it on a whim, about seventy years ago when he was twelve.

He paused at the next deadfall, on the clearing’s edge, gently set down the ladder, and dug out his albuterol inhaler from his flannel coat pocket.  He shook it a dozen or so times.  He took a puff, held it for a time, then took a second.  The taste was metallic, jarring when contrasted with the cool freshness of the outdoors, of nature at its finest.  Normally, he’d carry a water bottle in one of the outer pockets of the camouflage backpack he had slung across his back, but he had forgotten it.  It was still sitting in the cup holder of his older black Ford F-150, parked next to the cabin.

He scaled the deadfall, gripping a branch here and there to keep from falling, and then pulled the ladder safely across, carrying it now under his left.  The earth was hard and rocky beneath the tan, stringy grass, with a thin layer of clay to make any manual excavations difficult.

On the far side of the clearing, situated at the very tip of the football shape, was a tall wooden deer stand.  It was nicknamed the Hilton, for it had a wide platform, an enclosed shelter with sliding windows along all four sides, and a high-peaked shingled roof.  It was twelve feet off the ground, and had a ladder leading up to a deck half as wide as the rest of the enclosed shelter.  Inside, there were three stools with thick cushions that were reupholstered within the last year, and a propane-powered heater in the corner.  The interior walls and floor were lined with gray shag carpeting, in a variety of pieces from a remodeling he did on his home close to twenty years ago.

There were two newer replicas on other areas of the property, both with well-manicured trails leading to them.  Those were nicknamed the Plaza and the Ritz Carlton.  Then, closer to the cabin was a simple ladder stand, in case he had a sudden hunting request.  That was nicknamed the Motel 6.

He soon stopped halfway around the clearing when he spotted movement in the brush up ahead.  There were two white-tailed deer—no, three.  A doe and two fawns.  The fawns were so little and scrawny, with their cute spots, he almost missed them behind the cluster of dead ferns that were taller than them.  The doe, on the other hand, peered all around, ears rotating like a radar.

The doe put its head down to munch on a bud, then popped its head back up, wary of any predators that may be lurking nearby.

The deer soon moved on, away from him, deeper and deeper into the woods.  Their movements were so silent, save for an occasional soft crunch of brush.  That was the one thing about hunting white-tailed deer: you saw them long before you heard them.

He waited a few more minutes before moving onward.  It was difficult carrying the ladder, even on a mostly clear path, without it catching on brush here and there, but he did the best he could.  A path continued on the other side of the clearing, nearing the back forty of their almost one-thousand acre hunting property.  He was almost there.

The tree in question never sprouted its special leaves during the winter.  Which was a good thing, for he didn’t want trails of the leaves being blown around by the harsh winter winds.  Besides, getting out here, in the middle of the cruel Minnesota winters, would’ve been more trouble than it was worth.  Or was it?  The last thing he needed, even more so than a broken hip, was for anyone to catch wind of what was planted so far back in the woods.

The ground was largely flat, yet there was a gentle ridge that went straight across the property from north to south.  Once at the top of the ridge, he turned off the trail and headed straight south, following the ridgeline.  There was no use trying to keep quiet with the ladder now as it caught on the brush that obscured his path.  The best way was to just plunge onward.

Over the years, he had feared that someone would walk along the ridge and discover his secret, but, with the vast forest surrounding his property, he didn’t know where it started or ended.  From time to time, he would survey landscaping maps that the state forestry service published, and even bought up more property in the area as the nation’s economy fluctuated and others had to offload recreational property in order to save their primary homes from being foreclosed upon.  Now, he owned four or five times as much property as his father originally purchased.

He remembered his mother being furious at the purchase at first.  But her ferociousness quickly evaporated when she saw the property and heard the plans for the little getaway cabin he planned to build with the leftover lumber from his various contracting jobs.

Russell paused after ducking under the overhanging branches and setting the ladder along the ground, then took out his inhaler again.  One puff this time.

Damn, he wished he had brought his water.  Even a little snow would be enough to quench his parched mouth.

His father’s original land purchase was this back forty and the four hundred near the cabin.  There were hundreds of acres in between that a family plumbing business owned along with others.  A year before his father hung up his hammer, the plumbing business family were dealt with a tragic blow as the founder and one of the sons were both struck with cancer.

In order to pay for the medical bills, they gave his father a generous offer on the land and he took it without hesitation.

“Almost there,” he whispered, then picked up the ladder under his right arm, and eased his way along the ridgeline.

He spotted the lone evergreen at the top of the ridge up ahead.  It was the one unique marker that indicated he was in the area.  The evergreen was almost as tall as the surrounding aspens and birches.

When he first planted his special tree, this evergreen was barely as tall as his waist.

For the first handful of years, he’d need a compass to navigate the rest of the way.  He didn’t need a compass now.  He long since memorized a series of trees to complete his journey.  Besides, he wasn’t that far anyway.

Turning to the east, he started down the slight incline, moving faster and faster.  Each spring, he wondered if his special tree would still be here.  Or if it was still sprouting its special leaves.

And each spring, his hopes were answered.

Up ahead, a thin shaft of light, like the Star of Bethlehem beckoning to the shepherds on the night of Jesus’s birth, made its way through the clouds and naked branches to the very spot where he planted his tree.  He went even faster now, forcing the ladder through the entangled brush, his breathing still labored but he didn’t care.

He stubbed his foot against a tree stump, only a few inches high, and caught himself from falling flat against the brush.  He then stood at the base of his tree, grinning, marveling at the new leaves that sprouted from its branches.

His cell dinged.  An alert from one of the trail cams he had set up around the tree.

The tree was like an oak, towering and wide, yet thankfully stunted in growth when compared to the surrounding trees.  The leaves fluttered in the slight breeze, from branches near the ground to up near the top.  He gave up wondering how all this was possible long ago.

He set the ladder down, then plucked off a leaf.  A crisp, ripe one-hundred dollar bill.  He grabbed another dozen, careful not to twist and crumple them.  Then, they wouldn’t stack that well in his backpack.

That was a mistake he learned from long ago.

For the first two years, it was just one-dollar bills that grew from the tree.  Then, a five-dollar bill sprouted amongst the one-dollar bills.  The denominations increased in value until the tree was as tall as he was and was going on its fifteenth year, and produced a one-hundred dollar bill.  It wasn’t long after that it produced those bills exclusively.

After he went around the tree one time, careful not to miss any leaves closer to the ground, he basked in the thick stack of bills in his hands.  He guessed there was between five and six thousand dollars in his hands.

And he still had the rest of the tree to harvest.

After placing the bills along the bottom of his backpack, he set the ladder on one side of the tree and extended its legs.  He situated it the best he could, and climbed a few steps.  He grabbed as many bills as he could.  He continued the process, moving slowly around the tree and going higher and higher with each turn.

On his third turn around the tree, he climbed up as close to the top of the ladder as he dared.  With each turn the cell phone in his
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