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CHAPTER 1
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“Harry, we’ve got to move—now!”

“It’s too late! 

“It’s going to blow—get in the truck!”

Windsong leaned over Sailor to see what she was watching on her iPhone. “Dante’s Peak?”

Sailor nodded. “Since we’re going to Mount St. Helens, I figured it would be a good idea to see what it looked like before the volcano erupted.”

Forest sneered in Sailor’s direction. “Yeah, because nothing goes better with scrambled eggs than volcanic ash.” He grabbed a piece of crispy bacon from his plate and scarfed it down.

GB grinned at Forest over his cup of steaming coffee. “At least she’s interested in geography.”

“Yeah,” I added. “Forest’s idea of exploring the world is finding the nearest mirror.”

“Okay, guys. Enough with the banter.” Windsong chuckled. “It’s been a long drive from the East Coast to Washington. We’re just two hours away from our destination. Let’s take a look at these campground choices.” She reached into her beaded purse and produced a handful of brochures. 

“Seriously?” I shook my head. “You do know you can search for campgrounds on your phone, right?”

GB laughed. “I guess your grandparents are a couple of dinosaurs. Back in the day, a person used travel map booklets called Trip Tiks. I guess it takes some time to get used to this newfangled way of life.”

The waitress strolled over, the check tucked in one hand and a coffee pot in the other. She had black spiky hair, and her bare arms were covered in neon butterfly tattoos. She nodded toward the camping brochures. “Ooh, looks like someone’s going camping!”

“We’d like to stay close to Mount St. Helens. What do you suggest?” Windsong held out her coffee cup. 

The waitress filled her cup to the brim and turned her attention to the brochures fanned out on the table. “These are all good choices, but if you’re hoping to stay close to Mount St. Helens, I suggest this one.” She pointed to a glossy brown and green brochure. “Mystic Pines Campground is only an hour away from Mount St. Helens, and they offer lots of activities.” 

GB leaned over and slid a gold and red brochure out from the mix. “What about Lost Timber Campground? That would be closer to the volcano.”

The waitress shook her head. “I’m afraid that campground went out of business after the eruption. It was partially destroyed by the lava. Mystic Pines is a much better choice for you.”

After breakfast we stopped to pick up a few supplies. The quaint mom and pop grocery store had an adjoining gift shop, so I wandered to that side, since looking at cheap, shiny trinkets seemed like more fun than shopping for a head of lettuce.

A hardcover book with a dramatic photo of Bigfoot caught my eye: Adventures in Ape Canyon. I read the blurb on the back cover:

Adventures in Ape Canyon

Near the shadowy slopes of Mount St. Helens lies a remote gorge steeped in mystery and legend—Ape Canyon, Washington.

In the summer of 1924, a group of miners claimed they were ambushed in the dead of night by towering, ape-like creatures. Trapped inside their makeshift cabin, the men endured a terrifying siege as rocks pelted the roof, walls shook under heavy blows, and inhuman howls echoed through the trees.

Were they victims of a shared delusion? An elaborate hoax? Or did something truly unexplainable stalk them in the wilderness?

Blending eyewitness accounts, local folklore, and historical records, Adventures in Ape Canyon explores one of America's most chilling and controversial encounters with the unknown. Decide for yourself—was it fact, folklore ... or something far stranger?

Interesting!
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The drive from Cougar went from rolling farmlands to dense forest. At times the trees overlapped above us, creating a tunnel-like experience. Windsong enlightened us about the different kinds of trees, from Douglas Firs to Sitka Spruce and Ponderosa Pines. As the elevation rose, the trees thinned out and the terrain became rocky. A few thick, puffy clouds began to roll in over the mountains.

“Dag nabbit!” GB mopped his forehead with his shirt sleeve. “We lost the GPS signal.”

Windsong looked up from her magazine. “Oh, not good, Bobby. I should have been helping you navigate. Any idea how close we are to the campground?” 

“I haven’t got a clue,” he muttered, his fingers tapping restlessly on the steering wheel. “I suppose we could just keep driving. We’re bound to run into something sooner or later.”

“Too bad you don’t have Trip Tiks,” Forest joked.

GB eyed him from the rearview mirror. “Yeah, too bad.”

“Look at that!” Windsong pointed to a rectangular brown sign on the right side of the road: “Gifford Pinchot National Forest.” 

We had just rounded a bend, when Spirit Lake came into view. The water was a deep green color, with a towering view of snow-capped Mount St. Helens standing behind it. Off to one side of the lake, a forest of silvery, weathered logs floated on the surface.

Sailor stared out her window. “Why are there trees in the water?”

Windsong followed her gaze. “Honey, that’s the result of the volcano eruption. Thousands of trees were swept into the lake. I saw video footage. It was devastating.”

Just past the lake we came upon a patch of open land with rustic picnic tables and a few scattered tents.

“Lost Timber Campground!” Sailor yelled, pointing to the sign out her window. 

GB raised his eyebrows. “Isn’t that the campground that supposedly went out of business?”

“I wondered about that,” Windsong said. “Why would there be a brochure if they closed 25 years ago?” 

“Maybe if you had looked for the campground on your phone back in Cougar, you’d have gotten updated information.” Forest raised his hands. “Just sayin’.”

“Well, gang. What say we check it out, as long as we’re here?” GB parked the RV and grabbed his favorite Green Bay Packers cap from behind the visor. We followed him to the small cabin next to the picnic tables.

We were greeted by a musty stench. Log walls lined with faded photographs gave the place a timeworn feel, and a small table in the corner was stacked with dog-eared hunting magazines and weathered nature books.

A gruff-looking old guy with a handlebar mustache manned the desk in the corner.  “Howdy folks!” He stood and held out his hand toward GB. “Wallace Fisher at your service. You can call me Wally.”

After they shared a handshake, he settled back into his chair and idly tugged at his thick mustache, tracing the curled tips that arched upward. 

“We heard this campground was closed,” Windsong said. “We only found it because we lost our way.”

Wally rubbed his chin. “Doesn’t surprise me at all. I’ve heard rumors of this sort of thing happening before. Someone seems bent on ruining my business.”

“Sorry to hear that.” GB glanced out the window. “Do you have any electric sites that could accommodate our rig?” He pointed to the RV, which we call the Tin Can.

While they worked out the details of our possible stay, I wandered around the room studying the unusual pictures. There were framed vintage maps of the area, old photos of Mount St. Helens from before and after the eruption, and historical images of the old logging and mining camps in the region.

“Dominic, check it out!” Forest waved a magazine with Bigfoot on the cover in front of my face. “It’s the hairy creeper of the Northwoods. Wally says there’ve been quite a few sightings in the area!”

“Awesome! I read about some of the reports in the book I bought, too. This seems to be a hot spot for ape encounters.” 

“Guys, guess what?” Sailor came running up with a brochure. “There’s a lava cave here!”

I grabbed the brochure out of her hands. “Ape Cave Lava Tubes. Hey, I read about this on TripAdvisor. Let’s do it!” 

We headed back up front, where I handed the brochure to GB. “Is it cool if we explore the caves?”

He looked it over, then handed it to Windsong. “I guess that would be okay. What do you think, honey?”

Windsong winked at me. “Okay by me. But after that marathon drive from the East Coast, a little R&R would be good. Should we let the kids do this on their own, Bobby?”

“Sure. Let’s leave the adventurous activities to the young people.”

Windsong tucked the brochure into her purse. “We should set up camp and check out the surroundings while there’s still some daylight left.”
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The campsite was set on the bank of a creek, the water flowing slow and dark over a bed of rocks.  A firepit sat nearby, beneath a canopy of tangled vines, surrounded by grey, weathered logs to sit on.  A black crow called from a nearby tree.

“Anyone up for s’mores?” GB dropped a bag of marshmallows onto the picnic table. “I’m pretty sure we packed some chocolate bars and graham crackers.”

“Might as well,” Forest grumbled. “Not much else to do with no internet.”

“Loser with a capital L,” Sailor teased, grinning at Forest. Then, turning to GB, she added, “I put some strawberry marshmallows in the cart at that last store we shopped at. Can you find them, Grandpa Bob?”

GB nodded. “Sure thing, sweetheart.”

I got the campfire started while the dessert fixings were gathered, though after the grilled burgers we just had, I doubted anyone was the slightest bit hungry.

As we sat around the firepit with our sticky concoctions, a middle-aged camper walked into our site. He was wearing a flannel shirt and faded jeans, with a red bandana tied around his head.

“Hey there!” He waved his hand and then paused to make sure he was welcome.

“Well, hey yourself!” Windsong cheerfully answered. She stood and approached him, making introductions for all of us.

“Pull up a chair, or ... grab a log.” GB scooted over to make room for the visitor.

“Thanks! Name’s Jake Riverton, by the way. My site is just down the road. Been here a few weeks with hardly a soul in sight. I could use a good conversation and a cup of joe.”

“Coming right up!” Windsong disappeared into the RV and came back out with a mug of
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