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Broken Bones

 


​ The sky was clear and beautiful, the makings of
a day he could only pray for in the late fall. The mountains rose
to unreal heights over his head and a cool breeze touched his face
as he walked up the trail. The yellow of the tamarack trees
reminded him of the cold that would be coming.

Seth shifted the pack on his back. The
straps were worn and cut into his shoulders. The pack was heavy
with food but lighter than when he began his trek this morning. The
camelback he had rigged up inside it was almost empty. He would
need to find water soon. He had been climbing for over two
hours.

Why he was here he couldn’t really explain.
He had just felt like going for another hike. He started a few
hours ago. He didn’t really have a destination or feel the need for
one.

Perhaps the empty house inspired his trek.
The kids were gone off to college and his wife was gone to take
care of her mother. He had no desire to leave the cool of the
mountains for the sweltering heat of Arizona so he let her go
alone. He regretted it now. For the first time in a heap of dog
years he was lonely. The guy who had been preaching at his kids to
leave the house since the time they were three did not want to
admit that he missed them.

He went for hikes instead. Long walks
through the forest to this lake or that peak: sometimes with a
fishing rod or a rifle. Today he had his pistol strapped on for
“bear necessity,” but other than that he was unarmed. The days when
he went to hunt or fish for food were far back in his youth. This
was a trail he had never taken. The map said it should loop around
once he crested the hill and take him right back to where his truck
was parked.

A deer came sprinting down the path directly
at him, and only veered slightly to go around. It looked spooked.
Suddenly he was jolted out of his reverie. His senses woke.

Smoke, he thought. I smell
smoke.

It was then he noticed the birds. They were
all taking flight. The few that remained chattered in unbelievably
high and frantic voices and fluttered their wings unsure what to
do.

RUN! RUN! the crows seemed to screech as
they took to the sky.

Chirping. Cawing. A skunk ran by barely
glancing up at him. The animals were moving fast.

He looked ahead. Smoke was rising fast and
he could hear the crackle of flames. He had to have nearly walked
in to the fire without even knowing it was there. It must have just
started.

He hesitated only a moment, and then turned
to run. But something caught his eye.

There, on a ridge high up. A glint of
reflected light and then a glimpse of red waving. He squinted, and
then brought his binoculars up to his eyes. There was a kid up
there. He had a mirror and a red bandana he was waving. He was
signaling for help.

“Shit!” Seth shouted. He looked first at the
smoke and then the figure waving far above. He looked around and
made a split second decision. He started to climb again, leaving
the trail to skirt the fire.

The going was tough. Downed logs tried to
trip him and thorn bushes tore at his pants. The smoke began to
thicken, and although he knew he was going the right direction, he
was afraid the fire would spread sideways and overtake him. He was
constantly tense, his eyes watering as he tried to see ahead.

Suddenly a clearing appeared and the trail
widened. It was not a trail he had seen on the map, but the smoke
was less, the fire seemingly downwind and headed the opposite
direction. The smoke was blowing away from him for the moment.
Standing in the clearing he made a quick decision and began to run
up the trail. He could not see the kid ahead any more but he could
not turn back now. As he ran he pulled trail mix from his pocket
and began to drop M & M’s from the mix onto the trail. He
figured the animals were preoccupied enough with running that the
candy might lead him back down this way: that was if he found the
kid, and the fire had not covered this trail by then.

Up ahead he saw a brown shape and he slowed.
He still moved quickly, but realized the shape was moving in the
same direction he was. It was the back of an animal lumbering along
seeking escape from the fire. It didn’t take him long to realize he
was following a bear. The animal seemed to have little interest in
him, but he unstrapped the holster that held his .45 just in
case.

Smoky, he thought coughing. Only
you can outrun forest fires.

The trail began to crest and he knew he was
just west of where the kid had been waving. The smoke was black now
but thinner than it had been down below. Other than his heavy
breathing and the huffing of the bear ahead of him, the forest was
eerily silent.

Suddenly the bear stopped. Seth stopped and
held his breath, watching closely. The bear rose on its hind legs,
a young grizzly but still nearly seven feet tall. It raised its
snout and sniffed at the air first to the left and then to the
right. It roared, dropped to all fours, and ran from the trail into
the trees. He heard it crashing through the brush for a few moments
and then it was gone.

His heart was pounding in his throat. The
exertion was part of it, but it was also fear. He wondered what
made the grizzly run, but in his mind he saw the kid waving. A
kid alone up here? He could not just leave.

Something’s wrong, he thought. The
whole situation suddenly felt eerie but he resisted the urge to
flee.

“I’ll just go on for a little bit and see
what’s ahead,” Seth said out loud. The sound of his own voice first
startled him and then reassured him. “I’ll give it five minutes,
and if I don’t see anything, I‘ll turn back.”

With this plan in mind he moved forward. He
was slower and more cautious now. Turning his head left and right
he sniffed for smoke, listened for fire, and looked for anything.
He saw nothing unusual. Smoke tendrils occasionally came through
the trees but the fire really did seem to be moving away from him.
The trail was circling around and leveling off where he thought the
ridge would be. It felt like he would soon intersect the trail he
had originally been on.

“Over here mister!” he heard a high pitched
voice say.

His caution quickly abandoned he broke into
a run. “Hang in there kid, I’m coming!”

“Hurry!” the voice cried.

He rounded a corner and tripped on a tree
root sticking out into the trail. There was no breaking his fall:
he tried to tuck and roll but the ground came up too fast. He
grunted as his right side struck a rock. His pack went flying from
his back and he rolled into the grass beside the worn path.

Damn, he thought getting slowly to
his feet. Ribs are probably bruised maybe broken. He was
breathing now in small hisses through gritted teeth. His head swam
and his vision went a bit blurry. Suddenly he was very lightheaded
and sat down hard.

The trail led to the edge of a cliff. That
was where he had seen the kid. Laying on one of the rocks was a red
bandana. The smoke was clearly downhill of his current position,
the danger of fire past for the moment. He rose painfully to his
feet leaving his pack where it had landed.

“Kid?” he called out. “I am here to help
you. I think we are safe from the fire now.”

There was no answer, only silence. He
approached the edge of the cliff cautiously, stooping to pick up
the red bandana from the ground. The nerves up his spine tingled.
He felt like he was being watched. As he started to stand he heard
a noise behind him. He spun around, stumbled weakly barely gaining
his balance.

The kid stood there. Only he wasn’t a kid at
all. The adult face was weathered and worn from constant exposure
to the sun. “Don’t move Mister,” the high pitched voice said. “Give
me your keys and your wallet.”

Seth reached for his .45. The holster was
empty.

“You looking for this?” the tiny man raised
the pistol with a steady hand pointed at the center of his chest.
“You dropped it when you tripped.”

His shoulders slumped. He had been duped. He
should have run when he had the chance. He shrugged pulling out his
wallet. He tossed it over. “My keys are in my pack. I dropped that
too.”

The man grinned bending down to pick up the
wallet. Behind him the grizzly walked out of the woods. Suddenly
Seth felt some hope.

“You better look behind you,” he said.
“There’s someone coming.”

The man did not budge. “I can’t let you
leave.”

“I am not trying to fool you.”

The bear sniffed the air and moved closer
only a few feet behind Seth’s assailant.

“Sure. A big guy like you gets a hold on me
and I am done. Now back up toward the edge of that cliff.”

He shrugged even though it sent a jolt of
pain through his side. He moved backward, one eye on the robber and
one on the bear.

As he took a step toward the cliff the bear
stepped closer to the other man apparently curious and nudged him
in the rear with its nose. The man spun around and screamed and
then ran right at Seth. The bear gave chase suddenly finding his
prey even more interesting. The little man tackled him and the two
of them went down in a heap.

At first Seth thought he was going to be ok.
He landed on his right side on the rocks and incredible pain shot
through his body but he was stable on the edge of the cliff. His
gun lay on the rock a few feet away, and when he could open his
eyes there was no sign of his attacker. The bear was also gone or
outside of his vision.

He felt a nudge in his back and tried to lay
still. The gun was out of his reach. The bear rolled him over and
he was now on his back only inches from the edge. The bear was
clearly visible now sniffing his right side prodding him with its
nose. He tried to remain calm and play dead like they say on Animal
Planet. The giant bear’s tongue licked the blood on his right side
and he involuntarily cringed. The bear roared with the movement,
and Seth tried to stand. Instead he lost his balance and fell.

The bear roared. Seth tumbled over the edge
of the cliff and struck a rock on the way down. After that he felt
nothing from the waist down. He landed with a clatter at the bottom
of the cliff.

He looked up and saw the bear roar again at
the sky and then disappear. A few feet away his attacker lay
impaled on a sharp rock clearly dead.

I landed with a clatter. A clatter?
he thought. What would clatter when I landed on it?

He moved his head further to the left and
heard more rattles. All around the rock were the would-be robber
lay were what looked at first like hundreds of pale white branches.
He tried to lift his right hand and found he could not. The pain
nearly caused him to black out. He used his left to wipe his eyes
and turned his head again.

His left hand clattered as it fell back to
his side. The sound was like marbles striking each other in a bag.
He blinked and stared harder. His vision cleared and he realized
there was a rib cage. There was an arm and a leg. There in the
middle—how could he have missed it!—was a human skull. He
looked to the right and there were more bones piled in this pit at
the bottom of the cliff. Backpacks and hiking equipment were
scattered in the pile. The little man had been busy. Landing on the
bones had probably saved his life. If he was found he might
live.

Suddenly a headline flashed in his head:
Missing Hiker Found with Broken Bones. He could not help
himself. He started to laugh, and then to cry because the pain in
his ribs was so bad. He wept and then blacked out.

* * *

A few hours ago he thought the headline
funny. Now it scared him to death. He figured out he was going to
live at least for a while. He couldn’t feel anything below his
waist, so he probably would never walk again.

If he was found. At this point that
seemed like a
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