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  The Cabin


  MOUNT HOOD, OREGON


  I caught a glimpse of some deer grazing a few yards off the hiking trail on the north slope of Mount Hood and immediately snuck into the brush with my camera, determined to get some close-ups. It looked like one of them had a little fawn, always a fun picture if you can get it.


  I have no idea how I got lost. One minute I was blissfully snapping away with my digital camera and the next I was stumbling and cursing my way over fallen trees, through dense forest, and alongside at least one set of brambles that left me scraped and irritable. Occasionally I glimpsed the tall, snow-covered peak of the mountain through gaps in the trees, but at the moment the sight was an irritation rather than a delight. I wanted to hike up to my favorite lookout and take pictures of that peak, not slog along through a forest without even a deer trail to guide me.


  After about an hour of wandering through the dense woods, I came to a small canyon. By this time, the clouds had blotted out the sun, the wind had picked up, and a heavy rain was falling. Just great. Talk about adding insult to injury. I tucked my camera under my shirt and turned into the canyon, which would at least
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  provide shelter of a sort from the wind. I wandered miserably along the gulch, hoping to find an overhang or cave of some sort in which to shelter from the blasted rain.


  To my surprise, I soon spotted a rotting log cabin with its roof partially caved in. What was that doing here, I wondered. But I wasn’t going to question my good fortune. Here was shelter from the rain, and I was going to take advantage of it.


  As I approached the decrepit cabin, the temperature in the air plummeted several degrees. I shivered in surprise. A few moments before it had been a balmy, if very wet, summer day. But now it felt like late autumn. I clutched my camera more tightly under my shirt and ran across the little glade and through the rotting doorway of the cabin. The beating of the rain ceased abruptly, but the cold increased. My teeth started to chatter as I looked around the one-room cabin. On the left side was a mass of mossy debris where the roof had fallen in. On the right side was a potbellied stove, rusted to pieces. Immediately to my left was a very old rotting rectangular shape that must once have been a mattress.


  It was a dark, creepy place. I shivered, feeling strangely like a trespasser, and had a strong impulse to flee back into the rainstorm. I pulled out my camera, hoping that taking some photos would calm my nerves, and snapped a few shots of the old mattress, the fallen ceiling, and the rotting stove. But instead of feeling better, I felt worse. Like someone was standing directly behind me, waiting to pounce. I whirled around, but there was nothing there. Defiantly, I snapped a picture of the open doorway. And then a voice roared: “Go away!” The ghastly overtones brought more of the roof down in a shower of splinters and mud and moss.


  My heart leapt right into my mouth. I had to swallow several times before I could release the shriek that was stuck in my throat. Then I ran as fast as my legs would carry me, out of the house, down the small canyon, through the tall trees and underbrush. I hurtled over fallen logs like an Olympic champion, slipping and sliding on mud and fallen pine needles, running straight through dense brush. I even forded a stream, not bothering to look for a bridge or a fallen tree to ease my passage. The rain poured down onto me, soaking my hair, my clothes, and my shoes. And still I made my way down, down, down the mountain, until I finally, thankfully, stumbled across a road.


  And lo and behold, I knew that road. It was the same one I’d traveled on to get here, and my car was parked only a few yards away. Somehow I stumbled, shivering and exhausted, into my SUV and drove to the nearest inn I could find. I really needed a drink! I was covered in mud and pine needles, and I brushed ineffectually at my clothes and tried to wipe my face clean on a napkin I found in the car. Then I went into the tavern. I knew I was still a sight, but I didn’t care.


  My hair was dripping uncomfortably down my neck, and my hands were still shaking as I sipped a beer and tried to calm down. Guess the guy next to me at the bar thought I needed cheering up. He started talking casually about the weather and the local sports teams, and gradually I calmed down and was able to respond. Finally he said: “You look a little shook up, my lad. Want to talk about it?”


  I didn’t really. It seemed so strange. But after all, no one here knew me, so what could it hurt? I told them about finding the narrow canyon and the abandoned cabin within it. I even mentioned the feeling of being watched, and the unusual coldness.


  As I spoke, the bartender came down from the far end of the bar to listen, and the fellows around us fell silent.


  “I think that cabin is haunted,” I concluded, failing to mention the invisible voice. I didn’t want them to think I was completely crazy.


  “Well, well. I think you may have stumbled upon Hermit Pickett’s old cabin,” the man next to me said when I concluded my tale. “I don’t suppose you could find your way back there, by any chance?”


  I shook my head. “I was completely lost, both before and afterward,” I said ruefully. “Why? Who was Hermit Pickett?”


  In the end, everyone in the bar contributed something to the story, stumbling over each other in their eagerness. It seemed that Hermit Pickett was an old-time placer miner turned bank robber who stole a fortune in money and gold from a Wells Fargo wagon and fled from Idaho to Mount Hood with his loot. Fortunately for him—or perhaps unfortunately—the police nabbed the wrong fellow for the crime, and Pickett got away home free. Still, for some reason, he headed into the mountains with his ill-gotten gains, built himself a log cabin, and lived the life of a hermit for many years. Eventually, however, guilt overcame him, and he went back to Idaho to confess to the crime and free the other bloke from prison. Pickett was already in ill health, and he died a few hours after his confession. The police tried to follow his directions back to the cabin, where he’d stashed the gold and money, but they couldn’t find it. According to local legend, the treasure is still buried underneath the hermit’s cabin, somewhere on Mount Hood.


  “Don’t suppose you saw any gold bars while you were there?” my new friend asked wistfully. I shook my head and shivered a little, remembering the creepy feeling I’d had in the log cabin, and the voice that told me to go away.


  “No gold,” I said, tossing money onto the bar and getting to my feet. “Just a ghost.”


  I left the tavern in a thoughtful mood. What I had told the other men was true. There was no way I could retrace my steps to the log cabin. And there was no way I wanted to, treasure or no treasure. That ghostly voice had been too much for me.


  When I got home that night, I loaded the digital pictures onto my computer and then fell into bed. So it wasn’t until the next morning that I saw the picture of the darkly glowing, yellow-eyed figure floating in the log cabin doorway, right in the place where I’d heard the invisible voice. I screamed when the picture flipped up on my computer screen and made a run for the next room, heart hammering painfully against my ribs. Finally, I regained my composure and went back to the computer. The figure was still there, looking more like a darkly glowing column than a person. For a moment, my shaking hand hovered over the delete key. But I stopped myself. After all, how many people had a picture of a real ghost?


  The more I thought back on my encounter in the cabin, the more convinced I was that I’d done the right thing by running away. I was lucky the ghost let me off with a verbal warning. Who knows what would have happened had I tried to stay and search for his treasure?





  2


  The Mad Logger


  LINCOLN COUNTY, OREGON


  Of course, we’re not supposed to go to the abandoned logging camp. Our parents would read us the riot act if they knew. So Will and I told them we were going camping in one of the state parks, and they accepted our story.


  And we were going camping, after all. It just so happened that we were going camping at the old logging site. The one that had been destroyed by a forest fire. The one that was supposedly haunted.


  Will’s already got his driver’s license, so we went in his car. We packed a big tent and lots of food and everything into our knapsacks. We were just going for the weekend, but the way our sacks bulged as we locked up the car and staggered into them, you’d think we were hiking across America. We laughed as we set off on the trails leading up and into the forest.


  ’Course, we weren’t laughing so much a few hours later. Those backpacks were heavy! But we didn’t want to leave anything behind, so we trudged on. To take our minds off our load, we started discussing our destination in low tones, almost as if we were afraid of being overheard—which was ridiculous. After all, we were in the middle of one of the nation’s gorgeous
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  forests, surrounded by tall, mossy trees full of chirping birds and wildlife. But somehow, it was impossible to speak aloud about the mad logger.


  Pieced together from the many rumors running around our school, the story went something like this. Once there was a thriving logging camp back in these mountains. Business was booming one hot summer in spite of an unusual dry spell that gripped the area, and the lumber camp was projected to have its best season ever. Then one day, several lumberjacks were out cutting trees, and one of them misjudged his angle so that the tree came tumbling down on another lumberjack. One of the thick branches gave him a fearful whack on the head as it went past, and the man slumped to the ground, unconscious. A couple of the men went running back to camp to get help while two others stayed behind.


  The two fellows who remained sat talking worriedly as they kept watch over their injured comrade. Suddenly, the fallen man reared up as if pulled by a string. His eyes popped open and he leapt to his feet. The lumberjacks gave shouts of surprise that turned to yells of terror when they saw the maddened gleam in the man’s eyes. They were glowing with a red sort of fire as he grabbed up his fallen axe and leapt toward them, swinging fiercely, his mighty muscles gleaming in the last rays of sunlight.


  When the first two lumberjacks returned with help, they stumbled across a severed hand lying in the middle of the path. At first they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. But as they drew near the bloody stump, they realized that the pine needles under their feet were soaked with a sticky red liquid and that other body parts surrounded them. A large toe, a shoulder blade, a severed head with eyes popped and mouth open in a silent scream. Several men retched, and even the physician they had brought in from a nearby town was sickened. They pieced the bodies together, finally, as best they could. That’s when they realized that the pieces belonged to the two loggers keeping guard—and that the injured man was gone.


  They headed back to camp and told everyone what had happened. A party of men was sent out to track the mad logger, but instead they walked right into a wall of fire that sent them running for their lives. Some careless hikers had left a campfire smoldering—a dangerous thing to do in the middle of a drought—and had set the underbrush ablaze. By the time the men made it back to the camp, the whole forest was on fire behind them, and the area had to be evacuated. The wind blew something fierce that night, and the fire raged out of control. Acres burned to the ground overnight.


  Before the damage could get any worse, a huge, drought-ending rainstorm blew in from the sea. The hunt for the mad logger was called off; the police and the lumberjacks agreed that he must have been killed in the fire. But a couple out joyriding in the woods a few months later claimed that a man with body aflame and wielding an axe had come running out onto the lumber road after them and had slashed several holes in their trunk. Apparently, the fellow’s car still bore the marks of the axe, as well as some large scorch marks where the flaming ghost had burned the paint right off. After that, folks never went back into the burned-out woods—not on foot, and not in cars.


  All this happened forty years ago or more, and though occasionally you’d still hear stories about foolish kids who went to the haunted lumber camp and never came back, Will and I didn’t believe ’em. We decided the old logging camp would be a great, creepy place to camp out. And if we could tell our friends that we saw the “ghost” . . . all the better.


  It was dusk when we reached the rotting remains of a few burned-down buildings in the middle of a thicket of spruce and fir.


  “This is it!” Will said gleefully. I nodded dubiously. This place was really spooky, with strange, dark shadows surrounding the remains of the dead buildings and an air of menace oozing from the looming trees. I caught sight of a pale white shape. For a moment I took it for a severed hand and jumped backward with a gasp. Then I realized it was just a fallen branch. Will laughed heartily, and I reluctantly joined in, pulse still pounding madly in my wrist and throat.


  We put up the tent in the shelter of the tallest ruin, made a small campfire, and cooked some hot dogs and baked beans. Our merry voices were the only sounds in that dark place. I kept straining my ears to hear crickets or owls or any sort of night creatures, but the only sound I could hear was the soughing of the wind in the firs and the quiet swishing of a nearby stream. Outside the light of the fire, the night seemed very, very dark.


  I hate to admit it, but I was real glad to turn in. We carefully put out the fire with stream-water, joking the whole time that we didn’t want a repeat of the fire that killed the mad lumberjack. Then we crawled into the tent.


  About midnight, a blaze of bright light surrounding our tent tore both Will and me out of our sleep. I could hear the crackle of flames and the crashing sound of a tree falling nearby.


  “Forest fire!” Will shrieked, jumping up and hitting his head on the top of the tent. “Al, I thought you put the fire out!”


  “I did! I did!” I shouted, struggling out of my sleeping bag.


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” Will cried, rushing through the tent flap. I was caught in a tangle of blankets and sleeping bag and couldn’t follow. Finally, I ripped the bag apart in desperation. I was crawling to the door of the tent when I heard Will give a desperate scream that ended in a gurgle and a thump. Peering through the mosquito netting of the door, I saw the lumber camp as it once must have looked. The buildings and surrounding trees—much taller than the ones we’d seen—were all overlaid with flickering, half-seen flames. Standing in the center of it all was a tall, heavily muscled man. He was wrapped in flames, and in his hands was an axe. Lying slumped at his feet was a dark figure that I recognized at once as Will. Only he seemed shorter than usual. That’s when I realized that he had no head. My eyes popped in horror, and I scanned the ground around the flaming man until I saw Will’s severed head, his face permanently frozen in a ghastly look of terror, lying a yard away from the tent flap.


  I wanted to scream, but instinct kept me silent. Maybe the ghostly lumberjack hadn’t seen me; maybe he didn’t know I was there. I crept back into the tent as silently as I could, hoping the ghostly flames in the trees around me weren’t highlighting my every move. I fumbled with the back flap, got it open, and then was running through the ghostly forest fire, running faster than I ever had in my life. Away, was all I could think: I have to get away. Around me, the flames started dying out, and I soon found myself running in total darkness. I banged right into a tree and staggered back, my eyes blazing with stars. And then I was enveloped in a huge, ghostly ball of flame. A figure towered over me, and the white dots of light in front of my eyes seemed insignificant compared to the blaze of fire crowning that massive form. I ducked frantically as an axe came swinging toward me. It swooshed just a fraction of an inch over my head. I leapt backward, dodging this way and that as the blazing figure pursued me. And then I fell over a tree stump, and my head slammed so hard against the ground that my eyes filled with tears of pain. So I never got a clear glimpse of the axe as it swung toward my neck. All I saw was flame.
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  The Empty Chair


  ASHLAND, OREGON


  My wife and I are theater buffs and Shakespeare is a particular passion for us. We read the plays aloud to one another while we were courting. And after our wedding, we honeymooned in Great Britain so we could attend several plays at the Globe Theatre in London and a few more at the Royal Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon. When I am in a teasing mood, I often call my wife “Beatrice” after a character in Much Ado About Nothing.


  In fact, Shakespeare is the reason we chose to live in Ashland instead of buying a house in Medford where my wife’s family had settled. A young chap from Southern Oregon Normal School started the Oregon Shakespeare Festival back in 1935. By the time my wife and I bought our house in Ashland, it was a well-established tradition. We particularly loved the Elizabethan Theatre, an open-air theater with twelve hundred seats. Attending plays there always reminded us of our honeymoon.


  Pretty early on, my wife and I started mixing it up a bit, going to live theater productions whenever we could and to the movies when we couldn’t. My wife became a big fan of British actor Charles Laughton after he came to America to make films.
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  We saw them all: Mutiny on the Bounty, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Hobson’s Choice, Witness for the Prosecution. . . . Well, I could go on and on.


  In the early 1960s, we started hearing rumors that Angus L. Bowmer, the producing director of the Shakespeare Festival, was hoping to persuade Charles Laughton to act in one of the plays. My wife was so excited she could barely sit still when she conveyed the rumor to me over dinner.


  “Can you imagine?” she repeated over and over. “Charles Laughton. Here in Ashland!”


  I was skeptical at first. It seemed a bit farfetched. But then—holy cow—we spotted the actor himself attending one of the performances. I thought my wife would faint! We heard from friends closely connected to the theater that the actor attended four Shakespeare productions in a row and actually delayed one of his films so he could take in the performances. Apparently, he told Angus Bowmer: “I have just seen the four best productions of Shakespeare that I have ever seen in my life.”


  My wife started her litany all over again when she heard this news. “Can you imagine? Charles Laughton said that. About our festival. Charles Laughton!”


  Our inside source also claimed that Laughton begged Bowmer for a chance to play the lead role in King Lear after he finished filming his next movie. And Bowmer agreed. I figured we’d be seeing that particular play more than once, so I started a “King Lear” budget to make sure my obsessed wife could see the play as often as she liked. Maybe we’d bring the grandkids to a performance or two while we were at it.


  What we didn’t know was that Laughton was battling kidney cancer. He died on December 15, 1962, before he could return to Ashland and act in King Lear. My wife cried when she heard the news. Our insider friend told me privately that Laughton had also been considering the role of Falstaff in The Merry Wives of Windsor. I decided not to mention this to my wife. She was already disconsolate over King Lear.


  The Merry Wives of Windsor was staged the season following Laughton’s death and I made sure we got tickets to the performance. I’d been hearing some strange rumors about the rehearsals. Some of the actors and actresses claimed they felt a presence backstage. This impression grew more pronounced as the show got underway. A great bellow of laughter would ring out occasionally from an empty part of the stage, and the cast claimed it sounded just like Charles Laughton when he laughed aloud in The Private Life of Henry VIII. And I heard rumors that the ghost of the British actor had appeared backstage wearing the costume of Falstaff. My wife and I sat right up front during The Merry Wives of Windsor, the better to watch for a ghostly presence, but we didn’t hear Charles Laughton laughing or see an extra Falstaff striding around in the wings.


  King Lear was staged the next year. As a tribute to our favorite British actor, I hauled out the money I’d stashed away for the occasion and purchased tickets for the whole family: kids, grandkids, and a cousin who was visiting from out of town.


  When the big night arrived, we dressed to the nines and splurged on a fancy restaurant before driving to the theater. Our cousin was called away on an emergency during dinner, so there was an empty seat beside my wife when we took our place among the crowd.


  The stage was set and the audience excited. As the first scene opened, my wife jumped and turned to stare at the empty seat beside her; her eyes wide with surprise. I nudged her gently and she whispered: “Someone is sitting there. I heard a sigh.”


  I stared at the empty seat and felt chills crawl up my arms. Could it be possible? Could the spirit of Charles Laughton be sitting beside us? According to the cast, he’d appeared during The Merry Wives of Windsor. And that role was an afterthought. The role he really wanted to play was King Lear. And King Lear had just made his first appearance onstage.


  As the play progressed, I became more and more convinced that we were sharing our row with a ghost. The air above the empty seat seemed to shimmer whenever I glanced at it. And a slight buzzing noise—almost a low hum—could be heard.


  The action onstage grew fevered. The plot thickened and thickened again. The buzzing sound intensified with each twist of the plot. People in front of us kept turning around and several shushed us, even though we weren’t speaking. Eventually, the buzzing grew so loud that everyone in the section was straining their necks, trying to locate the source of the sound. Suddenly, the shimmering air and the loud buzzing sound coalesced into a translucent ball that rose above our heads and made its way toward the stage. At that moment, I wished I was psychic so I could see the ghost that was creating all the buzz.


  The wide-eyed cast valiantly kept speaking their lines as the buzzing presence joined them on the boards. Professionals all, they finished the scene before fleeing backstage to compose themselves. The buzzing sound abated with the scene.


  The audience was flabbergasted. What had just happened? Had the spirit of Charles Loughton just commandeered the stage for one last performance?


  The play swept along to its dramatic conclusion. When King Lear appeared onstage, bearing the body of his beloved daughter Cordelia, a soft sigh sounded from the empty seat beside my wife. Unbeknownst to us, our unseen companion had returned to our row.


  And then the play was over. As the crowd applauded, the shimmer over the empty seat dissipated. The ghost was gone.


  On the way home, the grandkids couldn’t stop talking about the buzzing sound that disrupted the performance. Everyone believed it was the ghost of Charles Laughton who had taken the stage for one final bow. It would be a story to tell over and over again for the rest of our lives.


  “Well, my dear,” I said to my wife as we readied ourselves for bed that night. “I believe you just got your wish. You got to see Charles Laughton onstage at our Shakespeare Festival.”


  My wife laughed a bit shakily. “I think you are right. But I hope that next time around he finds another place to sit!”
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