shelter was a lean-to and Brian set out now to make
one up. Maybe cover it with grass or leaves or sticks,
he thought, and he started to go down to the lake
again, where there were some willows he could cut
down for braces. But it struck him that he ought to
find a good place for the lean-to and so he decided
to look around first. He wanted to stay near the lake
because he thought the plane, even deep in the
water, might show up to somebody flying over and
he didn’t want to diminish any chance he might
have of being found.

His eyes fell upon the stone ridge to his left and
he thought at first he should build his shelter against
the stone. But before that he decided to check out
the far side of the ridge and that was where he got
lucky.

Using the sun and the fact that it rose in the east
and set in the west, he decided that the far side was
the northern side of the ridge. At one time in the
far past it had been scooped by something, probably
a glacier, and this scooping had left a kind of side-
ways bowl, back in under a ledge. It wasn’t very
deep, not a cave, but it was smooth and made a
perfect roof and he could almost stand in under the
ledge. He had to hold his head slightly tipped for-
ward at the front to keep it from hitting the top.
Some of the rock that had been scooped out had
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also been pulverized by the glacial action, turned
into sand, and now made a small sand beach that
went down to the edge of the water in front and
to the right of the overhang.

It was his first good luck.

No, he thought. He had good luck in the landing,
But this was good luck as well, luck he needed.

All he had to do was wall off part of the bowl and
leave an opening as a doorway and he would have
a perfect shelter—much stronger than a lean-to and
dry because the overhang made a watertight roof.

He crawled back in, under the ledge, and sat. The
sand was cool here in the shade, and the coolness
felt wonderful to his face, which was already starting
to blister and get especially painful on his forehead,
with the blisters on top of the swelling.

He was also still weak. Just the walk around the
back of the ridge and the slight climb over the top
had left his legs rubbery. It felt good to sit for a bit
under the shade of the overhang in the cool sand.

And now, he thought, if I just had something to
cat.

Anything.

When he had rested a bit he went back down to
the lake and drank a couple of swallows of water.
He wasn’t all that thirsty but he thought the water
might help to take the edge off his hunger. It didn’t.
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Somehow the cold lake water actually made it
worse, sharpened it.

He thought of dragging in wood to make a wall
on part of the overhang, and picked up one piece
to pull up, but his arms were too weak and he knew
then that it wasn’t just the crash and injury to his
body and head, it was also that he was weak from
hunger.

He would have to find something to eat. Before
he did anything else he would have to have some-
thing to eat.

But what?

Brian leaned against the rock and stared out at
the lIake. What, in all of this, was there to eat? He
‘was so used to having food just be there, just always
being there. When he was hungry he went to the
icebox, or to the store, or sat down at a meal his
mother cooked.

Oh, he thought, remembering a meal now—oh.
It was the last Thanksgiving, last year, the last
Thanksgiving they had as a family before his mother
demanded the divorce and his father moved out in
the following January. Brian already knew the Secret
but did not know it would cause them to break up
and thought it might work out, the Secret that his
father still did not know but that he would try to
tell him. When he saw him
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The meal had been turkey and they cooked it in
the back yard in the barbecue over charcoal with
the lid down tight. His father had put hickory chips
on the charcoal and the smell of the cooking turkey
and the hickory smoke had filled the yard. When
his father took the lid off, smiling, the smell that
had come out was unbelievable, and when they sat
to eat the meat was wet with juice and rich and
had the taste of the smoke in it...

He had to stop this. His mouth was full of saliva
and his stomach was twisting and growling.

What was there to eat?

What had he read or seen that told him about
food in the wilderness? Hadn’t there been some-
thing? A show, yes, a show on television about air
force pilots and some kind of course they took. A
survival course. All right, he had the show coming
into his thoughts now. The pilots had to live in the
desert. They put them in the desert down in Arizona
or someplace and they had to live for a week. They
had to find food and water for a week.

For water they had made a sheet of plastic into
a dew-gathering device and for food they ate lizards.

That was it. Of course Brian had lots of water and
there weren’t too many lizards in the Canadian
woods, that he knew. One of the pilots had used a
watch crystal as a magnifying glass to focus the sun
and start a fire so they didn’t have to eat the lizards
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raw. But Brian had a digital watch, without a crystal,
broken at that. So the show didn’t help him much.

Wait, there was one thing. One of the pilots, a
woman, had found some kind of beans on a bush
and she had used them with her lizard meat to make
a little stew in a tin can she had found. Bean lizard
stew. There weren’t any beans here, but there must
be berries. There had to be berry bushes around.
Sure, the woods were full of berry bushes. That’s
what everybody always said. Well, he’d actually
never heard anybody say it. But he felt that it should
be true.

There must be berry bushes.

He stood and moved out into the sand and looked
up at the sun. It was still high. He didn’t know what
time it must be. At home it would be one or two
if the sun were that high. At home at one or two
his mother would be putting away the lunch dishes
and getting ready for her exercise class. No, that
would have been yesterday. Today she would be
going to see bim. Today was Thursday and she al-
ways went to see him on Thursdays. Wednesday
was the exercise class and Thursdays she went to
see him. Hot little jets of hate worked into his
thoughts, pushed once, moved back. If his mother
hadn’t begun to see bim and forced the divorce,
Brian wouldn’t be here now.

He shook his head. Had to stop that kind of think-
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ing. The sun was still high and that meant that he
had some time before darkness to find berries. He
didn’t want to be away from his—he almost thought
of it as home—shelter when it came to be dark.

He didn’t want to be anywhere in the woods
when it came to be dark. And he didn’t want to get
lost—which was a real problem. All he knew in the
world was the lake in front of him and the hill at
his back and the ridge—if he 10st sight of them there
was a really good chance that he would get turned
around and not find his way back.

So he had to look for berry bushes, but keep the
lake or the rock ridge in sight at all times.

He looked up the lake shore, to the north. For a
good distance, perhaps two hundred yards, it was
fairly clear. There were tall pines, the kind with no
limbs until very close to the top, with a gentle
breeze sighing in them, but not too much low brush.
Two hundred yards up there seemed to be a belt
of thick, lower brush starting—about ten or twelve
feet high—and that formed a wall he could not see
through. It seemed to go on around the lake, thick
and lushly green, but he could not be sure.

If there were berries they would be in that brush,
he felt, and as long as he stayed close to the lake,
so he could keep the water on his right and know
it was there, he wouldn’t get lost. When he was
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done or found berries, he thought, he would just
turn around so the water was on his left and walk
back until he came to the ridge and his shelter.

Simple. Keep it simple. I am Brian Robeson. I have
been in a plane crash. I am going to find some food.
I am going to find berries.

He walked slowly—still a bit pained in his joints
and weak from hunger—up along the side of the
lake. The trees were full of birds singing ahead of
him in the sun. Some he knew, some he didn’t. He
saw a robin, and some kind of sparrows, and a flock
of reddish orange birds with thick beaks. Twenty
or thirty of them were sitting in one of the pines.
They made much noise and flew away ahead of him
when he walked under the tree. He watched them
fly, their color a bright slash in solid green, and in
this way he found the berries. The birds landed in
some taller willow type of undergrowth with wide
leaves and started jumping and making noise. At
first he was too far away to see what they were
doing, but their color drew him and he moved to-
ward them, keeping the lake in sight on his right,
and when he got closer he saw they were eating
berries.

He could not believe it was that easy. It was as
if the birds had taken him right to the berries. The
slender branches went up about twenty feet and
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were heavy, drooping with clusters of bright red
berries. They were half as big as grapes but hung
in bunches much like grapes and when Brian saw
them, glistening red in the sunlight, he almost
yelled.

His pace quickened and he was in them in mo-
ments, scattering the birds, grabbing branches,
stripping them to fill his mouth with berries.

He almost spit them out. It wasn’t that they were
bitter so much as that they lacked any sweetness,
had a tart flavor that left his mouth dry feeling. And
they were like cherries in that they had large pits,
which made them hard to chew. But there was such
a hunger on him, such an emptiness, that he could
not stop and kept stripping branches and eating
berries by the handful, grabbing and jamming them
into his mouth and swallowing them pits and all.

He could not stop and when, at last, his stomach
was full he was still hungry. Two days without food
must have shrunken his stomach, but the drive of
hunger was still there. Thinking of the birds, and
how they would come back into the berries when
he left, he made a carrying pouch of his torn wind-
breaker and kept picking. Finally, when he judged
he had close to four pounds in the jacket he stopped
and went back to his camp by the ridge.

Now, he thought. Now I have some food and I
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can do something about fixing this place up. He
glanced at the sun and saw he had some time before
dark.

If only I had matches, he thought, looking ruefully
at the beach and lakeside. There was driftwood
everywhere, not to mention dead and dry wood all
over the hill and dead-dry branches hanging from
every tree. All firewood. And no matches. How did
they used to do it? he thought. Rub two sticks
together?

He tucked the berries in the pouch back in under
the overhang in the cool shade and found a couple
of sticks. After ten minutes of rubbing he felt the
sticks and they were almost cool to the touch. Not
that, he thought. They didn’t do fire that way. He
threw the sticks down in disgust. So no fire. But he
could still fix the shelter and make it—here the
word “safer” came into his mind and he didn’t know
why—more livable.

Kind of close in it, he thought. I'll just close it in
a bit. '

He started dragging sticks up from the lake and
pulling long dead branches down from the hill,
never getting out of sight of the water and the ridge.
With these he interlaced and wove a wall across
the opening of the front of the rock. It took over
two hours, and he had to stop several times because
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he still felt a bit weak and once because he felt a
strange new twinge in his stomach. A tightening,
rolling. Too many berries, he thought. I ate too
many of them.

But it was gone soon and he kept working until
the entire front of the overhang was covered save
for a small opening at the right end, nearest the
lake. The doorway was about three feet, and when
he went in he found himself in a room almost fifteen
feet long and eight to ten feet deep, with the rock
wall sloping down at the rear.

“Good,” he said, nodding. “Good...”

Outside the sun was going down, finally, and in
the initial coolness the mosquitos came out again
and clouded in on him. They were thick, terrible,
if not quite as bad as in the morning, and he kept
brushing them off his arms until he couldn’t stand
it and then dumped the berries and put the torn
windbreaker on. At least the sleeves covered his
arms.

Wrapped in the jacket, with darkness coming
down fast now, he crawled back in under the rock
and huddled and tried to sleep. He was deeply tired,
and still aching some, but sleep was slow coming
and did not finally settle in until the evening cool
turned to night cool and the mosquitos slowed.

Then, at last, with his stomach turning on the
berries, Brian went to sleep.
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“MOTHER!”

He screamed it and he could not be sure if the
scream awakened him or the pain in his stomach.
His whole abdomen was torn with great rolling jolts
of pain, pain that doubled him in the darkness of
the little shelter, put him over and face down in
the sand to moan again and again: “Mother, mother,
mother...”

Never anything like this. Never. It was as if all
the berries, all the pits had exploded in the center
of him, ripped and tore at him. He crawled out the
doorway and was sick in the sand, then crawled still
farther and was sick again, vomiting and with ter-
rible diarrhea for over an hour, for over a year he

67




thought, until he was at last empty and drained of
all strength.

Then he crawled back into the shelter and fell
again to the sand but could not sleep at first, could
do nothing except lie there, and his mind decided
then to bring the memory up again.

In the mall. Every detail. His mother sitting in the
station wagon with the man. And she had leaned
across and kissed him, kissed the man with the short
blond hair, and it was not a friendly peck, but a kiss.
A kiss where she turned her head over at an angle
and put her mouth against the mouth of the blond
man who was not his father and kissed, mouth to
mouth, and then brought her hand up to touch his
cheek, his forehead, while they were kissing. And
Brian saw it.

Saw this thing that his mother did with the blond
man. Saw the kiss that became the Secret that his
father still did not know about, know all about.

The memory was so real that he could feel the
heat in the mall that day, could remember the worry
that Terry would turn and see his mother, could
remember the worry of the shame of it and then
the memory faded and he slept again...

Awake.
For a second, perhaps two, he did not know
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where he was, was still in his sleep somewhere.
Then he saw the sun streaming in the open doorway
of the shelter and heard the close, vicious whine of
the mosquitos and knew. He brushed his face, com-
pletely welted now with two days of bites, com-
pletely covered with lumps and bites, and was
surprised to find the swelling on his forehead had
gone down a great deal, was almost gone.

The smell was awful and he couldn’t place it.
Then he saw the pile of berries at the back of the
shelter and remembered the night and being sick.

“Too many of them,” he said aloud. “Too many
gut cherries...”

He crawled out of the shelter and found where
he’d messed the sand. He used sticks and cleaned
it as best he could, covered it with clean sand and
went down to the lake to wash his hands and get
a drink.

It was still very early, only just past true dawn,
and the water was so calm he could see his reflec-
tion. It frightened him—the face was cut and bleed-
ing, swollen and lumpy, the hair all matted, and on
his forehead a cut had healed but left the hair stuck
with blood and scab. His eyes were slits in the bites
and he was—somehow—covered with dirt. He
slapped the water with his hand to destroy the
mirror.
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Ugly, he thought. Very, very ugly.
And he was, at that moment, almost overcome

with self-pity. He was dirty and starving and bitten
and hurt and lonely and ugly and afraid and so com-
pletely miserable that it was like being in a pit, a
dark, deep pit with no way out.

He sat back on the bank and fought crying. Then
let it come and cried for perhaps three, four min-
utes. Long tears, self-pity tears, wasted tears.

He stood, went back to the water, and took small
drinks. As soon as the cold water hit his stomach
he felt the hunger sharpen, as it had before, and he
stood and held his abdomen until the hunger
cramps receded.

He had to eat. He was weak with it again, down
with the hunger, and he had to eat.

Back at the shelter the berries lay in a pile where
he had dumped them when he grabbed his wind-
breaker—gut cherries he called them in his mind
now—and he thought of eating some of them. Not
such a crazy amount, as he had, which he felt
brought on the sickness in the night—but just
enough to stave off the hunger a bit.

He crawled into the shelter. Some flies were on
the berries and he brushed them off. He selected
only the berries that were solidly ripe—not the light
red ones, but the berries that were dark, maroon
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red to black and swollen in ripeness. When he had
a small handful of them he went back down to the
lake and washed them in the water—small fish scat-
tered away when he splashed the water up and he
wished he had a fishing line and hook—then he ate
them carefully, spitting out the pits. They were still
tart, but had a sweetness to them, although they
seemed to make his lips a bit numb.

When he finished he was still hungry, but the
edge was gone and his legs didn’t feel as weak as
they had.

He went back to the shelter. It took him half an
hour to go through the rest of the berries and sort
them, putting all the fully ripe ones in a pile on
some leaves, the rest in another pile. When he was
done he covered the two piles with grass he tore
from the lake shore to keep the flies off and went
back outside.

They were awful berries, those gut cherries, he
thought. But there was food there, food of some
kind, and he could eat a bit more later tonight if he
had to.

For now he had a full day ahead of him. He looked
at the sky through the trees and saw that while there
were clouds they were scattered and did not seem
to hold rain. There was a light breeze that seemed
to keep the mosquitos down and, he thought, look-
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ing up along the lake shore, if there was one kind
of berry there should be other kinds. Sweeter kinds.

If he kept the lake in sight as he had done yes-
terday he should be all right, should be able to find
home again—and it stopped him. He had actually
thought it that time.

Home. Three days, no, two—or was it three? Yes,
this was the third day and he had thought of the
shelter as home.

He turned and looked at it, studied the crude
work. The brush made a fair wall, not weathertight
but it cut most of the wind off. He hadn’t done so
badly at that. Maybe it wasn’t much, but also maybe
it was all he had for a home.

All right, he thought, so I'll call it home.

He turned back and set off up the side of the lake,
heading for the gut cherry bushes, his windbreaker-
bag in his hand. Things were bad, he thought, but
maybe not that bad.

Maybe he could find some better berries.

When he came to the gut cherry bushes he
paused. The branches were empty of birds but still
had many berries, and some of those that had been
merely red yesterday were now a dark maroon to
black. Much riper. Maybe he should stay and pick
them to save them.

But the explosion in the night was still much in
his memory and he decided to go on. Gut cherries
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were food, but tricky to eat. He needed something
better.

Another hundred yards up the shore there was a
place where the wind had torn another path. These
must have been fierce winds, he thought, to tear
places up like this—as they had the path he had
found with the plane when he crashed. Here the
trees were not all the way down but twisted and
snapped off halfway up from the ground, so their
tops were all down and rotted and gone, leaving
the snags poking into the sky like broken teeth. It
made for tons of dead and dry wood and he wished
once more he could get a fire going. It also made
a kind of clearing—with the tops of the trees gone
the sun could get down to the ground—and it was
filled with small thorny bushes that were covered
with berries.

Raspberries.

These he knew because there were some rasp-
berry bushes in the park and he and Terry were
always picking and eating them when they biked
past.

The berries were full and ripe, and he tasted one
to find it sweet, and with none of the problems of
the gut cherries. Although they did not grow in
clusters, there were many of them and they were
easy to pick and Brian smiled and started eating.

Sweet juice, he thought. Oh, they were sweet
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with just a tiny tang and he picked and ate and
picked and ate and thought that he had never tasted
anything this good. Soon, as before, his stomach was
full, but now he had some sense and he did not
gorge or cram more down. Instead he picked more
and put them in his windbreaker, feeling the morn-
ing sun on his back and thinking he was rich, rich
with food now, just rich, and he heard a noise to
his rear, a slight noise, and he turned and saw the
bear.

He could do nothing, think nothing. His tongue,
stained with berry juice, stuck to the roof of his
mouth and he stared at the bear. It was black, with
a cinnamon-colored nose, not twenty feet from him
and big. No, huge. It was all black fur and huge. He
had seen one in the zoo in the city once, a black
bear, but it had been from India or somewhere. This
one was wild, and much bigger than the one in the
zoo and it was right there.

Right there.

The sun caught the ends of the hairs along his
back. Shining black and silky the bear stood on its
hind legs, half up, and studied Brian, just studied
him, then lowered itself and moved slowly to the
left, eating berries as it rolled along, wuffling and
delicately using its mouth to lift each berry from
the stem, and in seconds it was gone. Gone, and
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Brian still had not moved. His tongue was stuck to
the top of his mouth, the tip half out, his eyes were
wide and his hands were reaching for a berry.

Then he made a sound, a low: “Nnnnnnggg.” It
made no sense, was just a sound of fear, of disbelief
that something that large could have come so close
to him without his knowing. It just walked up to
him and could have eaten him and he could have
done nothing. Nothing. And when the sound was
half done a thing happened with his legs, a thing
he had nothing to do with, and they were running
in the opposite direction from the bear, back toward
the shelter.

He would have run all the way, in panic, but after
he had gone perhaps fifty yards his brain took over
and slowed and, finally, stopped him.

If the bear had wanted you, his brain said, he
would have taken you. It is something to under-
stand, he thought, not something to run away from.
The bear was eating berries.

Not people.

The bear made no move to hurt you, to threaten
you. It stood to see you better, study you, then went
on its way eating berries. It was a big bear, but it
did not want you, did not want to cause you harm,
and that is the thing to understand here.

He turned and looked back at the stand of rasp-
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berries. The bear was gone, the birds were singing,
he saw nothing that could hurt him. There was no
danger here that he could sense, could feel. In the
city, at night, there was sometimes danger. You
could not be in the park at night, after dark, because
of the danger. But here, the bear had looked at him
and had moved on and—this filled his thoughts—
the berries were so good.

So good. So sweet and rich and his body was so
empty.

And the bear had almost indicated that it didn’t
mind sharing—had just walked from him.

And the berries were so good.

And, he thought, finally, if he did not go back and
get the berries he would have to eat the gut cherries
again tonight. '

That convinced him and he walked slowly back
to the raspberry patch and continued picking for
the entire morning, although with great caution,
and once when a squirrel rustled some pine needles
at the base of a tree he nearly jumped out of his
skin. '

About noon—the sun was almost straight over-
head—the clouds began to thicken and look dark.
In moments it started to rain and he took what he
had picked and trotted back to the shelter. He had
eaten probably two pounds of raspberries and had
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maybe another three pounds in his jacket, rolled in
a pouch.

He made it to the shelter just as the clouds com-
pletely opened and the rain roared down in sheets.
Soon the sand outside was drenched and there were
rivulets running down to the lake. But inside he was
dry and snug. He started to put the picked berries
back in the sorted pile with the gut cherries but
noticed that the raspberries were seeping through
the jacket. They were much softer than the gut
cherries and apparently were being crushed a bit
with their own weight.

When he held the jacket up and looked beneath
it he saw a stream of red liquid. He put a finger in
it and found it to be sweet and tangy, like pop
without the fizz, and he grinned and lay back on
the sand, holding the bag up over his face and letting
the seepage drip into his mouth.

Outside the rain poured down, but Brian lay back,
drinking the syrup from the berries, dry and with
the pain almost all gone, the stiffness also gone, his
belly full and a good taste in his mouth.

For the first time since the crash he was not think-
ing of himself, of his own life. Brian was wondering
if the bear was as surprised as he to find another
being in the berries.

Later in the afternoon, as evening came down, he
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went to the lake and washed the sticky berry juice
from his face and hands, then went back to prepare
for the night.

While he had accepted and understood that the
bear did not want to hurt him, it was still much in
his thoughts and as darkness came into the shelter
he took the hatchet out of his belt and put it by his
head, his hand on the handle, as the day caught up
with him and he slept.
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AT FirsT he thought it was a growl. In the still dark-
ness of the shelter in the middle of the night his
eyes came open and he was awake and he thought
there was a growl. But it was the wind, 2 medium
wind in the pines had made some sound that
brought him up, brought him awake. He sat up and
was hit with the smell.

It terrified him. The smell was one of rot, some
musty rot that made him think only of graves with
cobwebs and dust and old death. His nostrils wid-
ened and he opened his eyes wider but he could
see nothing. It was too dark, too hard dark with
clouds covering even the small light from the stars,
and he could not see. But the smell was alive, alive
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and full and in the shelter. He thought of the bear,
thought of Bigfoot and every monster he had ever
seen in every fright movie he had ever watched,
and his heart hammered in his throat.

Then he heard the slithering. A brushing sound,
a slithering brushing sound near his feet—and he
kicked out as hard as he could, kicked out and threw
the hatchet at the sound, a noise coming from his
throat. But the hatchet missed, sailed into the wall
where it hit the rocks with a shower of sparks, and
his leg was instantly torn with pain, as if a hundred
needles had been driven into it. “Unnnngh!”

Now he screamed, with the pain and fear, and
skittered on his backside up into the corner of the
shelter, breathing through his mouth, straining to
see, to hear.

The slithering moved again, he thought toward
him at first, and terror took him, stopping his breath.
He felt he could see a low dark form, a bulk in the
darkness, a shadow that lived, but now it moved
away, slithering and scraping it moved away and he
saw or thought he saw it go out of the door opening.

He lay on his side for 2a moment, then pulled a
rasping breath in and held it, listening for the at-
tacker to return. When it was apparent that the
shadow wasn’t coming back he felt the calf of his
leg, where the pain was centered and spreading to
fill the whole leg.
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His fingers gingerly- touched a group of needles
that had been driven through his pants and into the
fleshy part of his calf. They were stiff and very sharp
on the ends that stuck out, and he knew then what
the attacker had been. A porcupine had stumbled
into his shelter and when he had kicked it the thing
had slapped him with its tail of quills.

He touched each quill carefully. The pain made
it seem as if dozens of them had been slammed into
his leg, but there were only eight, pinning the cloth
against his skin. He leaned back against the wall for
a minute. He couldn’t leave them in, they had to
come out, but just touching them made the pain
more intense.

So fast, he thought. So fast things change. When
he’d gone to sleep he had satisfaction and in just a
moment it was all different. He grasped one of the
quills, held his breath, and jerked. It sent pain signals
to his brain in tight waves, but he grabbed another,
pulled it, then another quill. When he had pulled
four of them he stopped for a moment. The pain
had gone from being a pointed injury pain to spread-
ing in a hot smear up his leg and it made him catch
his breath.

Some of the quills were driven in deeper than
others and they tore when they came out. He
breathed deeply twice, let half of the breath out,
and went back to work. Jerk, pause, jerk—and three
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more times before he lay back in the darkness, done.
The pain filled his leg now, and with it came new
waves of self-pity. Sitting alone in the dark, his leg
aching, some mosquitos finding him again, he
started crying. It was all too much, just too much,
and he couldn’t take it. Not the way it was.

I can’t take it this way, alone with no fire and in
the dark, and next time it might be something
worse, maybe a bear, and it wouldn’t be just quills
in the leg, it would be worse. I can’t do this, he
thought, again and again. I can’t. Brian pulled him-
self up until he was sitting upright back in the cor-
ner of the cave. He put his head down on his arms
across his knees, with stiffness taking his left leg,
and cried until he was cried out.

He did not know how long it took, but later he
looked back on this time of crying in the corner of
the dark cave and thought of it as when he learned
the most important rule of survival, which was that
feeling sorry for yourself didn’t work. It wasn’t just
that it was wrong to do, or that it was considered
incorrect. It was more than that—it didn’t work.
When he sat alone in the darkness and cried and
was done, was all done with it, nothing had changed.
His leg still hurt, it was still dark, he was still alone
and the self-pity had accomplished nothing,

At last he slept again, but already his patterns
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were changing and the sleep was light, a resting
doze more than a deep sleep, with small sounds
awakening him twice in the rest of the night. In the
last doze period before daylight, before he awak-
ened finally with the morning light and the clouds
of new mosquitos, he dreamed. This time it was not
of his mother, not of the Secret, but of his father at
first and then of his friend Terry.

In the initial segment of the dream his father was
standing at the side of a living room looking at him
and it was clear from his expression that he was
trying to tell Brian something. His lips moved but
there was no sound, not a whisper. He waved his
hands at Brian, made gestures in front of his face as
if he were scratching something, and he worked to
make a word with his mouth but at first Brian could
not see it. Then the lips made an mmmmm shape
but no sound came. Mmmmm—maaaa. Brian
could not hear it, could not understand it and he
wanted to so badly; it was so important to under-
stand his father, to know what he was saying. He
was trying to help, trying so hard, and when Brian
couldn’t understand he looked cross, the way he
did when Brian asked questions more than once,
and he faded. Brian’s father faded into a fog place
Brian could not see and the dream was almost over,
or seemed to be, when Terry came.
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He was not gesturing to Brian but was sitting in
the park at a bench looking at a barbecue pit and
for a time nothing happened. Then he got up and
poured some charcoal from a bag into the cooker,
then some starter fluid, and he took a flick type of
lighter and lit the fluid. When it was burning and
the charcoal was at last getting hot he turned, no-
ticing Brian for the first time in the dream. He
turned and smiled and pointed to the fire as if to
say, see, a fire.

But it meant nothing to Brian, except that he
wished he had a fire. He saw a grocery sack on the
table next to Terry. Brian thought it must contain
hot dogs and chips and mustard and he could think
only of the food. But Terry shook his head and
pointed again to the fire, and twice more he pointed
to the fire, made Brian see the flames, and Brian felt
his frustration and anger rise and he thought all
right, all right, I see the fire but so what? I don’t
have a fire. I know about fire; I know I need a fire.

I know that.

His eyes opened and there was light in the cave,
a gray dim light of morning. He wiped his mouth
and tried to move his leg, which had stiffened like
wood. There was thirst, and hunger, and he ate some
raspberries from the jacket. They had spoiled a bit,
seemed softer and mushier, but still had a rich
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sweetness. He crushed the berries against the roof
of his mouth with his tongue and drank the sweet
juice as it ran down his throat. A flash of metal
caught his eye and he saw his hatchet in the sand
where he had thrown it at the porcupine in the
dark.

He scootched up, wincing a bit when he bent his
stiff leg, and crawled to where the hatchet lay. He
picked it up and examined it and saw a chip in the
top of the head.

The nick wasn’t large, but the hatchet was im-
portant to him, was his only tool, and he should not
have thrown it. He should keep it in his hand, and
make a tool of some kind to help push an animal
away. Make a staff,he thought, or a lance, and save
the hatchet. Something came then, a thought as he
held the hatchet, something about the dream and
his father and Terry, but he couldn’t pin it down.

“Ahhh...” He scrambled out and stood in the
morning sun and stretched his back muscles and
his sore leg. The hatchet was still in his hand, and
as he stretched and raised it over his head it caught
the first rays of the morning sun. The first faint light
hit the silver of the hatchet and it flashed a brilliant
gold in the light. Like fire. That is it, he thought.
What they were trying to tell me.

Fire. The hatchet was the key to it all. When he
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threw the hatchet at the porcupine in the cave and
missed and hit the stone wall it had showered
sparks, a golden shower of sparks in the dark, as
golden with fire as the sun was now.

The hatchet was the answer. That’s what his
father and Terry had been trying to tell him. Some-
how he could get fire from the hatchet. The sparks
would make fire.

Brian went back into the shelter and studied the
wall. It was some form of chalky granite, or a sand-
stone, but imbedded in it were large pieces of a
darker stone, a harder and darker stone. It only took
him a moment to find where the hatchet had struck.
The steel had nicked into the edge of one of the
darker stone pieces. Brian turned the head back-
ward so he would strike with the flat rear of the
hatchet and hit the black rock gently. Too gently,
and nothing happened. He struck harder, a glancing
blow, and two or three weak sparks skipped off the
rock and died immediately.

He swung harder, held the hatchet so it would
hit a longer, sliding blow, and the black rock ex-
ploded in fire. Sparks flew so heavily that several of
them skittered and jumped on the sand beneath the
rock and he smiled and stuck again and again.

There could be fire here, he thought. I will have
afire here, he thought, and struck again—I will have
fire from the hatchet.
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BriaN FOUND it was a long way from sparks to fire.

Clearly there had to be something for the sparks
to ignite, some kind of tinder or kindling—but what?
He brought some dried grass in, tapped sparks into
it and watched them die. He tried small twigs, break-
ing them into little pieces, but that was worse than
the grass. Then he tried a combination of the two,
grass and twigs.

Nothing. He had no trouble getting sparks, but
the tiny bits of hot stone or metal—he couldn’t tell
which they were—just sputtered and died.

He settled back on his haunches in exasperation,
looking at the pitiful clump of grass and twigs.

He needed something finer, something soft and
fine and fluffy to catch the bits of fire.
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Shredded paper would be nice, but he had no
paper.

“So close,” he said aloud, “so close...”

He put the hatchet back in his belt and went out
of the shelter, limping on his sore leg. There had
to be something, had to be. Man had made fire.
There had been fire for thousands, millions of years.
There had to be a way. He dug in his pockets and
found the twenty-dollar bill in his wallet. Paper.
Worthless paper out here. But if he could get a fire
going...

He ripped the twenty into tiny pieces, made a
pile of pieces, and hit sparks into them. Nothing
happened. They just wouldn’t take the sparks. But
there had to be a way—some way to do it.

Not twenty feet to his right, leaning out over the
water were birches and he stood looking at them
for a full half-minute before they registered on his
mind. They were a beautiful white with bark like
clean, slightly speckled paper.

Paper.

He moved to the trees. Where the bark was peel-
ing from the trunks it lifted in tiny tendrils, almost
fluffs. Brian plucked some of them loose, rolled
them in his fingers. They seemed flammable, dry
and nearly powdery. He pulled and twisted bits off
the trees, packing them in one hand while he picked
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them with the other, picking and gathering until he
had a wad close to the size of a baseball.

Then he went back into the shelter and arranged
the ball of birchbark peelings at the base of the black
rock. As an afterthought he threw in the remains of
the twenty-dollar bill. He struck and a stream of
sparks fell into the bark and quickly died. But this
time one spark fell on one small hair of dry bark—
almost a thread of bark—and seemed to glow a bit
brighter before it died.

The material had to be finer. There had to be a
soft and incredibly fine nest for the sparks.

I must make a home for the sparks, he thought.
A perfect home or they won't stay, they won’t make
fire.

He started ripping the bark, using his fingernails
at first, and when that didn’t work he used the sharp
edge of the hatchet, cutting the bark in thin slivers,
hairs so fine they were almost not there. It was
painstaking work, slow work, and he stayed with it
for over two hours. Twice he stopped for a handful
of berries and once to go to the lake for a drink.
Then back to work, the sun on his back, until at last
he had a ball of fluff as big as a grapefruit—dry
birchbark fluff.

He positioned his spark nest—as he thought of
it—at the base of the rock, used his thumb to make
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a small depression in the middle, and slammed the
back of the hatchet down across the black rock. A
cloud of sparks rained down, most of them missing
the nest, but some, perhaps thirty or so, hit in the
depression and of those six or seven found fuel and
grew, smoldered and caused the bark to take on the
red glow.

Then they went out.

Close—he was close. He repositioned the nest,
made a new and smaller dent with his thumb, and
struck again.

More sparks, a slight glow, then nothing.

It's me, he thought. I'm doing something wrong.
I do not know this—a cave dweller would have had
a fire by now, a Cro-Magnon man would have a fire
by now—but I don’t know this. I don’t know how
to make a fire.

Maybe not enough sparks. He settled the nest in
place once more and hit the rock with a series of
blows, as fast as he could. The sparks poured like a
golden waterfall. At first they seemed to take, there
were several, many sparks that found life and took
briefly, but they all died.

Starved.

He leaned back. They are like me. They are starv-
ing. It wasn’t quantity, there were plenty of sparks,
but they needed more.
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I would kill, he thought suddenly, for a book of
matches. Just one book. Just one match. I would
kill.

What makes fire? He thought back to school. To
all those science classes. Had he ever learned what
made a fire? Did a teacher ever stand up there and
say, “This is what makes a fire...”

He shook his head, tried to focus his thoughts.
What did it take? You have to have fuel, he
thought—and he had that. The bark was fuel. Oxy-
gen—there had to be air.

He needed to add air. He had to fan on it, blow
onit. -

He made the nest ready again, held the hatchet
backward, tensed, and struck four quick blows.
Sparks came down and he leaned forward as fast as
he could and blew.

Too hard. There was a bright, almost intense
glow, then it was gone. He had blown it out.

Another set of strikes, more sparks. He leaned
and blew, but gently this time, holding back and
aiming the stream of air from his mouth to hit the
brightest spot. Five or six sparks had fallen in a tight
mass of bark hair and Brian centered his efforts
there.

The sparks grew with his gentle breath. The red
glow moved from the sparks themselves into the
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bark, moved and grew and became worms, glowing
red worms that crawled up the bark hairs and
caught other threads of bark and grew until there
was a pocket of red as big as a quarter, a glowing
red coal of heat.

And when he ran out of breath and paused to
inhale, the red ball suddenly burst into flame.

“Fire!” He yelled. “I've got fire! I've got it, I've
got it, I've got it...”

But the flames were thick and oily and burning
fast, consuming the ball of bark as fast as if it were
gasoline. He had to feed the flames, keep them
going. Working as fast as he could he carefully
placed the dried grass and wood pieces he had tried
at first on top of the bark and was gratified to see
them take.

But they would go fast. He needed more, and
more. He could not let the flames go out.

He ran from the shelter to the pines and started
breaking off the low, dead small limbs. These he
threw in the shelter, went back for more, threw
those in, and squatted to break and feed the hungry
flames. When the small wood was going well he
went out and found larger wood and did not relax
until that was going. Then he leaned back against
the wood brace of his door opening and smiled.

I have a friend, he thought—I have a friend now.
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A hungry friend, but a good one. I have a friend
named fire.

“Hello, fire...”

The curve of the rock back made an almost per-
fect drawing flue that carried the smoke up through
the cracks of the roof but held the heat. If he kept
the fire small it would be perfect and would keep
anything like the porcupine from coming through
the door again.

A friend and a guard, he thought.

So much from a little spark. A friend and a guard
from a tiny spark.

He looked around and wished he had somebody
to tell this thing, to show this thing he had done.
But there was nobody.

Nothing but the trees and the sun and the breeze
and the lake.

Nobody.

And he thought, rolling thoughts, with the smoke
curling up over his head and the smile still half on
his face he thought: I wonder what they’re doing
now.

I wonder what my father is doing now.

I wonder what my mother is doing now.

I wonder if she is with him.




HEe CouLb Nor at first leave the fire.

It was so precious to him, so close and sweet a
thing, the yellow and red flames brightening the
dark interior of the shelter, the happy crackle of the
dry wood as it burned, that he could not leave it.
He went to the trees and brought in as many dead
limbs as he could chop off and carry, and when he
had a large pile of them he sat near the fire—though
it was getting into the warm middle part of the day
and he was hot—and broke them in small pieces
and fed the fire.

I will not let you go out, he said to himself, to
the lames—not ever. And so he sat through a long
part of the day, keeping the flames even, eating from
his stock of raspberries, leaving to drink from the

94




lake when he was thirsty. In the afternoon, toward
evening, with his face smoke smeared and his skin
red from the heat, he finally began to think ahead
to what he needed to do.

He would need a large woodpile to get through
the night. It would be almost impossible to find
wood in the dark so he had to have it all in and cut
and stacked before the sun went down.

Brian made certain the fire was banked with new
wood, then went out of the shelter and searched
for a good fuel supply. Up the hill from the campsite
the same windstorm that left him a place to land
the plane—had that only been three, four days
ago?—had dropped three large white pines across
each other. They were dead now, dry and filled with
weathered dry dead limbs—enough for many days.
He chopped and broke and carried wood back to
the camp, stacking the pieces under the overhang
until he had what he thought to be an enormous
pile, as high as his head and six feet across the base.
Between trips he added small pieces to the fire to
keep it going and on one of the trips to get wood
he noticed an added advantage of the fire. When he
was in the shade of the trees breaking limbs the
mosquitos swarmed on him, as usual, but when he
came to the fire, or just near the shelter where the
smoke eddied and swirled, the insects were gone.

It was a wonderful discovery. The mosquitos had
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nearly driven him mad and the thought of being rid
of them lifted his spirits. On another trip he looked
back and saw the smoke curling up through the
trees and realized, for the first time, that he now
had the means to make a signal. He could carry a
burning stick and build a signal fire on top of the
rock, make clouds of smoke and perhaps attract
attention.

Which meant more wood. And still more wood.
There did not seem to be an end to the wood he
would need and he spent all the rest of the after-
noon into dusk making wood trips.

At dark he settled in again for the night, next to
the fire with the stack of short pieces ready to put
on, and he ate the rest of the raspberries. During
all the work of the day his leg had loosened but it
still ached a bit, and he rubbed it and watched the
fire and thought for the first time since the crash
that he might be getting a handle on things, might
be starting to do something other than just sit.

He was out of food, but he could look tomorrow
and he could build a signal fire tomorrow and get
more wood tomorrow...

The fire cut the night coolness and settled him
back into sleep, thinking of tomorrow.

He slept hard and wasn’t sure what awakened him
but his eyes came open and he stared into the dark-
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ness. The fire had burned down and looked out but
he stirred with a piece of wood and found a bed of
coals still glowing hot and red. With small pieces
of wood and careful blowing he soon had a blaze
going again. -

It had been close. He had to be sure to try and
sleep in short intervals so he could keep the fire
going, and he tried to think of a way to regulate his
sleep but it made him sleepy to think about it and
he was just going under again when he heard the
sound outside.

It was not unlike the sound of the porcupine,
something slithering and being dragged across the
sand, but when he looked out the door opening it
was too dark to see anything.

Whatever it was it stopped making that sound in
a few moments and he thought he heard something
sloshing into the water at the shoreline, but he had
the fire now and plenty of wood so he wasn’t as
worried as he had been the night before.

He dozed, slept for a time, awakened again just
at dawn-gray light, and added wood to the still-
smoking fire before standing outside and stretching.
Standing with his arms stretched over his head and
the tight knot of hunger in his stomach, he looked
toward the lake and saw the tracks.

They were strange, a main center line up from
the lake in the sand with claw marks to the side
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leading to a small pile of sand, then going back down
to the water.

He walked over and squatted near them, studied
them, tried to make sense of them.

Whatever had made the tracks had some kind of
flat dragging bottom in the middle and was appar-
ently pushed along by the legs that stuck out to the
side.

Up from the water to a small pile of sand, then
back down into the water. Some animal. Some kind
of water animal that came up to the sand to...to
do what?

To do something with the sand, to play and make
a pile in the sand?

He smiled. City boy, he thought. Oh, you city boy
with your city ways—he made a mirror in his mind,
a mirror of himself, and saw how he must look. City
boy with your city ways sitting in the sand trying
to read the tracks and not knowing, not understand-
ing. Why would anything wild come up from the
water to play in the sand? Not that way, animals
weren’t that way. They didn’t waste time that way.

It had come up from the water for a reason, a
good reason, and he must try to understand the
reason, he must change to fully understand the rea-
son himself or he would not make it.

It had come up from the water for a reason, and
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the reason, he thought, squatting, the reason had to
do with the pile of sand.

He brushed the top off gently with his hand but
found only damp sand. Still, there must be a reason
and he carefully kept scraping and digging until,
about four inches down, he suddenly came into a
small chamber in the cool-damp sand and there lay
eggs, many eggs, almost perfectly round eggs the
size of table tennis balls, and he laughed then be-
cause he knew.

It had been a turtle. He had seen a show on tele-
vision about sea turtles that came up onto beaches
and laid their eggs in the sand. There must be fresh-
water lake turtles that did the same. Maybe snapping
turtles. He had heard of snapping turtles. They be-
came fairly large, he thought. It must have been a
snapper that came up in the night when he heard
the noise that awakened him; she must have come
then and laid the eggs.

Food.

More than eggs, more than knowledge, more than
anything this was food. His stomach tightened and
rolled and made noise as he looked at the eggs, as
if his stomach belonged to somebody else or had
seen the eggs with its own eyes and was demanding
food. The hunger, always there, had been somewhat
controlled and dormant when there was nothing to
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eat but with the eggs came the scream to eat. His
whole body craved food with such an intensity that
it quickened his breath.

He reached into the nest and pulled the eggs out
one at a time. There were seventeen of them, each
as round as a ball, and white. They had leathery
shells that gave instead of breaking when he
squeezed them.

When he had them heaped on the sand in a pyr-
amid—he had never felt so rich somehow—he sud-
denly realized that he did not know how to eat
them.

He had a fire but no way to cook them, no con-
tainer, and he had never thought of eating a raw
egg. He had an uncle named Carter, his father’s
brother, who always put an egg in a glass of milk
and drank it in the morning. Brian had watched him
do it once, just once, and when the runny part of
the white left the glass and went into his uncle’s
mouth and down the throat in a single gulp Brian
almost lost everything he had ever eaten.

Still, he thought. Still. As his stomach moved to-
ward his backbone he became less and less fussy.
Some natives in the world ate grasshoppers and ants
and if they could do that he could get a raw egg
down.

He picked one up and tried to break the shell
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and found it surprisingly tough. Finally, using the
hatchet he sharpened a stick and poked a hole in
the egg. He widened the hole with his finger and
looked inside. Just an egg. It had a dark yellow yolk
and not so much white as he thought there would
be.

Just an egg.

Food.

Just an egg he had to eat.

Raw.

He looked out across the lake and brought the
egg to his mouth and closed his eyes and sucked
and squeezed the egg at the same time and swal-
lowed as fast as he could.

“Ecch...”

It had a greasy, almost oily taste, but it was still
an egg. His throat tried to throw it back up, his
whole body seemed to convulse with it, but his
stomach took it, held it, and demanded more.

The second egg was easier, and by the third one
he had no trouble at all—it just slid down. He ate
six of them, could have easily eaten all of them and
not been full, but a part of him said to hold back,
save the rest.

He could not now believe the hunger. The eggs
had awakened it fully, roaringly, so that it tore at
him. After the sixth egg he ripped the shell open
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and licked the inside clean, then went back and
ripped the other five open and licked them out as
well and wondered if he could eat the shells. There
must be some food value in them. But when he
tried they were too leathery to chew and he
couldn’t get them down.

He stood away from the eggs for a moment, lit-
erally stood and turned away so that he could not
see them. If he looked at them he would have to
eat more.

He would store them in the shelter and eat only
one a day. He fought the hunger down again, con-
trolled it. He would take them now and store them
and save them and eat one a day, and he realized
as he thought it that he had forgotten that they
might come. The searchers. Surely, they would
come before he could eat all the eggs at one a day.

He had forgotten to think about them and that
wasn’t good. He had to keep thinking of them be-
cause if he forgot them and did not think of them
they might forget about him.

And he had to keep hoping.

He had to keep hoping.
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THERE WERE these things to do.

He transferred all the eggs from the small
beach into the shelter, reburying them near his
sleeping area. It took all his will to keep from
eating another one as he moved them, but he
got it done and when they were out of sight
again it was easier. He added wood to the fire
and cleaned up the camp area.

A good laugh, that—cleaning the camp. All he did
was shake out his windbreaker and hang it in the
sun to dry the berry juice that had soaked in, and
smooth the sand where he slept.

But it was a mental thing. He had gotten de-
pressed thinking about how they hadn’t found him
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yet, and when he was busy and had something to
do the depression seemed to leave.

So there were things to do.

With the camp squared away he brought in more
wood. He had decided to always have enough on
hand for three days and after spending one night
with the fire for a friend he knew what a staggering
amount of wood it would take. He worked all
through the morning at the wood, breaking down
dead limbs and breaking or chopping them in
smaller pieces, storing them neatly beneath the
overhang. He stopped once to take a drink at the
lake and in his reflection he saw that the swelling
on his head was nearly gone. There was no pain
there so he assumed that had taken care of itself.
His leg was also back to normal, although he had a
small pattern of holes—roughly star-shaped—
where the quills had nailed him,and while he was
standing at the lake shore taking stock he noticed
that his body was changing.

He had never been fat, but he had been slightly
heavy with a little extra weight just above his belt
at the sides.

This was completely gone and his stomach had
caved in to the hunger and the sun had cooked him
past burning so he was tanning, and with the smoke
from the fire his face was starting to look like
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leather. But perhaps more than his body was the
change in his mind, or in the way he was—was
becoming.

I am not the same, he thought. I see, I hear dif-
ferently. He did not know when the change started,
but it was there; when a sound came to him now
he didn’t just hear it but would know the sound.
He would swing and look at it—a breaking twig, a
movement of air—and know the sound as if he
somehow could move his mind back down the wave
of sound to the source.

He could know what the sound was before he
quite realized he had heard it. And when he saw
something—a bird moving a wing inside a bush or
aripple on the water—he would truly see that thing,
not just notice it as he used to notice things in the
city. He would see all parts of it; see the whole
wing, the feathers, see the color of the feathers, see
the bush, and the size and shape and color of its
leaves. He would see the way the light moved with
the ripples on the water and see that the wind made
the ripples and which way that wind had to blow
to make the ripples move in that certain way.

None of that used to be in Brian and now it was
a part of him, a changed part of him, a grown part
of him, and the two things, his mind and his body,
had come together as well, had made a connection

105




with each other that he didn’t quite understand.
When his ears heard a sound or his eyes saw a sight
his mind took control of his body. Without his think-
ing, he moved to face the sound or sight, moved to
make ready for it, to deal with it.

There were these things to do.

When the wood was done he decided to get a
signal fire ready. He moved to the top of the rock
ridge that comprised the bluff over his shelter and
was pleased to find a large, flat stone area.

More wood, he thought, moaning inwardly. He
went back to the fallen trees and found more dead
limbs, carrying them up on the rock until he had
enough for a bonfire. Initially he had thought of
making a signal fire every day but he couldn’t—he
would never be able to keep the wood supply going.
So while he was working he decided to have the
fire ready and if he heard an engine, or even thought
he heard a plane engine, he would run up with a
burning limb and set off the signal fire.

Things to do.

At the last trip to the top of the stone bluff with
wood he stopped, sat on the point overlooking the
lake, and rested. The lake lay before him, twenty or
so feet below, and he had not seen it this way since
he had come in with the plane. Remembering the
crash he had a moment of fear, a breath-tightening
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little rip of terror, but it passed and he was quickly
caught up in the beauty of the scenery.

It was so incredibly beautiful that it was almost
unreal. From his height he could see not just the
lake but across part of the forest, a green carpet,
and it was full of life. Birds, insects—there was a
constant hum and song. At the other end of the
bottom of the L there was another large rock stick-
ing out over the water and on top of the rock a
snaggly pine had somehow found food and grown,
bent and gnarled. Sitting on one limb was a blue
bird with a crest and sharp beak, a kingfisher—he
thought of a picture he had seen once—which left
the branch while he watched and dove into the
water. It emerged a split part of a second later. In
its mouth was a small fish, wiggling silver in the
sun. It took the fish to a limb, juggled it twice, and
swallowed it whole.

Fish. '

Of course, he thought. There were fish in the lake
and they were food. And if 2 bird could do it...

He scrambled down the side of the bluff and trot-
ted to the edge of the lake, looking down into the
water. Somehow it had never occurred to him to
look inside the water—only at the surface. The sun
was flashing back up into his eyes and he moved
off to the side and took his shoes off and waded out
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fifteen feet. Then he turned and stood still, with the
sun at his back, and studied the water again.

It was, he saw after a moment, literally packed
with life. Small fish swam everywhere, some narrow
and long, some round, most of them three or four
inches long, some a bit larger and many smaller.
There was a patch of mud off to the side, leading
into deeper water, and he could see old clam shells
there, so there must be clams. As he watched, a
crayfish, looking like a tiny lobster, left one of the
empty clam shells and went to another looking for
something to eat, digging with its claws.

While he stood some of the small, roundish fish
came quite close to his legs and he tensed, got
ready, and made a wild stab at grabbing one of them.
They exploded away in a hundred flicks of quick
light, so fast that he had no hope of catching them
that way. But they soon came back, seemed to be
curious about him, and as he walked from the water
he tried to think of a way to use that curiosity to
catch them.

He had no hooks or string but if he could some-
how lure them into the shallows—and make a spear,
a small fish spear—he might be able to strike fast
enough to get one.

He would have to find the right kind of wood,
slim and straight—he had seen some willows up
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along the lake that might work—and he could use
the hatchet to sharpen it and shape it while he was
sitting by the fire tonight. And that brought up the
fire, which he had to feed again. He looked at the
sun and saw it was getting late in the afternoon, and
when he thought of how late it was he thought that
he ought to reward all his work with another egg
and that made him think that some kind of dessert
would be nice—he smiled when he thought of des-
sert, so fancy—and he wondered if he should move
up the lake and see if he could find some raspberries
after he banked the fire and while he was looking
for the right wood for a spear. Spearwood, he
thought, and it all rolled together, just rolled to-
gether and rolled over him...
There were these things to do.
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THE FisH SPEAR didn’t work.

He stood in the shallows and waited, again and
again. The small fish came closer and closer and he
lunged time after time but was always too slow. He
tried throwing it, jabbing it, everything but flailing
with it, and it didn’t work. The fish were just too
fast.

He had been so sure, so absolutely certain that
it would work the night before. Sitting by the fire
he had taken the willow and carefully peeled the
bark until he had a straight staff about six feet long
and just under an inch thick at the base, the thickest
end.

Then, propping the hatchet in a crack in the rock
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wall, he had pulled the head of his spear against it,
carving a thin piece off each time, until the thick
end tapered down to a needle point. Still not sat-
isfied—he could not imagine hitting one of the fish
with a single point—he carefully used the hatchet
to split the point up the middle for eight or ten
inches and jammed a piece of wood up into the
split to make a two-prong spear with the points
about two inches apart. It was crude, but it looked
effective and seemed to have good balance when
he stood outside the shelter and hefted the spear.

He had worked on the fish spear until it had be-
come more than just a tool. He’d spent hours and
hours on it, and now it didn’t work. He moved into
the shallows and stood and the fish came to him.
Just as before they swarmed around his legs, some
of them almost six inches long, but no matter how
he tried they were too fast. At first he tried throwing
it but that had no chance. As soon as he brought
his arm back—well before he threw—the move-
ment frightened them. Next he tried lunging at
them, having the spear ready just above the water
and thrusting with it. Finally he actually put the
spear in the water and waited until the fish were
right in front of it, but still somehow he telegraphed
his motion before he thrust and they saw it and
flashed away.




He needed something to spring the spear for-
ward, some way to make it move faster than the
fish—some motive force. A string that snapped—or
a bow. A bow and arrow. A thin, long arrow with
the point in the water and the bow pulled back so
that all he had to do was release the arrow...yes.
That was it.

He had to “invent” the bow and arrow—he al-
most laughed as he moved out of the water and put
his shoes on. The morning sun was getting hot and
he took his shirt off. Maybe that was how it really
happened, way back when—some primitive man
tried to spear fish and it didn’t work and he “in-
vented” the bow and arrow. Maybe it was always
that way, discoveries happened because they
needed to happen.

He had not eaten anything yet this morning so
he took a moment to dig up the eggs and eat one.
then he reburied them, banked the fire with a cou-
ple of thicker pieces of wood, settled the hatchet
on his belt and took the spear in his right hand and
set off up the lake to find wood to make a bow. He
went without a shirt but something about the wood
smoke smell on him kept the insects from bothering
him as he walked to the berry patch. The raspberries
were starting to become overripe, just in two days,
and he would have to pick as many as possible after
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he found the wood but he did take a little time now
to pick a few and eat them. They were full and sweet
and when he picked one, two others would fall off
the limbs into the grass and soon his hands and
cheeks were covered with red berry juice and he
was full. That surprised him—being full.

He hadn’t thought he would ever be full again,
knew only the hunger, and here he was full. One
turtle egg and a few handfuls of berries and he felt
full. He looked down at his stomach and saw that
it was still caved in—did not bulge out as it would
have with two hamburgers and a freezy slush. It
must have shrunk. And there was still hunger there,
but not like it was—not tearing at him. This was
hunger that he knew would be there always, even
when he had food—a hunger that made him look
for things, see things. A hunger to make him hunt.

He swung his eyes across the berries to make
sure the bear wasn’t there, at his back, then he
moved down to the lake. The spear went out before
him automatically, moving the brush away from his
face as he walked, and when he came to the water’s
edge he swung left. Not sure what he was looking
for, not knowing what wood might be best for a
bow—he had never made a bow, never shot a bow
in his life—but it seemed that it would be along the
lake, near the water.
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He saw some young birch, and they were springy,
but they lacked snap somehow, as did the willows.
Not enough whip-back.

Halfway up the lake, just as he started to step
over a log, he was absolutely terrified by an explo-
sion under his feet. Something like a feathered bomb
blew up and away in flurry of leaves and thunder.
It frightened him so badly that he fell back and down
and then it was gone, leaving only an image in his
mind.

A bird, it had been, about the size of a very small
chicken only with a fantail and stubby wings that
slammed against its body and made loud noise.
Noise there and gone. He got up and brushed him-
self off. The bird had been speckled, brown and
gray, and it must not be very smart because Brian’s
foot had been nearly on it before it flew. Half a
second more and he would have stepped on it.

And caught it, he thought, and eaten it. He might
be able to catch one, or spear one. Maybe, he
thought, maybe it tasted like chicken. Maybe he
could catch one or spear one and it probably did
taste just like chicken. Just like chicken when his
mother baked it in the oven with garlic and salt and
it turned golden brown and crackled....

He shook his head to drive the picture out and
moved down to the shore. There was a tree there
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with long branches that seemed straight and when
he pulled on one of them and let go it had an almost
vicious snap to it. He picked one of the limbs that
seemed right and began chopping where the limb
joined the tree.

The wood was hard and he didn’t want to cause
it to split so he took his time, took small chips and
concentrated so hard that at first he didn’t hear it.

A persistent whine, like the insects only more
steady with an edge of a roar to it, was in his ears
and he chopped and cut and was thinking of a bow,
how he would make a bow, how it would be when
he shaped it with the hatchet and still the sound
did not cut through until the limb was nearly off
the tree and the whine was inside his head and he
knew it then.

A plane! It was a motor, far off but seeming to
get louder. They were coming for him!

He threw down the limb and his spear and, hold-
ing the hatchet, he started to run for camp. He had
to get fire up on the bluff and signal them, get fire
and smoke up. He put all of his life into his legs,
jumped logs and moved through brush like a light
ghost, swiveling and running, his lungs filling and
blowing and now the sound was louder, coming in
his direction.

If not right at him, at least closer. He could see
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it all in his mind now, the picture, the way it would
be. He would get the fire going and the plane would
see the smoke and circle, circle once, then again,
and waggle its wings. It would be a float plane and
it would land on the water and come across the
lake and the pilot would be amazed that he was
alive after all these days.

All this he saw as he ran for the camp and the
fire. They would take him from here and this night,
this very night, he would sit with his father and eat
and tell him all the things. He could see it now. Oh,
yes, all as he ran in the sun, his legs liquid springs.
He got to the camp still hearing the whine of the
engine, and one stick of wood still had good flame.

He dove inside and grabbed the wood and ran
around the edge of the ridge, scrambled up like a
cat and blew and nearly had the flame feeding, grow-
ing, when the sound moved away.

It was abrupt, as if the plane had turned. He
shielded the sun from his eyes and tried to see it,
tried to make the plane become real in his eyes.
But the trees were so high, so thick, and now the
sound was still fainter. He kneeled again to the
flames and blew and added grass and chips and the
flames fed and grew and in moments he had a bon-
fire as high as his head but the sound was gone now.

Look back, he thought. Look back and see the
smoke now and turn, please turn.
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“Look back,” he whispered, feeling all the pic-
tures fade, seeing his father’s face fade like the
sound, like lost dreams, like an end to hope. Oh,
turn now and come back, look back and see the
smoke and turn for me....

But it kept moving away until he could not hear
it even in his imagination, in his soul. Gone. He
stood on the bluff over the lake, his face cooking
in the roaring bonfire, watching the clouds of ash
and smoke going into the sky and thought—no,
more than thought—he knew then that he would
not get out of this place. Not now, not ever.

That had been a search plane. He was sure of it.
That must have been them and they had come as
far off to the side of the flight plan as they thought
they would have to come and then turned back.
They did not see his smoke, did not hear the cry
from his mind.

They would not return. He would never leave
now, never get out of here. He went down to his
knees and felt the tears start, cutting through the
smoke and ash on his face, silently falling onto the
stone.

Gone, he thought finally, it was all gone. All silly
and gone. No bows, no spears, or fish or berries, it
was all silly anyway, all just a game. He could do a
day, but not forever—he could not make it if they
did not come for him someday.
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He could not play the game without hope; could
not play the game without a dream. They had taken
it all away from him now, they had turned away
from him and there was nothing for him now. The
plane gone, his family gone, all of it gone. They
would not come. He was alone and there was noth-
ing for him.
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BRIAN STOOD at the end of the long part of the L of
the lake and watched the water, smelled the water,
listened to the water, was the water.

A fish moved and his eyes jerked sideways to see
the ripples but he did not move any other part of
his body and did not raise the bow or reach into
his belt pouch for a fish arrow. It was not the right
kind of fish, not a food fish.

The food fish stayed close in, in the shallows, and
did not roll that way but made quicker movements,
small movements, food movements. The large fish
rolled and stayed deep and could not be taken. But
it didn’t matter. This day, this morning, he was not
looking for fish. Fish was light meat and he was sick
of them.
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He was looking for one of the foolish birds—he
called them foolbirds—and there was a flock that

lived near the end of the long part of the lake. But
something he did not understand had stopped him
and he stood, breathing gently through his mouth
to keep silent, letting his eyes and ears go out and
do the work for him.

It had happened before this way, something had
come into him from outside to warn him and he
had stopped. Once it had been the bear again. He
had been taking the last of the raspberries and some-
thing came inside and stopped him, and when he
looked where his ears said to look there was a fe-
male bear with cubs.

Had he taken two more steps he would have
come between the mother and her cubs and that
was a bad place to be. As it was the mother had
stood and faced him and made a sound, a low sound
in her throat to threaten and warn him. He paid
attention to the feeling now and he stood and
waited, patiently, knowing he was right and that
something would come.

Turn, smell, listen, feel and then a sound, a small
sound, and he looked up and away from the lake
and saw the wolf. It was halfway up the hill from
the lake, standing with its head and shoulders stick-
ing out into a small opening, looking down on him
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with wide yellow eyes. He had never seen a wolf
and the size threw him—not as big as a bear but
somehow seeming that large. The wolf claimed all
that was below him as his own, took Brian as his
own.

Brian looked back and for a2 moment felt afraid
because the wolf was so. . . so right. He knew Brian,
knew him and owned him and chose not to do
anything to him. But the fear moved then, moved
away, and Brian knew the wolf for what it was—
another part of the woods, another part of all of it.
Brian relaxed the tension on the spear in his hand,
settled the bow in his other hand from where it had
started to come up. He knew the wolf now, as the
wolf knew him, and he nodded to it, nodded and
smiled.

The wolf watched him for another time, another
part of his life, then it turned and walked effortlessly
up the hill and as it came out of the brush it was
followed by three other wolves, all equally large
and gray and beautiful, all looking down on him as
they trotted past and away and Brian nodded to
each of them.

He was not the same now—the Brian that stood
and watched the wolves move away and nodded to
them was completely changed. Time had come,
time that he measured but didn’t care about; time
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had come into his life and moved out and left him
different.

In measured time forty-seven days had passed
since the crash. Forty-two days, he thought, since
he had died and been born as the new Brian.

When the plane had come and gone it had put
him down, gutted him and dropped him and left
him with nothing. The rest of that first day he had
gone down and down until dark. He had let the fire
8o out, had forgotten to eat even an egg, had let his
brain take him down to where he was done, where
he wanted to be done and done.

To where he wanted to die. He had settled into
the gray funk deeper and still deeper until finally,
in the dark, he had gone up on the ridge and taken
the hatchet and tried to end it by cutting himself.

Madness. A hissing madness that took his brain.
There had been nothing for him then and he tried
to become nothing but the cutting had been hard
to do, impossible to do, and he had at last fallen to
his side, wishing for death, wishing for an end, and
slept only didn’t sleep.

With his eyes closed and his mind open he lay
on the rock through the night, lay and hated and
wished for it to end and thought the word Cloud-
down, Clouddown through that awful night. Over
and over the word, wanting all his clouds to come
down, but in the morning he was still there.
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Still there on his side and the sun came up and
when he opened his eyes he saw the cuts on his
arm, the dry blood turning black; he saw the blood
and hated the blood, hated what he had done to
himself when he was the old Brian and was weak,
and two things came into his mind—two true
things.

He was not the same. The plane passing changed
him, the disappointment cut him down and made
him new. He was not the same and would never be
again like he had been. That was one of the true
things, the new things. And the other one was that
he would not die, he would not let death in again.

He was new.

Of course he had made a lot of mistakes. He
smiled now, walking up the lake shore after the
wolves were gone, thinking of the early mistakes;
the mistakes that came before he realized that he
had to find new ways to be what he had become.

He had made new fire, which he now kept going
using partially rotten wood because the punky
wood would smolder for many hours and still come
back with fire. But that had been the extent of doing
things right for a while. His first bow was a disaster
that almost blinded him.

He had sat a whole night and shaped the limbs
carefully until the bow looked beautiful. Then he
had spent two days making arrows. The shafts were
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willow, straight and with the bark peeled, and he
fire-hardened the points and split a couple of them
to make forked points, as he had done with the
spear. He had no feathers so he just left them bare,
figuring for fish they only had to travel a few inches.
He had no string and that threw him until he looked
down at his tennis shoes. They had long laces, too
long, and he found that one lace cut in half would
take care of both shoes and that left the other lace
for a bowstring.

All seemed to be going well until he tried a test
shot. He put an arrow to the string, pulled it back
to his cheek, pointed it at a dirt hummock, and at
that precise instant the bow wood exploded in his
hands sending splinters and chips of wood into his
face. Two pieces actually stuck into his forehead,
just above his eyes, and had they been only slightly
lower they would have blinded him.

Too stiff.

Mistakes. In his mental journal he listed them to
tell his father, listed all the mistakes. He had made
a new bow, with slender limbs and a more fluid,
gentle pull, but could not hit the fish though he sat
in the water and was, in the end, surrounded by a
virtual cloud of small fish. It was infuriating. He
would pull the bow back, set the arrow just above
the water, and when the fish was no more than an
inch away release the arrow.
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Only to miss. It seemed to him that the arrow
had gone right through the fish, again and again, but
the fish didn’t get hurt. Finally, after hours, he stuck
the arrow down in the water, pulled the bow, and
waited for a fish to come close and while he was
waiting he noticed that the water seemed to make
the arrow bend or break in the middle.

Of course—he had forgotten that water refracts,
bends light. He had learned that somewhere, in
some class, maybe it was biology—he couldn’t re-
member. But it did bend light and that meant the
fish were not where they appeared to be. They were
lower, just below, which meant he had to aim just
under them.

He would not forget his first hit. Not ever. A
round-shaped fish, with golden sides, sides as gold
as the sun, stopped in front of the arrow and he
aimed just beneath it, at the bottom edge of the
fish, and released the arrow and there was a bright
flurry, a splash of gold in the water. He grabbed the
arrow and raised it up and the fish was on the end,
wiggling against the blue sky.

He held the fish against the sky until it stopped
wiggling, held it and looked to the sky and felt his
throat tighten, swell, and fill with pride at what he
had done.

He had done food.

With his bow, with an arrow fashioned by his
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own hands he had done food, had found a way to
live. The bow had given him this way and he exulted
in it, in the bow, in the arrow, in the fish, in the
hatchet, in the sky. He stood and walked from the
water, still holding the fish and arrow and bow
against the sky, seeing them as they fit his arms, as
they were part of him.

He had food.

He cut a green willow fork and held the fish over
the fire until the skin crackled and peeled away and
the meat inside was flaky and moist and tender. This
he picked off carefully with his fingers, tasting every
piece, mashing them in his mouth with his tongue
to get the juices out of them, hot steaming pieces
of fish...

He could not, he thought then, ever get enough.
And all that first day, first new day, he spent going
to the lake, shooting a fish, taking it back to the fire,
cooking it and eating it, then back to the lake, shoot-
ing a fish, cooking it and eating it, and on that way
until it was dark.

He had taken the scraps back to the water with
the thought they might work for bait, and the other
fish came by the hundreds to clean them up. He
could take his pick of them. Like a store, he thought,
just like a store, and he could not remember later
how many he ate that day but he thought it must
have been over twenty.
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It had been a feast day, his first feast day, and a
celebration of being alive and the new way he had
of getting food. By the end of that day, when it
became dark and he lay next to the fire with his
stomach full of fish and grease from the meat
smeared around his mouth, he could feel new hope
building in him. Not hope that he would be res-
cued—that was gone.

But hope in his knowledge. Hope in the fact that
he could learn and survive and take care of himself.

Tough hope, he thought that night. I am full of
tough hope.
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MISTAKES.

Small mistakes could turn into disasters, funny
little mistakes could snowball so that while you
were still smiling at the humor you could find your-
self looking at death. In the city if he made a mistake
usually there was a way to rectify it, make it all
right. If he fell on his bike and sprained a leg he
could wait for it to heal; if he forgot something at
the store he could find other food in the refrigerator.

Now it was different, and all so quick, all so in-
credibly quick. If he sprained a leg here he might
starve before he could get around again; if he missed
while he was hunting or if the fish moved away he
might starve. If he got sick, really sick so he couldn’t
move he might starve
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Mistakes. .

Early in the new time he had learned the most
important thing, the truly vital knowledge that
drives all creatures in the forest—food is all. Food
was simply everything. All things in the woods, from
insects to fish to bears, were always, always looking
for food—it was the great, single driving influence
in nature. To eat. All must eat.

But the way he learned it almost killed him. His
second new night, stomach full of fish and the fire
smoldering in the shelter, he had been sound asleep
when something—he thought later it might be
smell—had awakened him.

Near the fire, completely unafraid of the smoking
coals, completely unafraid of Brian, a skunk was
digging where he had buried the eggs. There was
some sliver of 2 moon and in the faint-pearl light
he could see the bushy tail, the white stripes down
the back, and he had nearly smiled. He did not know
how the skunk had found the eggs, some smell,
perhaps some tiny fragment of shell had left a smell,
but it looked almost cute, its little head down and
its little tail up as it dug and dug, kicking the sand
back.

But those were his eggs, not the skunk’s, and the
half smile had been quickly replaced with fear that
he would lose his food and he had grabbed a handful
of sand and thrown it at the skunk
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“Get out of here...”

He was going to say more, some silly human
words, but in less than half a second the skunk had
snapped its rear end up, curved the tail over, and
sprayed Brian with a direct shot aimed at his head
from less than four feet away.

In the tiny confines of the shelter the effect was
devastating. The thick sulfurous rotten odor filled
the small room, heavy, ugly, and stinking. The cor-
rosive spray that hit his face seared into his lungs
and eyes, blinding him.

He screamed and threw himself sideways, taking
the entire wall off the shelter; screamed and clawed
out of the shelter and fell-ran to the shore of the
lake. Stumbling and tripping, he scrambled into the
water and slammed his head back and forth trying
to wash his eyes, slashing at the water to clear his
eyes.

A hundred funny cartoons he had seen about
skunks. Cute cartoons about the smell of skunks,
cartoons to laugh at and joke about, but when the
spray hit there was nothing funny about it—he was
completely blind for almost two hours. A lifetime.
He thought that he might be permanently blind, or
at least impaired—and that would have been the
end. As it was the pain in his eyes lasted for days,
bothered him after that for two weeks. The smell
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in the shelter, in his clothes, and in his hair was still
there now, almost 2 month and a half later.

And he had nearly smiled.

Mistakes. :

Food had to be protected. While he was in the
lake trying to clear his eyes the skunk went ahead
and dug up the rest of the turtle eggs and ate every
one. Licked all the shells clean and couldn’t have
cared less that Brian was thrashing around in the
water like a dying carp. The skunk had found food
and was taking it and Brian was paying for a lesson.

Protect food and have a good shelter. Not just a
shelter to keep the wind and rain out, but a shelter
to protect, a shelter to make him safe. The day after
the skunk he set about making a good place to live.

The basic idea had been good, the place for his
shelter was right, but he just hadn’t gone far enough.
He’d been lazy—but now he knew the second most
important thing about nature, what drives nature.
Food was first, but the work for the food went on
and on. Nothing in nature was lazy. He had tried to
take a shortcut and paid for it with his turtle eggs—
which he had come to like more than chicken eggs
from the store. They had been fuller somehow, had
more depth to them.

He set about improving his shelter by tearing it
down. From dead pines up the hill he brought down
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heavier logs and fastened several of them across the
opening, wedging them at the top and burying the
bottoms in the sand. Then he wove long branches
in through them to make a truly tight wall and, still
not satisfied, he took even thinner branches and
wove those into the first weave. When he was at
Iast finished he could not find a place to put his fist
through. It all held together like a very stiff woven
basket.

He judged the door opening to be the weakest
spot, and here he took special time to weave a door
of willows in so tight a mesh that no matter how a
skunk tried—or porcupine, he thought, looking at
the marks in his leg—it could not possibly get
through. He had no hinges but by arranging some
cut-off limbs at the top in the right way he had a
method to hook the door in place, and when he
was in and the door was hung he felt relatively safe.
A bear, something big, could still get in by tearing
at it, but nothing small could bother him and the
weave of the structure still allowed the smoke to
filter up through the top and out.

All in all it took him three days to make the shel-
ter, stopping to shoot fish and eat as he went, bath-
ing four times a day to try and get the smell from
the skunk to leave. When his house was done, finally
done right, he turned to the constant problem—
food.
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It was all right to hunt and eat, or fish and eat,
but what happened if he had to go a long time
without food? What happened when the berries
were gone and he got sick or hurt or—thinking of
the skunk—Ilaid up temporarily? He needed a way
to store food, a place to store it, and he needed
food to store.

Mistakes.

He tried to learn from the mistakes. He couldn’t
bury food again, couldn’t leave it in the shelter,
because something like a bear could get at it right
away. It had to be high, somehow, high and safe.

Above the door to the shelter, up the rock face
about ten feet, was a small ledge that could make
a natural storage place, unreachable to animals—
except that it was unreachable to him as well.

A ladder, of course. He needed a ladder. But he
had no way to fashion one, nothing to hold the steps
on, and that stopped him until he found a dead pine
with many small branches still sticking out. Using
his hatchet he chopped the branches off so they
stuck out four or five inches, all up along the log,
then he cut the log off about ten feet long and
dragged it down to his shelter. It was a little heavy,
but dry and he could manage it, and when he
propped it up he found he could climb to the ledge
with ease, though the tree did roll from side to side
a bit as he climbed.
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His food shelf—as he thought of it—had been
covered with bird manure and he carefully
scraped it clean with sticks. He had never seen
birds there, but that was probably because the
smoke from his fire went up right across the
opening and they didn’t like smoke. Still, he had
learned and he took time to weave a snug door
for the small opening with green willows, cut-
ting it so it jammed in tightly, and when he fin-
ished he stood back and looked at the rock
face—his shelter below, the food shelf above—
and allowed a small bit of pride to come.

Not bad, he had thought, not bad for some-
body who used to have trouble greasing the
bearings on his bicycle. Not bad at all.

Mistakes.

He had made a good shelter and food shelf, but
he had no food except for fish and the last of the
berries. And the fish, as good as they still tasted
then, were not something he could store. His
mother had left some salmon out by mistake one
time when they went on an overnight trip to Cape
Hesper to visit relatives and when they got back
the smell filled the whole house. There was no way
to store fish.

At least, he thought, no way to store them dead.
But as he looked at the weave of his structure a
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thought came to him and he moved down to the
water.

He had been putting the waste from the fish back
in the water and the food had attracted hundreds
of new ones.

“I wonder...”

They seemed to come easily to the food, at least
the small ones. He had no trouble now shooting
them and had even speared one with his old fish
spear now that he knew to aim low. He could dangle
something in his fingers and they came right up to
it. It might be possible, he thought, might just be
possible to trap them. Make some kind of pond...

To his right, at the base of the rock bluff, there
were piles of smaller rocks that had fallen from the
main chunk, splinters and hunks, from double-fist
size to some as large as his head. He spent an after-
noon carrying rocks to the beach and making what
amounted to a large pen for holding live fish—two
rock “arms” that stuck out fifteen feet into the lake
and curved together at the end. Where the arms
came together he left an opening about two feet
across, then he sat on the shore and waited.

When he had first started dropping the rocks all
the fish had darted away. But his fish-trash pile of
bones and skin and guts was in the pond area and
the prospect of food brought them back. Soon, un-
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¥

der an hour, there were thirty or forty small fish in
the enclosure and Brian made a gate by weaving
small willows together into a fine mesh and closed
them in.

“Fresh fish,” he had yelled. “I have fresh fish for
sale...”

Storing live fish to eat later had been a major
breakthrough, he thought. It wasn't just keeping
from starving—it was trying to save ahead, think
ahead.

Of course he didn’t know then how sick he would
get of fish.




THE DAys had folded one into another and mixed
so that after two or three weeks he only knew time
had passed in days because he made a mark for each
day in the stone near the door to his shelter. Real
time he measured in events. A day was nothing, not
a thing to remember—it was just sun coming up,
sun going down, some light in the middle.

But events—events were burned into his memory
and so he used them to remember time, to know
and to remember what had happened, to keep a
mental journal.

There had been the day of First Meat. That had
been a day that had started like the rest, up after
the sun, clean the camp and make sure there is
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enough wood for another night. But it was a long
time, a long time of eating fish and looking for ber-
ries, and he craved more, craved more food, heavier
food, deeper food.

He craved meat. He thought in the night now of
meat, thought of his mother’s cooking a roast or
dreamed of turkey, and one night he awakened be-
fore he had to put wood on the fire with his mouth
making saliva and the taste of pork chops in his
mouth. So real, so real. And all a dream, but it left
him intent on getting meat.

He had been working farther and farther out for
wood, sometimes now going nearly a quarter of a
mile away from camp for wood, and he saw many
small animals. Squirrels were everywhere, small red
ones that chattered at him and seemed to swear
and jumped from limb to limb. There were also
many rabbits—large, gray ones with a mix of red-
dish fur, smaller fast gray ones that he saw only at
dawn. The larger ones sometimes sat until he was
quite close, then bounded and jerked two or three
steps before freezing again. He thought if he worked
at it and practiced he might hit one of the larger
rabbits with an arrow or a spear—never the small
ones or the squirrels. They were too small and fast.

Then there were the foolbirds.

They exasperated him to the point where they
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were close to driving him insane. The birds were
everywhere, five and six in a flock, and their cam-
ouflage was so perfect that it was possible for Brian
to sit and rest, leaning against a tree, with one of
them standing right in front of him in a willow
clump, two feet away—hidden—only to explode
into deafening flight just when Brian least expected
it. He just couldn’t see them, couldn’t figure out
how to locate them before they flew, because they
stood so perfectly still and blended in so perfectly
well.

And what made it worse was that they were so
dumb, or seemed to be so dumb, that it was almost
insulting the way they kept hidden from him. Nor
could he get used to the way they exploded up .
when they flew. It seemed like every time he went
for wood, which was every morning, he spent the
whole time jumping and jerking in fright as he
walked. On one memorable morning he had ac-
tually reached for a piece of wood, what he thought
to be a pitchy stump at the base of a dead birch,
his fingers close to touching it, only to have it blow
up in his face.

But on the day of First Meat he had decided the
best thing to try for would be a foolbird and that
morning he had set out with his bow and spear to
get one; to stay with it until he got one and ate
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some meat. Not to get wood, not to find berries,
but to get a bird and eat some meat.

At first the hunt had not gone well. He saw plenty
of birds, working up along the shore of the lake to
the end, then down the other side, but he only saw
them after they flew. He had to find a way to see
them first, see them and get close enough to either
shoot them with the bow or use the spear, and he
could not find a way to see them.

When he had gone halfway around the lake, and
had jumped up twenty or so birds, he finally gave
up and sat at the base of a tree. He had to work this
out, see what he was doing wrong. There were birds
there, and he had eyes—he just had to bring the
two things together.

Looking wrong, he thought. I am looking wrong.
More, more than that I am being wrong somehow—
I am doing it the wrong way. Fine—sarcasm came
into his thoughts—I know that, thank you. I know
I'm doing it wrong. But what is right? The morning
sun had cooked him until it seemed his brain was
frying, sitting by the tree, but nothing came until
he got up and started to walk again and hadn’t gone
two steps when a bird got up. It had been there all
the time, while he was thinking about how to see
them, right next to him—right there.

He almost screamed.
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But this time, when the bird flew, something
caught his eye and it was the secret key. The bird
cut down toward the lake, then, seeing it couldn’t
land in the water, turned and flew back up the hill
into the trees. When it turned, curving through the
trees, the sun had caught it, and Brian, for an instant,
saw it as a shape; sharp-pointed in front, back from
the head in a streamlined bullet shape to the fat
body.

Kind of like a pear, he had thought, with a point
on one end and a fat little body; a flying pear.

And that had been the secret. He had been look-
ing for feathers, for the color of the bird, for a bird
sitting there. He had to look for the outline instead,
had to see the shape instead of the feathers or color,
had to train his eyes to see the shape...

It was like turning on a television. Suddenly he
could see things he never saw before. In just mo-
ments, it seemed, he saw three birds before they
flew, saw them sitting and got close to one of them,
moving slowly, got close enough to try a shot with
his bow.

He had missed that time, and had missed many
more, but he saw them; he saw the little fat shapes
with the pointed heads sitting in the brush all over
the place. Time and again he drew, held, and let
arrows fly but he still had no feathers on the arrows
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and they were little more than sticks that flopped
out of the bow, sometimes going sideways. Even
when a bird was seven or eight feet away the arrow
would turn without feathers to stabilize it and hit
brush or a twig. After a time he gave up with the
bow. It had worked all right for the fish, when they
came right to the end of the arrow, but it wasn’t
good for any kind of distance—at least not the way
it was now.

But he had carried his fish spear, the original one
with the two prongs, and he moved the bow to his
left hand and carried the spear in his right.

He tried throwing the spear but he was not good
enough and not fast enough—the birds could fly
amazingly fast, get up fast. But in the end he found
that if he saw the bird sitting and moved sideways
toward it—not directly toward it but at an angle,
back and forth—he could get close enough to put
the spear point out ahead almost to the bird and
thrust-lunge with it. He came close twice, and then,
down along the lake not far from the beaver house
he got his first meat.

The bird had sat and he had lunged and the two
points took the bird back down into the ground
and killed it almost instantly—it had fluttered a bit—
and Brian had grabbed it and held it in both hands
until he was sure it was dead.
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Then he picked up the spear and the bow and
trotted back around the lake to his shelter, where
the fire had burned down to glowing coals. He sat
looking at the bird wondering what to do. With the
fish, he had just cooked them whole, left everything
in and picked the meat off. This was different; he
would have to clean it.

It had always been so simple at home. He would
go to the store and get a chicken and it was all
cleaned and neat, no feathers or insides, and his
mother would bake it in the oven and he would eat
it. His mother from the old time, from the time
before, would bake it.

Now he had the bird, but he had never cleaned
one, never taken the insides out or gotten rid of
the feathers, and he didn’t know where to start. But
he wanted the meat—had to have the meat—and
that drove him.

In the end the feathers came off easily. He tried
to pluck them out but the skin was so fragile that
it pulled off as well, so he just pulled the skin off
the bird. Like peeling an orange, he thought, sort
of. Except that when the skin was gone the insides
fell out the back end.

He was immediately caught in a cloud of raw
odor, a kind of steamy dung odor that came up from
the greasy coil of insides that fell from the bird, and
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he nearly threw up. But there was something else
to the smell as well, some kind of richness that went
with his hunger and that overcame the sick smell.

He quickly cut the neck with his hatchet, cut the
feet off the same way, and in his hand he held some-
thing like a small chicken with a dark, fat, thick
breast and small legs.

He set it up on some sticks on the shelter wall
and took the feathers and insides down to the water,
to his fish pond. The fish would eat them, or eat
what they could, and the feeding action would bring
more fish. On second thought he took out the wing
and tail feathers, which were stiff and long and
pretty—banded and speckled in browns and grays
and light reds. There might be some use for them,
he thought, maybe work them onto the arrows
somehow.

The rest he threw in the water, saw the small
round fish begin tearing at it, and washed his hands.
Back at the shelter the flies were on the meat and
he brushed them off. It was amazing how fast they
came, but when he built up the fire and the smoke
increased the flies almost magically disappeared. He
pushed a pointed stick through the bird and held
it over the fire.

The fire was too hot. The flames hit the fat and
the bird almost ignited. He held it higher but the
heat was worse and finally he moved it to the side
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a bit and there it seemed to cook properly. Except
that it only cooked on one side and all the juice
dripped off. He had to rotate it slowly and that was
hard to do with his hands so he found a forked stick
and stuck it in the sand to put his cooking stick in.
He turned it, and in this way he found a proper
method to cook the bird.

In minutes the outside was cooked and the odor
that came up was almost the same as the odor when
his mother baked chickens in the oven and he didn’t
think he could stand it but when he tried to pull a
piece of the breast meat off the meat was still raw
inside.

Patience, he thought. So much of this was pa-
tience—waiting and thinking and doing things right.
So much of all this, so much of all living was patience
and thinking.

He settled back, turning the bird slowly, letting
the juices go back into the meat, letting it cook and
smell and smell and cook and there came a time
when it didn’t matter if the meat was done or not;
it was black on the outside and hard and hot, and
he would eat it.

He tore a piece from the breast, a sliver of meat,
and put it in his mouth and chewed carefully,
chewed as slowly and carefully as he could to get
all the taste and he thought:

Never. Never in all the food, all the hamburgers
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and malts, all the fries or meals at home, never in
all the candy or pies or cakes, never in all the roasts
or steaks or pizzas, never in all the submarine sand-
wiches, never never never had he tasted anything
as fine as that first bite.

First Meat.
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