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Chapter 1. Clay’s Journal
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Thursday, August 16, 2012 12:08 p.m.

My name is Clay Miller. Fishing, hunting, and snowmobiling are my favorite things to do. Tired of the daily grind, I started following Facebook groups on the subject of off-the-grid living. Like other topics in my life, I went all in. I ordered solar panels, rain barrels, wind energy, the whole shebang.

I needed a place to set up my homestead, something in the middle of nowhere. My vision would only work if I had acres of land where I could be myself. The Upper Peninsula came to mind, so I started looking for a property at the yearly land auction.

My buddy, Jack gave me a lead on some land deals in the U.P. He’s the one that directed me to the yearly online land auction. I saved money until I could make a reasonable bid.

It all happened pretty fast. I found a property without any bids. The minimum bid for twenty acres was cheaper than I’ve ever seen.

I went ahead and placed a bid I thought would be fruitless. I would be purchasing the property sight unseen, but I didn’t think it would be so easy to win. Imagine my shock when I won the auction with what I had to spend.

This was an amazing victory considering the size of the parcel. Jack thought the property would get more bids. Our shock didn’t stop us from celebrating with venison steaks on the grill and a twelve-pack of Busch.

This is the first piece of land I’ve ever owned free and clear. After receiving the title, I wanted to go see it as soon as I could. This morning, I packed some food and clothes and grabbed my gear. It’s late summer, but I had plenty of time to scope things out and make some plans.

I bought a journal at the nearest big box store because I wanted to document everything.  The experience of putting pen to paper felt authentic. It seemed like a good fit because I probably wouldn’t have power right away.

With everything ready, I hopped in my Jeep and headed up north. Jack was still hungover. He told me he’d join me Friday night, bringing our friends Bryan and Mark along for the ride.

As a group, we liked tent camping, but Bryan would bring his RV anyways. He was the rich one of the four of us. If he left his picky trophy girlfriend at home, we would actually have a great time.

On my way to the location, I traveled roads where homes were few and far between. There was an occasional gas station, but few fast food restaurants. Beyond the fudge and souvenir shops, the Upper Peninsula is miles of rural land.

I followed the navigation to a dirt road and then another dirt road. Then I found the trail. It was the same as it was in the auction picture.

Before pulling in, I removed the auction sign. I was proud this place was all mine. I drove as far as I could down the trail before bringing the Jeep to a stop.

Seeing that the two-track road looked clear enough, I decided to go a bit further. The trail was getting overgrown, but I wasn’t worried.

My friends would wear it out. I smiled at the thought of the four of us tearing it up.

We could make a lot of noise here.

I drove another acre when my jaw dropped in surprise. I arrived at a cabin surrounded by giant pine trees. The listing said nothing about a structure on the property. The trees towered over the house, explaining why it wasn’t in the satellite images.

To double check it was in the right place, I looked at the auction sign. The number on the sign was a match. I shrugged, unable to believe my good luck.

I heard a story once about a family that bought some land in the 1990s for less than three hundred dollars. When they got there, they discovered the lot a house on it. It was possible the auction staff didn’t know there was a home on the land when they were setting it up the listing.

Surrounded by weeds, the outside of the home was in a state of dilapidation. Had another two years gone by without maintenance, the place would have been too far gone to save. I noted the moss on the roof.

This was a cabin in the traditional sense. As an amateur builder slash handyman, I’ve seen all kinds of builds but nothing like this. The logs fit together in such a random way that the design looked like an experiment. It was like someone built a cabin in a day without instructions.

The maker might have had some Lincoln logs when they were a kid. That was the only indicator they knew what they were doing. The foundation was made of cement and natural stones. It was as if they built it because they could.

Where I came from, nobody did that. Everyone was a contractor. If anyone tried to do anything by themselves, we made them an outlier in their own neighborhood.

Sure, we’d give them a lecture about their poor craftmanship, but we never asked if they could afford to hire anyone. That’s where financing came in.

The handcrafted door didn’t open when I turned the knob. I gave it a push and was relieved when it opened. I could see the wood of the door was warped.

A cloud of dust blew up around me. I wiped the dust off my hands and coughed. The place was like the tomb of King Tut. Judging by the dust, the previous occupant hadn’t been to the residence in years.

It didn’t matter that the cabin wasn’t in perfect shape. I had shelter! I wouldn’t need to set up the tent. It was one less thing I’d have to build. I was excited, to say the least.

I ran back to the Jeep. I grabbed the flashlights, lanterns, and tools. I found an old towel in the back and wiped the dust off the rustic counter as best as I could.

I brought in my duffel bag, canned goods, cook stove, cooler of beer, snacks, and other supplies and placed them on the rustic oak countertop. I found a spot on the wood floor to sleep. The floor was also unusual.

It was like someone had just split long logs and fit them together. It was a unique way to carve up the space. I was beginning to believe I now owned the Picasso of log cabins.

After setting myself up for the night with a cot and a sleeping bag, I started this journal. I’ve been writing in it ever since.

I plan on getting up early to begin cleaning the place. The previous owners left an old broom, a bucket, a bar of soap, and some rags. They looked like they were at least twenty years old guessing by the packaging.

My friends will be blown away by the cabin. We’ll celebrate our good fortune Friday night. Drinking beers, eating steaks off the grill, and drinking Jack Daniels and Coke were on the itinerary. We all had our roles and assignments.

Mark will bring the cannabis because he was always had a supply of it. Jack will bring some venison steaks, because he’s great at hunting.

Afterward, Bryan will eat way too much gas station jerky and want to go fishing. His beefy belches will be so disgusting we’ll push him in the water. Jack will beg to go to the casino, and one of us will be stuck going with him. ‘One of us’ is usually me.

It was either the casino or the strip club with Jack. I didn’t see any strip club billboards on the way there, so Jack might be safe from that. I did see a casino advertisement, so Jack wouldn't miss that.

We’ll have to take his keys away. He has too much debt to be feeding the slot machines twenty-dollar bills.

My annoying gift is talking and reminiscing about the past. When drunk, I like to talk about the usual stuff like ex-girlfriends, movies, and sports. The gang will want to play some Poker, but I know I won’t be able to concentrate.

Speaking of not being able to concentrate, my hand is getting sore from writing. I’m going to pause for a bit and look around. Next time, I’m bringing my laptop and some solar power.

I like journaling, but it's easier to press buttons. If you use your device, you can keep prying eyes from viewing your writing. Not that I have anything to hide. I plan on releasing my story as a book on off-the-grid living.


Chapter 2. Something Weird
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Clay’s Journal

Thursday, August 16, 2012 4:21 p.m.

I knew there was something weird about this place. My purchase is no scene of a crime I’m aware of other than abandonment, but something is off just the same. Bryan warned about land auctions.

“When you bid, you get what you get.”

I didn't care what he had to say about it. I had a limited amount to invest. I didn't need financial advice from someone who couldn't relate to my money problems. Besides, I'm getting divorced. Now that I'm done paying my wife's shopping bills, I want to experience a bit of nature.

When you win a property, you receive a receipt for something that’s yours, for better or worse. To me, this piece of paper means freedom. I plan on holding onto it.

This was truly going to be a place for men to raise some hell, fish, hunt, make a bonfire and drink some beers. With twenty acres of land to hunt, I suspect that I’ll also have a buck mounted on the wall before deer hunting season ends.

Although I was excited about my new man cave, I was also curious about the past owners. Who walked this place before me? Somebody else, that’s for sure.

As I looked around at my new property, I found more evidence that the home hadn’t been disturbed in years. The furnishings remained, an old leather couch and a side table. I found other things too.

A note about land auctions: nobody goes into the buildings before the auction because it’s illegal to enter. After the auction, the owner finally gets to see what they won. It’s sort of like a real-life version of Let’s Make a Deal, except sometimes you win garbage and used kitty litter boxes with your prize. Sometimes, the previous owner asks for their possessions.

Everything was coated in dust except for a set of footprints that disturbed the dust. There was an occasional handprint left here and there. It looked like a woman’s handprints.
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