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Beautiful Wild

By Gora Shade

Dr. Jackson Haas stumbled out of the puddle jumper with his worn pack clutched against his stomach, attempting to keep the last thing he ate from reappearing. Flying always messed with his inner ear, causing a bit of vertigo and nausea, but it was the only way to reach the remote, unexplored places still left on earth. An expanse of overgrowth in every imaginable shade of green battled against the boundary of the runway, and sticky, humid air invaded his lungs. He took a step toward a thin older man in a large straw hat waiting near a beat-up jeep; somewhere behind him in the jungle was the elusive Haas Frog—a near-extinct amphibious species named for Jackson’s father.

“Dr. Haas.” Dr. Harold White appeared as if he’d just stepped out of the wild. Sweat stained the neck of his shirt, his glasses were visibly smudged, and he carried an overall air of a man living rough. Jackson unconsciously gulped and adjusted his own near-sighted lenses, pristine and clean as the travel-wrinkled white button-down shirt and khaki slacks he wore. Dr. White switched his machete to his left hand in order to shake with Jackson. “Finally, the son of my late colleague.”

Jackson returned the firm grip. “I’m honored to meet you, Dr. White.”

He held his hat to his head and shouted above the roar of the small plane’s engines taking off behind them. “Harold, please.” He gestured toward his jeep. “We’d better get going.”

“What about my bags?”

Dr. White was already climbing into his vehicle. “Diego will bring them.”

Sure enough, a sturdy-looking local man was lugging suitcases into the back of a truck crammed with several plane passengers. Jackson climbed aboard the jeep as Dr. White shifted protesting gears. “Greetings from the clutch,” he laughed.

“You always carry that thing?” Jackson referred to the giant blade jumping over the dashboard with every bump and uneven surface the tires hit on the dirt road through the trees.

Dr. White winked and pressed his foot to the gas, grinding a few more gears. “Never leave home without it.” They both laughed.

They followed the narrow road through abrupt curves, muddy puddles, and an endless maze of green. Forty minutes later found the engines sputtering to a halt, a wider clearing from underbrush below the thick forest canopy, and sunlight filtering through to paint shifting shadows and reflections upon the rooftops of a small village. A window of blue and white in the distance revealed the faint outline of the jagged, earth-toned and snow-tipped mountains of the Andes.
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