

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	Wander Into Those Woods, where characters confront existential challenges in the face of powerful natural forces.


	 


	 


	In story after story, Steve Brigman weaves a narrative pitting characters against powerful natural forces as they navigate internal unrest in a search for existential resolution … A man starved for validation takes on a giant fish; a native woman hunts a mysterious foe to preserve her place in a male dominated culture; an aging hunter faces his mortality in the presence of a long-sought-after trophy; a couple struggles with the supernatural for their home; and a boy hunts manhood in an attempt to prove himself through an unlikely triumph. Into Those Woods challenges readers to explore man’s complexity in search for light at the end of the journey. 


	 


	 


	“Into Those Woods brings us to the edge of the forest, the banks of the stream, the thick of the meadow, face to face with the creatures of the wild and our own reflection. It is a thought-provoking assortment of short stories that brings a multitude of characters to life, revealing their humanity, humility, and integrity. The collection dives into the profound and delightful depths of the human experience in all of us."—Lori Crane, author of Okatibbee Creek and The Legend of Stuckey's Bridge.


	"Reminiscent of Earnest Hemingway, Steve Brigman’s anthology, Into Those Woods, explores many similar thought-provoking themes explored by the iconic author, e.g., the relationship of the individual and nature, fatalism, the chimera of the material world and the individual facing an existential challenge with a real or perceived failing. Long after you finish his lyrical, well-told stories you will continue to think about the characters caught up in a kaleidoscope of human emotions and aspirations. Read more of this author’s works—you will be glad you did."—Preston Holtry, author of the Morgan Westphal Mystery Series.


	“Great tales of the outdoors, and Life, from a master storyteller.”—Reavis Z. Wortham, author of The Red River Mystery Series.
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	This book is dedicated to my partner, Kathy, not only in marriage, 
but in everything that I am.


	 


	





 


	 


	
About the Author



	 


	Steve says when he went back to school in his mid-thirties he wanted to study creative writing, but that required a [image: ]foreign language. Armed with a journalism degree, he launched a newspaper career. But he just wanted to write, and left the newsroom to become a full-time freelancer, writing magazine and newspaper feature stories, and the popular newspaper column: “Out in the Ozarks.” A collection of those writings came out in, Somebody’s Gotta Do It.


	 


	Along the way, Steve spent three years producing the popular television show, Bass Edge, while hammering out his debut novel, The Orphan Train.


	 


	Steve lives with his wife of 41 years, Kathy, in the Missouri Ozarks. With their best friend, Charley, they enjoy hiking the hilly trails and floating the clear streams near their home, forever seeking discovery.


	 


	Steve’s website is: 


	 


	http://www.stevebrigman.com/index.html
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	Preface


	 


	As you sit on the hillside, or lie prone under the trees of the forest, or sprawl wet-legged by a mountain stream, the great door, that does not look like a door, opens.


	 


	—Stephen Graham, 


	The Gentle Art of Tramping (1926) 


	 


	The Yellowstone country is best visited in the winter. It’s quiet then, mostly void of the sounds of civilization. Others brave the harsh temperatures to take in the snowy wilderness, but they are few, setting up their scopes and cameras, waiting quietly for a glimpse at a wolf. I suppose if you dropped a kid from the suburbs off in the winter Rockies, he might conclude that it wasn’t quiet at all. The hiss of the wind cutting though the naked aspens is relentless. Patrolling ravens squawk incessantly. A thin stretch of open water lends a bubbling hum, forcing raised voices close to the bank. The angriest gusts whistle. A wolf howls and the kid smiles, but the chill doesn’t shoot down his spine like it does every time I hear it. It could be said that quiet is as much a state of mind as it is a lack of decibels.


	 


	They say you never forget the first time you hear a lion roar. It doesn’t seem like the kind of thing you would forget, but flashing back, it’s all quite vivid, palm silhouettes slicing through the peach blush of a Kalahari sunrise, a small fire crackling to life, the breathless air allowing smoke to linger. 


	 


	It’s no surprise that these fourteen stories all have some connection to nature. If the obsession is great enough, it just comes out that way. There existed no plan to publish an anthology, nor write stories through the years bound by my personal passion for the outdoors. It just turned out that way. Maybe that’s how it should be. Planning does have its downside.


	 


	A writer might avoid using the word nature, so broad as to be meaningless in describing anything with clarity. The dictionary describes the term as pretty much everything but us. It’s curious to me that human beings wouldn’t be considered a part of nature. It’s mildly interesting to ponder, but without consequence. Every person on earth has an intimate connection with it, be it a snowstorm in the Bronx, or mule deer grazing in the garden. But some need something much more: to be a part of it, to participate. It’s not enough to admire the painting; some must take the brush in hand. John Coulter turned back to live in the Yellowstone wilderness alone. Jane Goodall became a member of chimpanzee society. 


	 


	It strikes me that no matter how urban a person’s ten-dencies there is still a pull, something inside that makes them want to get out. From the ski slopes to the bass boat, millions spend their precious vacations days to be a part of it, the part that doesn’t include the birds decorating your car or grappling with a claims adjuster over hail damage.


	Once an outdoor writer, I found myself mostly fishing for a living. I’d spent most of my life in Texas up to that point, and had a new country to explore. The Ozarks is a paradise for a guy like me. But as I drifted toward writing a novel, my pull to adventure over far horizons seemed to fade. I felt a vague sense that I had gotten my fill. I didn’t have a burning passion to repeat some of my favorite experiences. Age can affect us in that way, and it has me to a degree, but I’ve rediscovered something about myself. I’ve a bit of John Coulter in me; it’s new discoveries that I need. As perhaps another signal of age, I’ve recently explored the concept of RV travel. The idea of bopping around the continent with my computer and fly rod has a very strong appeal. 


	 


	I suppose in a way you could say this short story collection is new territory, a first for my publisher and me. As some of the stories took me back to places I experienced in my childhood, so too did the short story. I’ve been to my shelves several times lately to revisit Jack London, and The Nick Adams Stories. 


	 


	Readers will get a sense of my wanderings over the last sixty years. The settings are all places familiar to me, a few even recognizable to those who shared them with me. The characters and their challenges are simply products of imagination, and even a dream in one case. My hope is that at least one reader is left with a desire to go out and participate in God’s great outdoors in a more deliberate manner than they had ever before considered. 


	 


	Steve Brigman


	 








CONTENTS


	



I was eight years old when I got a fly rod for Christmas. I already had passion enough to demand Santa fill this need in my life. My siblings and I were introduced early: fishing, camping, boating and hunting. My obsession swelled from that summer’s trout stream. I was indeed fortunate to be raised by parents who taught me that fishing was far more rewarding than television or arcade games.
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	Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they are after.


	—Henry David Thoreau
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	Gift of the Bearcat


	 


	Marie Otter emerged from her mother’s lodge to eight inches of new powder, the trees at the edge of the village barely visible through the pre-dawn snow shower. She offered thanks to the North Wind for another wonderful day before calling out to her dogs, invisible beneath their winter quilt. Snowy muzzles and waving tails burst into being. The way different ones stretched made her giggle each morning as if witnessing it for the first time. She took time to pet each individually as they gathered around, hungry and eager for another day on the trail. 


	She was the only one out this early, happy as always to have the world to herself and her team. It puzzled her that the other villagers shunned the weather she so relished. While most of the women huddled around fires, tending children, nursing babies and preparing meals for their men, she would spend another day traveling across the snow, pursuing the gifts of the wild creatures. Her mother stole a few traps from her man when she first sensed he would be leaving, and as soon as Marie Otter was old enough she talked her mother into letting her set them. As if born to it, trapping quickly provided her wealth, the envy of all the village’s men. Trading valuable furs for more traps, a larger trapline soon allowed the purchase of a white man’s sled, which traveled efficiently on skids with a harness to run her dogs two abreast, instead of fanned out on independent lines like the native sleds. Her eight dogs were not only members of the largest team in the village; they were the best, but not due to any genetic advantage. They were simply the best-fed and most-well-cared-for dogs, and they were never overworked. Marie Otter believed her love for them the most important factor in their superiority. 


	She gave humble thanks throughout the day to the wind persons, believing her blessings their reward for hard work, respect for nature and living a disciplined life according to the teachings of her mother. She also believed being raised without a father was a good thing. All she knew of men was sloth, lust, vanity and drunkenness, seeing repeatedly how the other women suffered for their men’s behavior. Marie Otter had even been affected, her own brother murdered during a night of drunken gambling. 


	The old women in the village declared her beauty the product of having a white father. He was tall and handsome, having his pick of women when he came to the village. Marie Otter’s mother was the obvious choice, still attractive even with a grown daughter. By not having babies, Marie Otter retained her girlish contours while the other women grew plump. The most arrogant men in the village tried to coax her into their lodges, but she always resisted, angering them and fueling their jealousy. She had long ago decided to age alone if the village men were her only options for male companionship, always wondering if she’d feel different about other men. Marie Otter believed there were some good men in the world, white men, who had built grand cities and gathered much wealth, but she heard they were now fighting a great war among themselves, which she thought might be displeasing to God, who could take away their greatness.


	It was the kind of day Marie Otter and her dogs lived for. New snow was easy on the team’s feet, and still early in the season, all of the traps could be checked in daylight. The sets on the first leg of the journey targeted fisher, beaver and otter so that the first night’s skinning chores were the easiest. It was Marie Otter’s hope to receive a wolf, fox or lynx the second day, on the leg back to the village. She could hire skinners if needed, but never did. She was stingy with her purse and did not mind the long nights. It was a pleasure to sit up by the light of the fire scrapping and stretching the pelts, telling stories about her latest run and listening to her mother share the freshest gossip.


	The younger dogs danced around in a frenzy of excitement as she loaded the sled. Bear, the team’s leader and eldest member, stood off to the side and watched in disgust as the youngsters pushed and shoved for her attention. When it was time to secure each dog into its place, Bear shadowed Marie Otter, disciplining teammates with a snap at the hindquarters for their impatient bouncing. The dogs became almost uncontrollable when Bear finally took his place at the head of the team, so Marie Otter hurried to release the tie rope. As always, her mother stood in the door and waved as the dogs exploded onto the trail.


	The wind’s first cold bite on her cheeks greeted her like an old and cherished friend. She never felt more alive than when riding behind her dogs. The men in the village complained constantly about the hardships of the trail, but Marie Otter lived for it. Her greatest difficulty was lying beneath the caribou blanket at night, waiting to set out again. It was only then that she felt alone. Often, in the last minutes before sleep came, she wondered how it would be to have a man next to her. But back on her sled, no such notion pestered her. She pondered, as her dogs plowed through the woods, if those thoughts were really hers or simply residue from the busy-mouth villagers who found fault with her for not having a man.


	It was a six-mile run before the first of the traps, well beyond where any of the men put their sets. The first mile was mostly uphill, and it was necessary to rein the dogs back, conserving energy they were too willing to expend. By the time Marie Otter stopped to rest the team, the sky had cleared into an unblemished sapphire. As was her habit, she staked the sled and made her way along the line, rewarding each puller with a scratch behind the ears and a small portion of dried moose meat.


	From there, the run was fast, downhill, exhilarating. The crunch of the runners faded into the subconscious, nothing but white silence, the flash of sunlight through the trees marking the rapid pace. Marie Otter often felt she was flying, like an eagle, or even floating like the spirit dancers, a sensation she considered a rare gift. Occasionally Bear looked over his shoulder and barked his displeasure at some teammate, usually the result of a dog defecating on the run, which always brought a smile to Marie Otter’s face. 


	Finally, the trail flattened as it entered a dense swamp where Marie Otter put beaver sets. She was always anxious to see if the first set produced. That meant nitao — hunting, fishing and trapping in the bush — was good this day.


	Brushing away the snow, she saw the dark cloud beneath the ice. She broke the thin layer in the hole with her hatchet and hoisted a large male beaver. Marie Otter pulled the trap, having taken enough beavers from the families in the swamp. She wanted to protect the place that provided her with so much wealth and didn’t want to anger the beavers or look greedy to the wind persons. A couple of miles farther down the trail, Marie Otter placed two new sets where the beavers had dammed a small creek just off the river, a spot saved for when she was finished in the swamp. From there, she proceeded down the river. 


	Otters lay drowned in two of the next three sets. It was a rare thing to have a pair of otters on the sled with so many traps yet to be checked. 


	On the three-mile stretch of river, there were a half dozen more otter sets, with as many traps placed inland for fisher. Marie Otter staked the team on the river ice while she checked the fisher traps on snowshoes. As she approached the first set, a pen built like a small lodge, she could see across the shallow valley that the snow was disturbed. Another gift, she assumed as she quickened her pace. But as she neared the set, there was no angry ball of fur waiting, though the signs clearly indicated that it had been there and struggled to free itself. The tracks of a thief told an ominous story.


	Marie Otter had never come across a bearcat, though she feared that one day she might. The mysterious creatures, the white man called wolverine, were notorious for the ruin they could lay on a trapline. She had heard about these devils from village elders, how they had a habit of following a trapper to steal from their sets, taking more than they could eat for the pure mischief of it. They said the bearcat’s cunning was unmatched, never allowing itself to be given as a gift. In all her years, Marie Otter had never seen one of these nocturnal demons, only able to determine its track because it was not any of the animals she knew so well.


	On the hike back to the river, Marie Otter contemplated her dilemma. She hoped that perhaps the robber hit the one set and didn’t molest the rest of her line. It was certainly possible that the stories she had heard were just ways for men to blame their sloth or lack of skills on the bearcat. But if this creature did have the special gifts it was purported to possess, Marie Otter feared displeasing the wind persons by trying to kill it. They surely had much love for an animal granted such powers. She wondered if the bearcat was more entitled to the fisher. Perhaps the fisher preferred giving itself to the bearcat. Maybe she had angered the fishers with her greed.


	When Marie Otter arrived back at the sled, the dogs seemed especially restless. She sensed they knew about the bearcat. Maybe they had scented it, or perhaps even witnessed it slipping away at her approach. Maybe the bearcat came by and taunted the dogs. They didn’t seem frightened, but Marie Otter wondered if they should be. She wondered if she should be afraid.


	After checking two empty sets on the river, Marie Otter again trudged through the trees, anxious to discover a fisher set unmolested by the bearcat. She was relieved at first to see a single set of tracks leading to the pen, but then puzzled that they left again. Inside, the bait was missing. The bearcat had taken the hare and cleverly avoided the trap. This confirmed her fears.


	The last embers of daylight glowed dimly as Marie Otter pulled up to her small log-and-mud shelter. It was cozy, a single candle sufficient to remain comfortable without her parka and provide enough light to skin the otters and beaver. But there were none of the valuable fishers on this night. The bearcat had stolen one and taken the baits from the other sets. When she was finished, she went out to check on her dogs. Kneeling among them, she petted each as she gazed up into the stars. The spirit dancers cast their usual spell over her, their green skirts waving in the heavenly breeze.


	Marie Otter’s thoughts raced as she lay beneath her blanket listening to the cry of a distant wolf and the nervous growls it stirred among her dogs. She wondered if she would be forced to surrender the country that had been so generous with her. Or should she challenge the bearcat for the territory? Did the North Wind give this land to the bearcat? She considered giving up the fisher sets, making a truce with the bearcat by only trapping beavers and otters along the river. It had not disturbed the water sets. But the value of the fisher pelts was high, and the population of beavers and otters might suffer if she set all of her traps for them alone. 


	The North Wind came to Marie Otter as she slept, telling her the bearcat had not been awarded the fishers, and that he was a greedy thief that misused his gifts. “You must not concede. You must prove your greater cunning and claim your territory back.”


	The next morning, Marie Otter received a gift from the North Wind, a large, black wolf in the first trap she checked. A male. Pushing on beneath a cloudless sky, she thought about the North Wind’s message, pondering how she might be able to kill the bearcat, mulling the problem until arriving back at the village just as the sunset painted the snow pink. She fed the dogs before lifting the wolf and a lynx from the sled.


	“The wind persons have again been good to you, child,” her mother said, taking the otter and beaver pelts from the sled.


	“Yes, but I face a new challenge.”


	Her mother frowned and followed her into the lodge. “What is this challenge you speak of?”


	“A bearcat is taking all the catches and baits from my land sets. I can catch none of the fishers with this devil haunting me.”


	“That is not a trivial rival.”


	“The North Wind said I must kill the bearcat. He said it is greedy, and lazy, and displeases nature.”


	“Then you must.”


	“But it takes the baits from the sets, knowing there is a trap. I don’t know if I can match its cunning.”


	“Surely such a creature is arrogant. Arrogance breeds carelessness. It has been the downfall of many men. Perhaps it could be the downfall of the bearcat.”


	“How so?”


	“Continue to feed his arrogance until he becomes careless.”


	Marie Otter went about the chore of skinning the wolf and lynx, and then scraping and stretching all of the pelts as she considered her mother’s advice. As she hung the pelts with the others in the cache behind the lodge, she ran her fingers through thick fur of a fisher and wondered if the bearcat had the appreciation for it that people did. It did not, she quickly decided. It couldn’t even eat all it had stolen. The North Wind had been right, Marie Otter knew, the bearcat was a male.


	Tossing restlessly beneath her blanket, Marie Otter worried about taking on the bearcat. Remaining patient was the greatest challenge in her mother’s advice. It was against her nature. But it would be necessary to study her enemy and learn more about him if she were to prevail. She decided to continue setting the fisher traps as she always had, luring the bearcat to them while she studied his habits. As her mother suggested, his confidence was likely to swell as he continued to steal baits, making him complacent so he might let down his guard. Only then could she kill him.


	The North Wind praised Marie Otter for her wisdom as she slept, and she woke understanding that patience and humility were her advantages over the thief.


	The bearcat had again stolen from the sets. Marie Otter was careful not to alter the way she checked the traps, pretending to behave like one of the men. In the shelter at night, skinning catches from the water sets, Marie Otter’s thoughts were consumed with the bearcat, imagining how pleased with himself he must be for taking so many baits. She was beginning to feel confident, but continued to remind herself to be humble and patient, not rush into failure. There was likely to be only a single opportunity.
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