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La Cueva del Guacharo (The Oil Bird Cave)

By Lori Zett 
She thought he was fooling around. "Hey Durkin," Chris yelled. "Whacha got in your canteen, Cuba Libre?" 

Mr. Durkin fell to his knees in the middle of the stream, one hand clutched at his chest; the other held the lantern that was about to topple. His lips flapped wildly, mouthing silent words.

"Durkin!" she screamed suddenly terrified. Nothing could happen to Durkin; he was fooling around. Durkin was the Schwarzenegger of Caracas' American High School; everyone knew that. A thought flashed through Chris's mind: Could they find their way out of the cave without Durkin? She rushed to erase the thought almost as soon as it took form. Nothing was happening, nothing was happening; he was fooling around.

"Cut that shit out!" Frank, who was pulling up the rear and had been complaining about being in the outer rim of the lantern light, shouted. "I don't think it's funny." 

The lantern toppled over and out of Durkin's hand as he continued to fall. The flame started to sputter wildly. Sergio shoved Chris aside and dove head first to grab it. "Get Durkin," he yelled just as the flame died and plunged them into absolute blackness.

"What happened?" Frank ran toward the place where he had last seen Durkin but crashed head first into the rock wall. "Jesus Christ!" he exclaimed angrily.

Chris screamed. She didn't want to scream; it just welled up from her core like a living thing with a will of its own and exploded from her depths like steam escaping a safety valve. 

Blackness engulfed them, blackness without boundaries stretching in all directions without end. Chris felt something materialize out of the dense blackness. It touched her, and her scream rushed forth shrilly renewed.

"It's all right." Sergio's arm was around her shoulder. She clung to him, her only link to the real world that lay beyond the blackness. "Are you all right?" He asked. She could feel his breath on her forehead. Her panic subsided to a tremble.

"Who the hell has the lantern?   -- the lantern -- lantern -- lantern" Frank's question reverberated from the cave's invisible walls and hidden recesses in a polyphonic chorus.

"I got some matches in my backpack." Sergio sounded remarkably controlled. 

"Damn!" Frank was splashing around in the stream, "Durkin's drowning here. Where is that light?"

Chris could feel the disturbance in the air as Sergio moved. "Here, hold this." He took her hand and wrapped her fingers around a strap. She felt the bag's weight pull down on the strap she was holding. The weight had substance; its reality was comforting. Sergio's hand moved inside the bag. She heard it brush against soft fabric, heard the crackling of plastic. "Here, don't let go." She heard a snap, suddenly the match was burning so bright and close she had to squint.

Frank was squatting in the stream holding Durkin's head out of the water. 

"I'm going to blow this out before I burn myself." Sergio warned. 

Blackness enveloped them again. 

Chris tried to calm herself. Everything is under control. It's just an expedition. We've done more dangerous things than this. A   frightening question escaped her lips before she could examine it. "Who knows we're here?" she asked. She could hear Frank splashing in the stream, Sergio fumbling to light another match, but there was no answer, only the echo of her own voice. She heard the snap of the match coming to life. "We were supposed to be in Puerto La Cruz." She continued single-mindedly. "Does anybody know we're here?"

"God damn it, hurry up!" Frank barked. "Durkin's not breathing." 

Sergio lifted the glass chimney of the lantern, and lit the lamp. 

"Did we tell anybody we were making this side-trip to the cave?" Chris tried to get Sergio's attention.

"Not now!" He brushed her concerns aside, grasped the plunger and pumped until the light shone brightly. "Here," he handed the lantern to Chris. "Hold the lamp for me."

"But, will anybody be . . ." Nobody was listening to her.

"Help me." Frank shouted.

Sergio and Frank got Durkin out of the stream. They started CPR without deliberating; the way Durkin himself had taught them. Chris squatted nearby holding the lantern with her right hand and chewing the knuckles of her left. "Nobody will miss us," she mumbled insistently. "After last year's trip to Roraima and this Summer's survival expedition in the Orinoco region," she continued mumbling to herself to keep her mind from focusing on the boys who were trying to pump life back into Mr. Durkin's lifeless body, "not even Pappi will be concerned. Oh my God, Pappi!" She could almost feel the anguish her father would suffer if she didn't get back. He would stop at nothing. He would turn Venezuela upside down looking for her, but who would think of looking for them in the cave?

Durkin started to cough; his eyes fluttered; his arms flapped around.

Chris laughed and cried in relief.

"You're all right." Sergio tried to calm him, but Durkin continued to wave his arms about wildly until he found Sergio's shirt. He drew Sergio close. "What?" Sergio said. "I can't understand. What did you say?" Sergio leaned closer. Durkin's labored breathing distorted the words.

"What did he say?" Frank asked.

Sergio leaned back on his haunches. He looked exhausted, frightened, and even younger than his seventeen years. "It didn't make any sense, it was all garbled," he said. "I couldn't make any sense out of what he was saying."

"Is he all right?" Chris wiped her tears with the back of her hand.

"I think he had a heart-attach or something." Sergio waited for somebody to answer. After a long silence, he added: "He's unconscious again . . . we have to get him to a doctor."

"Shit!" Frank said softly.

"Got any ideas?" 

…

© Lori Zett

