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Prologue

 


 


It was a nose that poked up through the ice
first. Just a nose—pinkish gray, hard as a rock. Frozen solid. No
hint of it being attached to anything, a face, or a body. Just this
one periscoping gesture of defiance—this ‘you can’t bury me, I’ll
come back’ attitude that captured his imagination. But who? Young?
Old? Male? Female? One of them or an outsider?

No one in the village was missing. No radio
message beaten out on tundra drums to alert anyone within listening
range to be on the lookout for maybe an elder who had wandered off.
And it was too early in the year for the tundra to give up its
secrets. Still winter, only February, too cold to excavate.

He visited every day. When blowing snow
obscured it, he wiped it clean, meticulously dusting away the
offending powder and carefully returned it to being that strange
beacon in an all-white landscape. Yet, all the time sensing this
was his nemesis, his Moriarty.

He knew better, but he didn’t tell anyone
about the nose. If it didn’t belong to anyone from his community,
then it belonged to an outsider. Possibly someone who had no good
reason to be there. It was best to keep it as his secret until he
knew differently.

But more than that, it had become a
friend—had a reason for being there. Something he could relate to.
Unmoving, frozen in time … a metaphor for his life? Thirty-eight
years old and still looking for answers. Trying to relate to a
birthplace that probably wouldn’t even exist for his
grandchildren.

In a place so desolate and forbidding it had
never seen a tourist, well, at least not on a steady basis. But it
was home. Who said, “Home is something you somehow haven’t to
deserve.” Frost, he was pretty sure it was Robert Frost. “Home is
the place, where when you have to go there, they have to take you
in.” Fitting. He could relate to that. He was an outside insider.
Welcome, but not really. Something different always caused
suspicion.

He’d been away to school … in the lower
forty-eight. And he had stayed long enough to get ahead, buy the
car of his dreams, go in with friends on a restaurant. So, why had
he come back? Friends told him he was wasting his talent. There
wasn’t a place for him on the tundra. A lawyer in a village that
was slowly sinking into the waters that had sustained it for a few
thousand years. Where was the sense in that?

He’d been in the lower forty-eight when
Katrina hit. Young, in grad school at Tulane. The Ninth Ward, the
devastation, the Superdome packed with humanity and the feces and
rot that went with overcrowding of the desperate. But it was the
decimation of the above-ground cemetery that he’d never forget—the
bobbing of wooden boxes broken open to reveal the past. Sometimes
open to reveal surprises. Grandma buried with a fetus. Who knew she
was pregnant? Or maybe the straw boss— arms around a young girl
dressed in the rags of servitude, someone from the plantation’s
work force. Where was the body of his wife? Was she in one of the
surprise double-occupancy boxes? Perhaps laid to rest beside her
lover? The skull that had a single bullet hole in its forehead?
Life and lives lived spilled out in muddy waters, secrets no
more.

Is this what his village had to look forward
to? Life spilled not in blood but in water? An ocean once friendly,
the provider of food and livelihood, now turned villain? Where was
the manpower to stop it? The knowledge and money to save a people
from themselves … their very own way of life? Where were those who
could foresee the future? Those who cared. But maybe there was no
one left to care. It was no secret that young people left in droves
to establish their lives elsewhere. Hadn’t he? Had caring what
happened to his village been a part of his life? No. Not for a very
long time.

Same for his nose in the
ice. Was there someone who cared for this nose? At least,
had cared for it? Or was
this bit of humanity just another casualty of hardships on the
tundra? Or maybe man’s inhumanity to man? Not the elements but
flesh and blood getting even, plotting and executing
revenge?

But wasn’t that what he was planning? A
revenge, of sorts? Get even with an old friend who wouldn’t even
see it coming. Yet, in his not knowing, deserved it. Neglect,
self-serving, pompous even—go on with your life never minding the
toll that it might take on the innocent. The ones you cast aside.
Would he have the nerve to lure his friend into facing his wrong?
Making restitution even?

First, he’d have to get him here. And he
thought he had just the plan—if he could talk others into
supporting it. But he’d know fairly quickly. The town hall was
tonight.


Chapter 1

 


 


The meeting in the gym at the town’s
community center started at six-thirty with a potluck. There would
be some of his favorites—food provided by the best village cooks,
lots of it and dishes that he remembered from his childhood like
Akutaq, Eskimo ice cream. In the old days whale blubber was whipped
from a gelatinous mass to a fluffy, aerated bowl of a frosting-like
substance. Whipped together with sugar and tundra snow, blueberries
were added to the blubber mixture to make his favorite dessert.
Some people used seal oil or moose tallow. But in the interest of
saving time, and with blubber and other animal tallows scarce or
nonexistent, Crisco was used today—whipped with copious amounts of
sugar and blueberries then chilled with tundra snow. The cold,
sweet-tart, concoction always made him ignore his high cholesterol
and reach for seconds.

He pushed through the first set of
suction-sealed, double doors and opened the ones to the gym floor.
The small chamber off the large room connecting it with the
outside, steps up from the street, acted as an airlock. Warm air
was precious and not to be wasted, leaked to a sub-zero exterior.
He scanned the room looking for familiar faces.

“E.J., over here. Sit with Mama.”

The gymnasium—that all-purpose room that
doubled as an entertainment center for aspiring basketball
enthusiasts on a Friday night, men and boys; then, with podium
added and a dais with four chairs for town leadership, also became
the seat of local government like tonight.

His mother and auntie had gotten there
before him. Both wore heavy, designer rip-off, Muk Luk boots, a
present from a cousin in Seattle. Neither one had ever visited that
city but a sample of what some shoe-maker thought an Alaskan native
might wear gave them an edge. Some slight advantage in a popularity
contest among the older people in the village. A real ‘look at me;
I’m with it’ appearance.

Yet, he knew that the cold would seep upward
through the polyurethane soles and faux fur calf coverings of the
boots and would be considered only appropriate for early summer
wear. Both women dressed in their Sunday best tonight and that
called for the designer boots. One could suffer for fashion when
showing off. His mother, Ahnah, and her sister, Uki, were
matriarchs within their respective families. Local business owners
of some renown, they were women to be reckoned with and listened
to.

The folding chairs were set up theater
style—twelve to a row, five rows. Sixty would be a crowd but
expected tonight given the topics that demanded attention. Some
would say that the agenda items were long overdue—if they were just
being addressed now, wasn’t it too much, too late? He guessed time
would tell. His mother would say, ‘better late than never’ and
that’s probably where the village was in its belief, too.

Village leadership had had its collective
head in the sand for years. Now, they were fighting the
inevitable—watching the ice melt, seeing the ocean rise coming ever
closer to the front porches of over half of thirty-one villages in
the state. Or worse—communities losing entire structures with
schools, churches, and even clinics literally falling into the
water. Watching animals displaced from their century-old homes and
their once invincible food chain simply disappear. What could dull
this ongoing challenge? Take the reality out of everyday living.
Drugs? Some would say they go hand in hand. Catastrophe without a
clear solution was easier overlooked, ignored even for years until
it tapped you on the shoulder—came so close it destroyed your food
source, and now marched on your shelter. Another needle in a vein,
a snort off the pipe—life-style threats didn’t happen in
euphoria.

He nodded recognition. Of course, the two
women were sitting in the front row, plates of food balanced
precariously on ample laps. He knew he’d be introduced by the panel
and he’d have his chance to talk, but he preferred to sit in the
back and observe. Though tonight he’d probably be tapped to sit on
the dais. This wasn’t a family night for him; he was working. As
counsel hired by the state, he needed to listen to the ideas of his
elders. And, offer advice. He was the one who was being paid to
present possible solutions—ways to curb the inevitable and maintain
a centuries old way of life. A gargantuan task—maybe one not
attainable. At least not revisited in the same manner that his
grandfathers would have recognized.

Once having had the attention of Washington
DC, the village would soon be without federal help in either
manpower or money. This plan—whatever the village decided—would be
the swan song, map out the intended expenditure for the remaining
allocated monies, turn resulting plans over to the state and hire
someone to oversee and do the mandatory final reporting—the tedious
endgame bookkeeping that the federal program demanded— and hope for
the best. Elliot James Takanni had been loaned to his village by
the state agency that currently controlled his paycheck and was
investing heavily in researching a relocation schedule.

It would take time; so, he was probably
loaned on a semi-permanent basis. But how much say in the final
outcome would he have? Moving a village by building a new one and
providing not just brick and mortar support but the usually
overlooked empathetic, personal, understanding of people faced with
the obliteration of the way of life they once knew—right down to
the very houses where they had been born. He had some good ideas,
not just band-aids, but answers. He’d find out tonight if anyone
valued his problem-solving skills.

“How’s my baby doing? Aren’t you hungry?
I’ll save a seat; you go get a plate before it’s all picked over.
Aunt Uki’s ice cream is going fast but first you taste my Muktuk.
It’s breaded and fried just like you like. The soy sauce is on the
counter behind the food table.”

He nodded and resigned himself to sitting in
the front row. He’d get a plate of food and join them. It was true
he liked fried whale blubber. Anymore, it was a treat. Even if he
hadn’t been chosen to speak, he probably would have come for the
food anyway. And he wasn’t the only one with an appetite. A regular
chow-line was forming on each side of the two six-foot folding
tables that had been pushed together. If the topics for discussion
weren’t going to be met with enthusiasm, the food certainly was.
Plates were being piled high. And food made from age-old recipes
was disappearing first. The nutritionist, who would be speaking
before he did, would be challenged but wasn’t her topic about
returning to native foods? Restricting intake might be a stumbling
block, but not food origin.

The meeting wouldn’t start until the village
council was seated. And even though the village had only five miles
of paved road within its parameters and no one could leave by car,
four of the six leaders owned vehicles. Tonight, he hadn’t seen one
car he recognized in the parking lot.

There were to be three guest speakers—the
nutritionist from the State offices, a fiscal officer for the
twenty-eight Alaskan villages on or close to the coast, and him.
They had already set up audio-visual equipment, and two high school
boys were busy plugging in and testing overhead projectors and
positioning flip charts.

He chose the old-fashioned way of imparting
knowledge—a handout. He took twenty more out of his briefcase and
handed them to the young man who was placing a copy on each chair
seat. He knew paper branded him as low-tech, but he also understood
that the Elders would need something to take back to offices and
homes—facts to ruminate over, have at their fingertips if called
upon to quote the statistics that he would give them. If the
village was going to support him, they would need the ammunition
when asking for additional federal money and not appear to just
have their hands out. And these were not people used to taking
notes from material flashed on a screen over their heads. This
group screamed hands-on only.

It would take a solid plan to get their
vote, not some pie-in-the-sky speculation. People were skeptical;
they had been promised solutions before. The state agency was wise
to place one of their own back in their midst. E.J. counted on
people listening to him, trusting him. And this time he thought he
had the plan and the personnel that would give him a “yes” vote
from the community. He felt that “blip” of excitement, realizing
he’d know soon.

In addition to the building—design and
placement of structures which would be left to the architects and
engineers—he was going to propose a clinic devoted to treating drug
addiction, the number one problem faced by the village. But not
just treatment, the complete picture—good health, jobs,
education—all monitored by experts. Heal the community, not just
move them. If the village addressed this one area that cried out
for attention and solutions, trust would be restored in its
leaders. And he had just the psychologist to head it up—Ben Pecos.
A man devoted to preserving the indigenous man’s way of life.
Someone from both worlds—Indian and Anglo—and successful in
each.

He made himself believe that was his primary
goal—the betterment of the native Alaskan. But a part of him knew
he wanted to shake up his friend’s world. Teach him a lesson in
responsibility, in caring. And possibly save a life, offer an
opportunity, at least, for a better life and a future of promise to
someone whose tomorrow looked bleak at best. Ben Pecos was in for a
surprise. It was going to be interesting to see how he would accept
the challenge.

The trick would be getting Ben to Alaska.
The full village council might be able to sway Indian Health
Service to place him on loan. And it wouldn’t have to be full time
or even long term—something temporary, staff the outreach services,
make certain funding was available for an entire agenda, design and
develop programs, coordinate with the local clinic—that would be
enough for starters. Impressive even, and a plan which possibly
could be completed in six months. His initial feelers into a loan
of personnel had been met positively. He had been all but assured
that a loan would be made, that the powers who be in the Indian
Health Service were only waiting on the village vote to go ahead.
He wondered if IHS had already alerted Ben.

“Elliot James Takanni—am I seeing a ghost?”
The tweed pants suit, red fox fur collar and high heeled boots gave
her away as an outsider. Almost. The chin tattoo proclaimed her a
Native—she wasn’t from his village but one farther north, closer to
Nome. He knew the four striated lines running from bottom lip to
underneath her chin were a tribal statement repeatedly seen among
millennial Alaskan women.

“Wendy. I didn’t see you come in. I see the
State is sending its big guns to our modest, little meeting out
here in the sticks.”

A dismissive laugh, “Big guns? You must
believe all the bullshit you read in the papers.”

“Come on, ‘fess up. Founder of Alaskan
Edibles, a Fairbanks startup that just went public. And which
grossed over two million its first year, now employs over one
hundred locals—”

“I can’t believe you’ve paid attention to
what I’m doing.”

“Just curious about an old friend,” he
said.

“I’m flattered. And Raven? I’m a happy
customer of your sister’s tat parlor in Anchorage, but I haven’t
seen her in a couple years.”

“Yeah, not sure that’s what my family had in
mind when they bankrolled her degree in graphic arts. But she’s
doing well—even comes home every once in a while.”

“I’d love to see her.”

“I thought she might come for the meeting
but looks like I’m wrong. So, are you the headliner, or am I?”

“If I remember correctly, it’s the
oceanographer/land management specialist, then me, and you bring up
the rear. I like your idea of an opioid clinic.”

“Sounds like someone leaked my bright
idea.”

“The mayor is my uncle—probably explains my
being here. He shared the agenda. He thought Alaskan Edibles would
be a good fit—encourage people to move if that’s the land
management suggestion. There’s land available fairly close by the
proposed site that would sustain more than one berry crop—it could
be lucrative for any number of families.”

“Old habits change slowly—if at all. Not
sure you can convince a bunch of fishermen to till soil.”

“One of the reasons for tonight’s meeting is
to put the fear of God in everyone—impress upon them the need to
act, right? And certainly, some who fish for a living would need to
continue, just maybe not everyone. But even if fishing was set up
on a rotating basis with farming to fall back on, I don’t see the
idea as popular. I think the village will be much more receptive to
having a clinic dedicated to rehabbing drug users. That’s tearing
families apart. It’s tangible, happening now—not some
maybe-if-or-when scenario.”

“I hope you’re right but as a village, we
need to address all concerns.”

A voice from the front of the room silenced
any further conversation. “Everybody find a seat. Let’s welcome our
speakers.” The man at the edge of the dais motioned for E.J. and
Wendy to join him and the village council on the makeshift stage.
“We’ll take a break in an hour. Don’t worry. There will still be
food. We’re holding some good stuff in reserve.”

E.J. got his mother’s attention and pointed
to the stage. She nodded and waved to Wendy. Small towns. Everybody
knew everybody—or in the case of Moose Flats, everybody was
related. A village of six hundred and ninety-one inhabitants—and
two women were pregnant. Not the numbers that would get the world’s
attention; yet, perfect size for a test group. So, any innovative
plan to save a village from disappearing into the ocean, giving its
inhabitants alternatives to their life style by taking drugs out of
the picture and offering proven paths to improving each family’s
income had to have some kind of world importance, however
small.

He was just looking over his notes when the
door to the auditorium opened and a strikingly beautiful woman
stepped inside. The hood of her beaded, light parka fell away from
her head releasing a cascading tumble of jet-black hair that
spilled over her shoulders, framing her face in layered sections
without a part. She brushed hair away from her face with a heavily
tattooed hand. Just one tiny part of the ink that covered her body.
He knew from contests that, stripped to a bikini, she had little to
no undecorated skin left.

Even from across the room, E.J. could see
his sister’s smoky-shadowed eyes search the audience before meeting
his in recognition. A slight nod and Raven moved toward their
mother in the front row. As always people made room for her. She
simply had that aura—her beauty, her assertiveness?

E.J. was never certain where her seeming
magic came from. But once again he watched as her smile seemed to
coax a man to give her his seat in the row behind their mother.
That enigmatic smile could cast a spell as quickly and easily as it
could stoically freeze in place making it impossible to decipher
her feelings. Was she appreciative of favors bestowed? Who
knew?

She was accustomed to favors—in all, but one
thing. And that had colored her life forever. He loved his sister
and would see this wrong righted. It was only a matter of time now.
At some level he prayed that he could count on Ben.

He turned back to the people beside him. A
swarthy, plump man in a checkered plaid shirt stood and walked to
the mic. “You all know me. And you voted me village leader because
I promised a way out of our problems. Well, I’m delivering on that
promise tonight. Listen and take notes; be prepared to give us your
opinion when the speakers finish. Our first speaker will be Dr.
Wade Francis, University of Alaska’s own specialist in land
management. He’s given his attention the last few years to the
world’s glaciers and the changes reported worldwide. Moose Flats
has not been exempt. Several Alaskan villages are being threatened
with extinction, not just ours. Kivalina, Newtok, Shishmaref, and
Shaktoolik are all in perilous positions.

“We’ve been chosen to apply for federal
relief aid—which we can match, but more of that later. We need to
show the state a viable plan to save our way of life—no, I’m not
being melodramatic—actually, our very homes and livelihood are at
risk. At the end of the meeting we’ll break up into discussion
groups, focus groups actually. Later you’ll be asked to vote on the
proposals presented. I don’t have to tell you how critical this is.
We need your support, but we need to hear your concerns, too. Dr.
Francis? Let’s get this meeting started.”

The man in black-rimmed glasses chose not to
use the mic but stepped off the dais and moved closer to his
audience which now had grown to some eighty or ninety villagers.
The gymnasium’s custodial help was hurriedly handing out folding
chairs from a rack at the back.

“If it’s any consolation, Moose Flats and
Miami have the same concerns. I’ve been working on those concerns
for some twenty-five years now. And never in that time have the
consequences been more eminent or the results more dire. Think
about it. Thirty-one communities in Alaska are in a position to be
lost—structures, burial grounds, sustaining food sources—all in
danger by rising water, be it rivers or ocean, or melting ice which
greatly impacts life as you know it. Another two hundred and thirty
villages are currently affected by sea rise and need a plan for the
upcoming years—not in immediate danger, but will be very
shortly.”

His first slide depicted the amount of
shoreline Moose Flats lost each year in the last five—seventy feet.
Not only were structures in danger of toppling into the ocean, but
the shoreline was so radically redrawn and shallow that fuel ships
could no longer easily navigate a mooring. Ice pack was
disappearing close to the village, negating any exchange of goods
by dogsled. He clicked to a slide showing mushers commanding dogs
pulling wheeled trikes.

The village had become self-sustaining in
its isolation but only with air-drops of supplies when the weather
permitted. Still, this new life was fragile, not something that
could continue indefinitely but an eco-system in danger of
collapse—not a matter of if, but when. Dwindling wildlife
threatened to disrupt the food chain. Fish spawned elsewhere,
taking their predators with them. This meant that seal and bear no
longer could thrive nearby. Land for any cultivation of foodstuffs
had disappeared. A move was necessary to preserve life itself.

The lecture was compelling. E.J. noted
several of the older men in the audience nodding affirmatively—some
taking notes. There was no whispering; Professor Francis had
everyone’s attention as he continued. “Relocation is the life
preserver. It will cost approximately one hundred and eighty
million dollars to uproot Moose Flats and establish it a mere two
miles across the river to the east. Some estimate the cost to move
approximately seven hundred people will be well over two hundred
million.

“And it very well might be. Think about the
scope of our task. We will be moving everything. We propose that we
move structures, graves, and preserve anything that might be useful
in relocating and rebuilding. For example, brick, concrete block,
pipe fittings, and wood—all reusable building materials will be
salvaged. Our proposed start date is June 1. Some basics are
already there—stubbed-in electrical, for example, along with
trenches and piping for sewer connections. Our proposed completion
date is September 30. Yes, I know, the timeline is
short—ridiculously so. The offer from private industry to match any
federal and state funds to build permanent housing in the new
location before the move commences was accepted last fall. A good
start has been made. You will literally have walk-in ready shelter
complete with generators and eco-friendly solar energy by this
date.

“I know solar energy might not make sense at
first, but think about it. Even though Arctic tundra summers are
short, maybe fifty to sixty days total, around the solstice the sun
shines nearly twenty-four hours each day. This roughly equates to
the total amount of solar exposure that some tropical areas
receive. I don’t know about you, but I’d take solar energy over
fossil fuel anytime. Let’s save our tundra from fracking and
drilling and use our heads instead of our billfolds. Let’s make the
new Moose Flats a model for all of Alaska to follow.”

A burst of applause and several people in
the audience rose to speak—would the local superintendent of
schools have a say in the design and application of a K-12
facility? Could they have a bigger gymnasium? Would those
businesses that wished to relocate have access to prime locations
equal to what they currently had? Would there be a village
manifesto? If so, who would draw it up? How beholden to Washington
would they be? Or to the state? Would there be any new agencies? In
health care, for example, or would they still be expected to travel
long distances to be seen at a hospital?

Mayor Arthur KooToo again stood and took the
mic from Dr. Francis. “What did I tell you? This is exciting stuff.
And what a perfect segue into what our next speaker wants to share.
My niece, Wendy KooToo, you’re up.”

Wendy walked to the lectern, paused, and
sorted through her notes before speaking. “I want to talk about
food. I’m a nutritionist by training. First, I want to compliment
those who contributed so many native dishes for tonight’s potluck.
Can you imagine those tables without one Alaskan staple? In support
of Dr. Francis, if the ice layer is treacherously thin—too thin for
a man to walk on, what happens to your hunting—your supplying your
family with meat, tallow for food and lamps, furs for clothing? Two
years ago the largest settlement close to Moose Flats caught over
six hundred walruses. Does anyone want to guess how many were
caught this year?”

No hands were raised.

“Exactly thirty-six. We are suffering
‘food-insecurity’. We don’t know how long our food chain will last.
Not only are the breeding and birthing grounds of walruses
disappearing, there’s fast becoming no sea ice to support the
butchering of any thousand-pound animal. So, is the answer
continuing to pay thirty bucks for a pizza? A frozen sub with
manufactured cheese? Fifteen dollars for a gallon of milk? Saving
recipes of something our grandmother made but will never be made
the same way again—has this become our way of life, not ever to
return to the way it was? I cannot over emphasize the severity of
the problems we face.

“You may be wondering why
I’m going to take thirty minutes of your time tonight to talk about
native food when it would appear that my esteemed colleagues are
the ones addressing truly pressing and frightening problems. Yet, I
ask you to consider that all three of us are talking about the same
thing—survival. Think about it. Can something as simple as
food—something we’ve always taken for granted threaten our very
lives? Of course, it can. I ask you, what is more integral, more
center to our very existence than what we eat? As farfetched as it
may sound, I can make a case for many life-threatening health
issues being a direct result of a dwindling native food supply.

“Some of you know
depression. Often this is the result of life-style changes. Despair
at not being able to provide even the basics for your families.
More communicable diseases follow a warming climate—for example,
deer ticks are finding their way farther and farther north. And
with those ticks comes serious illness. Our children are making
decisions out of desperation—leaving after high school to seek
employment or further training far from home. That is,
if they graduate from
high school at all. Many, impacted by the dire existence of their
families, drop out hoping to aid in the hunt for food. Fewer than
half of all eligible seniors graduate. Let me repeat, fewer than
half.”

Wendy paused and looked at her notes before
glancing out at the audience. “This next topic is one we shy away
from. Domestic violence is a reality often swept under the table.
But it’s epidemic in scope. Alaska rates first in this crime. Time
and again the everyday triggers include men idled by lack of, or a
greatly reduced, livelihood. Inactivity has led to drug use. Again,
Alaska has the dubious honor of leading all states in the number of
drug and opioid induced deaths. I think E.J. has some information
to share on that topic in a few minutes.

“But what kind of message are we giving our
children? We must become prosperous again. The plan I’m going to
show you involves raising our own food—not just relying on nature’s
bounty or lack thereof.”

“I fish. I ain’t no farmer.” A man in the
back yelled out.

“Fish can be farmed. Very successfully, I
might add. There are dozens of examples from salmon to tilapia.”
Wendy quickly followed up. “But tonight I’m going to talk about
raising berries. Our native blueberries to be exact. In addition,
raspberries and low-bush cranberries would also be lucrative crops.
There is land available in the interior on a co-op basis that would
put food on your tables and money in your pockets.”

E.J. watched as Wendy
clicked through a series of slides depicting farms with native
Alaskan workers. She had the crowd’s attention, he had to give her
that. And, maybe most importantly, she made sense. It remained to
be seen if she could sell this life-saving idea—in spite of it
being a life-changing one. More women in the audience seemed to be nodding
affirmatively than men. But that didn’t surprise him. Family
protection was as strong in the home as on the outside. After a few
questions concerning annual return on investments, Wendy smiled and
extended the mic.

Finally, it was his turn at the podium. E.J.
recognized the mayor and the three councilmen sitting with him on
the dias but also waved away the mic and stepped off the dais to be
closer to the audience. “Most of you know me. I grew up in this
village. I’ve spent some time in the lower forty-eight before
coming back.” He stopped and good-naturedly acknowledged the boos.
“Give me a break, guys. I’m here, now. I’ve seen the error in my
ways.”

“That mean you’ll find a nice girl and I’ll
get some grandchildren?”

“C’mon, Mom. No promises on that score—you
know that.” Again, he paused until the laughter subsided. Even
Raven leaned forward and patted their mother on the shoulder,
seeming to enjoy the banter. “I can say I’m here—came back to my
home— to invest my time and energy in promoting a healthier way of
life. For starters, I wholeheartedly agree with the proposal to
relocate our community. We’ve heard some pretty compelling reasons
tonight as to why we have to do it. In the meantime, we need to
offer state-of-the-art support services. In particular, I agree
that we need to upgrade our clinic facilities. What I’m about to
propose can be started immediately. It doesn’t need four walls to
be effective—and frankly, it can’t wait.

“I want us to sign onto a plan already in
motion under the auspices of the Denali Commission. Before the
agency is dismantled, they are accepting last minute proposals—I
think we have a chance at some support. Because our purpose will be
to stem the ever-growing number of opioid and drug-related deaths
in the village, we automatically move to the top five areas singled
out for immediate need. The Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium
is eager to establish programs in outlying areas. I don’t think
anyone’s going to dispute that we qualify based on that
criteria.

“My position as a lawyer representing Moose
Flats is to take care of the paperwork. I can talk legalese and
make certain that we meet all deadlines. And I can make certain we
get our fair share of the monies divided up among applicants. In
addition, I’d like to put forth a name for Director of a new,
expanded clinic. We’ll be ahead of the game and be more likely to
get attention if we show proactive planning. We’re going to need
someone with knowledge of native programs—best, even, if that
individual is native himself. Dr. Benson Pecos is a Pueblo man.
From New Mexico. His degrees are in psychology and his work
experience has been on reservations. As an employee of Indian
Health Services, he’s available to us for most of the upcoming
year—at least until the end of the summer and possibly through
October.”

Suddenly the sound of chairs being scooted
back abruptly erupted as Raven stood and pushed to the end of the
row. Not turning to even look at him, she didn’t stop until she had
reached the back of the gymnasium and swung the heavy steel-framed
door of the inner entrance to one side—pulling it closed behind her
as she left.


Chapter 2

 


 


E.J. paused. Had he expected anything
different? Should he have shared his plans with his sister first?
No, the first order of business was still to establish a clinic.
Get the support of the community. Unfinished business with Raven
was secondary, even as important as it was to his family.

The rest of his presentation was uneventful.
He pointed out that the drug problem was not just behavioral and
shouldn’t be pushed off onto law enforcement as a police concern.
He believed, as did others, that what the village was experiencing
was a medical problem—one that needed to be treated as
such—diagnosed with an opportunity for a cure. There needed to be
hope.

And there was more and more support to view
it as the result of greed—big pharma and doctors looking to benefit
off of a family’s pain. That needed to be recognized, the culprits
weeded out and replaced with competent and caring individuals aware
of the damage already done, but committed to changing that in the
future. E.J. knew Ben was the man who could do it. He had no ties
to the village. He would not be blinded by money or position. He
would be impartial and fair in all dealings. E.J. was right in
believing it had to be someone from the outside—the village was
incapable of cleaning up its own act.

There were thoughtful questions from the
audience. Would there be a cost to them above what IHS might
contribute? How soon would the clinic start up? What would be
prerequisite for getting into the program? Would there be an age
limit? He fielded almost every concern and finally sat down,
feeling that his proposal was supported by the village. After a
brief break, the next step was small group discussion with a leader
for every group of ten to twelve participants. Then they would
reconvene and vote.

 


+ + +

 


He didn’t hurry but stayed to help put
chairs away after the meeting. He knew his sister would be waiting
for him at his mother’s house. He didn’t think she’d see the logic
to what he was doing—the necessity of it. There would be screaming
and tears and threats. He was ready but he knew Ben in his
ignorance, wasn’t.

He was right, of course. The euphoria gained
by having the entire village vote one hundred percent to adopt his
plan quickly evaporated when he saw her, arms crossed, standing on
the porch, in front of their mother’s front door.

“When were you going to tell me?”

“I should have before this.”

“Somehow letting me hear it in front of a
gathering of the village elders and our neighbors was safer, wasn’t
it? Plan already in place, pretty much assured of an affirmative
vote—no chance I could derail it.”

“I wasn’t thinking that way.”

“Do you think I’m so incompetent that you
have to speak for me? Take over my life? Dictate how I live?”

“I’m through watching you do nothing.”

“Do NOTHING? For ten years I’ve been doing
nothing?”

“Yeah. You certainly don’t have what’s
yours—what’s owed you.”

“What would you know about owing? Can you
say you don’t owe your mother something? You were never one to
help. When the going gets rough, off you go, scholarships and a
paid for, full ride to schools of your choice. Family be damned,
only E.J. counts.”

The front door opened. “Children, children,
there’s no need to share our family grievances with the neighbors.”
Their mother stood in the doorway, “Finish talking inside.”

“I’m finished. I need to think. Tonight has
been too upsetting. I don’t even want to be in the same house as
E.J. I’ll be back in time to feed the dogs in the morning. No,
Mama, don’t worry, I’m sure you want to talk with E.J. now.” Raven
pulled away as her mother tried to put a hand on her arm and didn’t
turn back as she stepped off the porch and began walking up the
gravel-packed street.

He watched as the darkness enveloped Raven
finally obscuring her image all together. So where would she spend
the night? On Aunty Uki’s couch probably, but she’d try to find
Brant first. He didn’t feel good about chasing her away from their
mother’s house, from Raven’s own room. The blame was his—for a lot
of things. A moonless night without streetlights was a kind of
definition of black. It fit his mood. What if he was wrong? Wrong
in the way he was treating Raven and very wrong in what he was
about to do to Ben. He wished he could just walk off into oblivion.
Instead, he followed his mother into the house.


Chapter 3

 


 


The letter had been terse. Obviously, the
board had already made its decision—Dr. Ben Pecos would be loaned,
once again. Even though he’d spent the last six months in the
Sunshine State with the promise of furthering his career with IHS
in the Everglades, Florida might remain as just a great place for a
honeymoon and never really materialize as ‘home’. He reread the
part introducing him to his new territory. Alaska. And not
Fairbanks or Anchorage or even something cushy like Sitka or
Juneau. No, he was being assigned to the sticks—Moose Flats. Like
who had ever heard of Moose Flats, even though it vaguely jogged
his memory. But he couldn’t bring up the association.

What might be more of a
problem was Julie—and not being able to have her with him.
Specifically, her new position at the Miami Herald as editor-in-chief of
the paper’s leisure magazine—the monthly insert that recapped what
the area had to offer year-round citizens and visitors alike and
involved overseeing twelve editors, writers, and photographers—not
to mention the daily update of the online version. It was a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This wasn’t a position one could
leave to follow a husband half-way around the world for a six-month
assignment on the snow-packed tundra. His clinical duties as
originally outlined in his IHS contract that would have put him
just outside Miami would be shelved for the time being—not
scrapped, he hoped. He’d have to make certain the new clinic in
Sawgrass country would only be put on hold.

Even if he could get by all that, it was the
starting date that rankled—be there Monday. Today was Wednesday.
Four and a half days to prepare—he might as well have joined the
military. But, yes, he understood the severity of the situation and
the moving deadline the village was under. He appreciated and was
flattered at being tasked with the responsibility of establishing a
concentrated approach to what was not just one village’s challenge
but could work as a blueprint for others. He could see the logic in
setting up this one first, learn from any mistakes, then do it
right— there, in the Everglades.

He’d even gotten a call from an old friend,
E.J. Takanni. A roommate from a graduate workshop at Tulane. Ben
had been twenty-four that summer. Ten years ago? Could it have been
that long? Almost. After staying in touch for a while, they’d
finally drifted apart. What was it everyone called E.J.? Yeah,
wolfman. Takanni meant wolf in his native language and not because
he had any excess body hair or howled at the moon. But if Ben were
being truthful, didn’t he let the friendship die because of E.J.’s
sister? After he’d met Julie, it just seemed the right thing to do.
Let Raven go and establish his own life.

Ben had dated Raven for one summer. There
was a place on her body—or used to be—that professed their
love—initials in a heart, beneath a bear and a wolf. But it became
time for him to move on. She wanted more than he could give her.
They were kids or, at least, she was. Twenty-four and eighteen. Too
much lay ahead of them. Graduate school for him—four more years,
maybe more, to a Ph.D. Then it was payback time to the government.
No student loans, just commitment. Uncle Sam became Big
Brother.

For Raven? He wasn’t sure what she wanted.
She’d talked about college but then he’d heard that she’d moved
back to Alaska to be with her mother. Would it be awkward to meet
again after all this time? Maybe. They hadn’t exactly parted on
good terms. Lots of demands, lots of yelling. That part he
remembered all too well. And there was Julie now. He hoped he
wasn’t going to be put in a position to have to explain Raven.

He dragged out a couple suitcases, but would
still have to ship some things. He had a down parka from ski trips
to New Mexico and would still need it for another month or so up
there, but it was bulky enough to take up one suitcase by itself.
He didn’t look forward to the cold and the dark. But would he
really notice with the amount of work facing him? He’d
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