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CHAPTER ONE

	Barrow

	The leads closed on a Tuesday. Tilton had been watching them for three days, the same way a man watches a wound that hasn't yet begun to smell, with a kind of focused, suspended dread that he could not afford to show on his face. On Monday there had still been a quarter-mile of open water to the northeast, black and quick-moving, hemmed on both sides by pack ice that ground together with a sound like millstones working. On Tuesday morning he came up before first light and there was nothing. Just ice, all the way to wherever the sky was, which was nowhere he could see because the clouds had come down in the night and now the world ended roughly forty yards off the starboard bow.

	He stood at the rail for a long time. The cold was not yet the serious cold, that would come in November, in December, cold that didn't ask permission and didn't leave, but it was cold enough that his breath made a small fog in front of his face and his fingers, even in their wool liners, had begun to ache at the knuckles. Behind him the Belvedere groaned on its mooring ice, a low, structural sound that a man new to the Arctic might have taken for distress but that Tilton understood as simply the ship speaking the language of its situation. Ships always knew before their captains did.

	His name was Edmund Tilton, though the men called him Captain and his wife called him Ed and the company's ledgers referred to him only by his tonnage numbers. He was forty-one years old and he had been coming north for twelve seasons, first as a deckhand on the Perseverance out of New Bedford, then as mate on three different vessels whose names he sometimes confused in his memory, and finally as third mate and effective master of the Belvedere, a 237-ton bark out of San Francisco that had been built for speed rather than ice and that showed it every winter in its seams. He was a compact man, not tall, with hands that had been worked into something resembling old leather and a face that had been worked into something resembling the same. His wife had a photograph of him taken in 1889, when he was twenty-eight, and in it he looked like someone's idea of a sailor, strong-jawed and dark-eyed, with all the lines still faint and theoretical. She kept the photograph on the mantle in their house on Noe Street in San Francisco, and sometimes when Tilton thought about her during the winter months he pictured her looking at that photograph and found himself wondering whether she was comparing it to the man who came home each July or trying to remember which one she had married.

	He counted the leads one more time. There were none. He went below to look at the provisions.

	II

	The stores were kept in two compartments forward of the engine room, and Tilton had taken to doing his inventories alone, in the early morning, so that no one would see the expression his face made while he did the arithmetic. What he had: two barrels of salt pork, one barrel of salt beef of uncertain age, forty pounds of dried beans, twenty-two pounds of coffee in whole bean, sixteen pounds of tea, a quantity of ship's biscuit sufficient for perhaps six weeks if rationed, three cases of canned tomatoes, seven cases of canned peaches, two cases of condensed milk, one case of evaporated oysters that nobody would eat until they were desperate and then would be eaten without comment, a half-barrel of molasses, and approximately two hundred and forty pounds of flour from which the cook, a Portuguese man named Dias, produced a twice-weekly bread that had become the closest thing to comfort the men had.

	What he did not have: enough of any of it. He was carrying thirty men now, his original crew of twenty, plus the eight survivors of the Orca who had come aboard at the end of September when that ship began to break up in the pressure ridges east of Point Franklin, and Hendricks and Cavanaugh, who had walked to the Belvedere from the Wanderer after she was beset three miles distant. Thirty men, for a winter that could last eight months. He did the division in his head, then wrote it in his pocket ledger, then did it again to make sure he hadn't made an error in his favor. He had not.

	He closed the ledger and sat on a flour barrel in the blue dark of the forward compartment and listened to the ship talk to itself. Somewhere above him, a block tapped against the mast in the wind. The ice pressed against the hull with its slow, indifferent authority. Tilton was not a man given to extended internal monologue, he preferred to think about specific things and to think about them briefly and then to act on whatever conclusion he reached, but sitting in the forward hold in the last week of October with his arithmetic closed in his pocket, he permitted himself a moment of something he would not have called fear because that was not a word he used about himself, but which was, in all its anatomical specificity, fear.

	The question was simple. Could he keep thirty men alive until the Bear reached them? And the answer, which he could not yet tell anyone, was: not on what he had in this hold. Not unless something changed.

	

	

	October 24. Provisions assessed. Will speak to Brower tomorrow about his store, he will extend credit so far as he is able and I cannot ask more of him than that. The men are in good spirits, or performing good spirits, which amounts to the same thing for now. Harris asked me this morning if I thought the Bear would reach us before the new year and I told him I thought she would try, which is not the same thing as saying yes but which he seemed to hear as yes, and I let him.

	The ice to the northeast is solid. The ice to the northwest is solid. We are here for the winter. I have not written this sentence in any official log but I am writing it here so that I cannot pretend I do not know it.

	- E. TILTON, PERSONAL LOG, BELVEDERE, OCTOBER 1897

	

	

	III

	Charles Brower ran the Cape Smythe Whaling and Trading Company station at Point Barrow from a long, low building made of driftwood and salvaged lumber that smelled of seal oil and old smoke and, faintly, of the Chicago he had left twenty years ago and seldom thought about anymore. He was a large, pale man with a dark beard and the particular serenity of someone who has long since made his peace with isolation. He had an Inupiat wife, a number of children whose exact number Tilton had never been certain of, a store of trade goods, and a relationship with the land around him that was not romantic but was something deeper and more useful than romance, the understanding of a man who had decided to stay.

	Tilton came to him on the morning of October twenty-fifth, walking across half a mile of beach ice that was new enough to flex underfoot, and laid out his situation without embellishment. Brower listened without interrupting. When Tilton was finished, Brower poured them both coffee from a pot on his iron stove, coffee so dark and strong it was almost solid, the best coffee Tilton had tasted in four months , and considered the problem.

	"I can give you credit," Brower said. "And I can put you in touch with the best of the local hunters, who'll take your men on shares. You'll get some meat that way. Caribou, maybe, if the herds haven't moved south yet. Seal, certainly. Walrus if the conditions are right." He paused. "But you're talking about thirty men, Ed."

	"I know how many men I have."

	"And the other ships." Brower looked at him steadily. "Because it's not just you. The Jeanette has twenty-two men. Newport has eighteen. The Rosario"

	"I know about the other ships."

	Brower nodded slowly and drank his coffee. Outside, the wind made a sound against the driftwood walls that was not quite a howl but was working its way toward one. "I have a community here," Brower said at last. "Inupiat families who depend on what I can trade them through the winter. I can't strip my store to feed the fleet and leave my people short. You understand that."

	"I'm not asking you to."

	"I know you're not. I'm just saying it so we both know where the limits are." Brower refilled both cups. "The Bear will come," he said. "Tuttle's a good man."

	"Tuttle can't break through the ice."

	"No." Brower held his cup with both hands. "But somebody will think of something. They always do." He said this not as if he believed it but as if he had decided to say it, which was a different thing and which Tilton recognized because he did the same thing himself every morning when he came up on deck and looked at the men's faces and spoke in a tone of voice that meant everything was proceeding as expected.

	IV

	The bet was made on the evening of October twenty-seventh, in the Belvedere's fo'c'sle, which at that hour smelled of wet wool and boiled beans and the particular human density of too many men in too small a space. A whaleman named Hendricks, who had come aboard from the Wanderer and who Tilton had already identified as either an asset or a problem depending on which way his temperament broke, produced a silver dollar from somewhere inside his clothing and set it on the table with the definitive sound of a man who has made up his mind.

	"The Bear reaches us before Christmas," he said. "A month's pay says so. Any takers?"

	He looked around the fo'c'sle. Twelve men sitting or lying in various attitudes of exhaustion and boredom, their faces in the lamplight amber-colored and deeply lined. There was a long silence of the kind that carries its own information.

	"I'll take it," said a man named Deacon, who was the oldest of the Orca's survivors and who had been to the Arctic eleven times and who spoke seldom but when he spoke was usually precise. "What are your terms? Reaches us by Christmas, meaning the twenty-fifth, or reaching the pack and being turned back counts as reaching?"

	"Reaching us," Hendricks said. "Here. Pulling alongside."

	Deacon looked at the coin. He looked at Hendricks. "Then I'll take your dollar," he said, "and I'll give you a dollar of my own to ride it, and the odds favor me considerably and I expect you know it."

	Hendricks shrugged with the confidence of a man whose confidence existed independent of the evidence. "She's the Bear," he said. "She got through to Greely."

	"In summer," Deacon said. "In summer she got through to Greely. It's October, Hendricks."

	"It's not yet November."

	Nobody else took the bet. Tilton, who had heard the exchange through the thin bulkhead of his own quarters, lay on his bunk and stared at the deckhead above him and did not sleep for a long time. He was thinking about Deacon, who had been to the Arctic eleven times and who had taken the bet against the Bear without hesitation, and about what that particular calculation revealed. He was also thinking about his wife's face, which he could recall precisely, it was a point of pride with him, after eleven years, that he could still reconstruct her face detail by detail, the small scar above her left eyebrow from a childhood fall, the particular way her expression organized itself when she was trying not to laugh, and he was wondering whether she had yet begun to worry or whether she was still in the period of ordinary waiting that was simply the condition of being married to a man who went north.

	He decided she was still waiting and not yet worrying and this comforted him, though he knew the comfort was a construction of his own making.

	V

	In the first week of November the sun began its retreat in earnest. It did not set so much as diminish, appearing later each morning, rising less high, hanging at a low angle that turned the ice a long amber color for a few hours before the dark came back with its patient, absolute authority. By November tenth there were four hours of something that could charitably be called light, a pewter-gray illumination that came from no particular direction and cast no shadows and during which a man standing on the deck of the Belvedere could see the other ships, the Jeanette a half-mile to the east, the Rosario and Newport beyond her, as dark shapes against the white nothing, like punctuation in a sentence that hadn't been finished yet.

	Tilton kept the men working. This was the essential truth he had learned in twelve Arctic seasons: idle men in the dark became a problem faster than any shortage of provisions, because provisions could sometimes be supplemented but idleness had no remedy except work. He set them to repairing gear, to cutting ice for the boiler, to the thousand small maintenances that a ship required and that in the summer season were always deferred in favor of the fishing. He had them paint the parts of the deck that could be painted in the cold, which was not many parts, and when they were done he found other things. He required the cook to serve meals at fixed hours and required the men to eat them together in the mess, because routine was its own form of sanity and he intended to preserve as much sanity as he could for as long as he could.

	Harris was the first one he worried about specifically. The man was a foremast hand off the Newport who'd been sent to the Belvedere when Tilton took on survivors, a young man, not yet twenty-five, with an open face and a manner of talking that suggested he had grown up in a house with a lot of people in it and had never been alone for long. He began appearing on deck at odd hours, standing at the rail and looking south with an expression that Tilton recognized as a man conducting an internal argument he was not yet losing but was not winning either.

	Tilton went to stand beside him one evening in the middle of November, when the sky to the south showed the last of what would pass for sunset — a brief reddening along the horizon that was gone before a man could properly look at it.

	"Fine evening," Tilton said.

	Harris glanced at him sideways. "Is it, sir?"

	"Well." Tilton considered. "It's an evening." He gripped the rail. The cold of it bit through his gloves immediately. "You're from where, Harris? Originally."

	"Ohio, sir. Columbus."

	"First season north?"

	"Yes, sir." Harris paused. "Second ship, though. They put us off the Newport because there wasn't room and they said the Belvedere was provisioned for extra and I didn't have much choice in it."

	"Nobody has much choice in anything, up here," Tilton said. "That's not a complaint, it's just the situation."

	Harris was quiet for a moment. The ice made its sounds. Somewhere in the dark east, the Jeanette showed a dim lamp. "Captain," Harris said carefully, "how long do you think"

	"I don't know," Tilton said. He said it gently but without softening it, because he had found that a clean truth, honestly given, was less damaging than a careful lie that a man could see through. "I don't know how long, Harris. I don't know if the Bear will get through. I don't know what the government will do or not do. What I know is that we have enough to get by on and we have each other and we have work to do, and that's what we're going to do."

	Harris nodded. His jaw worked. "My mother doesn't know where I am," he said. "I mean, she knows I went north, but she doesn't"

	"They'll know something happened when the fleet doesn't come home in August," Tilton said. "And then there'll be news. There's always news eventually."

	This was true, and it was also not particularly comforting, and both of them knew it. But Harris nodded again and his expression settled into something more controlled, and after a while Tilton went below and Harris stayed at the rail a little longer and then he too went below, and the night closed over the Belvedere as it closed over everything, without prejudice and without end.

	VI

	Decker's speech happened on the fifteenth of November, a date Tilton would remember not because it was in any way remarkable but because it was the last day for some time that anything was unremarkable.

	Decker was one of the Orca's survivors, a big, fair-haired man from somewhere in the Pacific Northwest who had been a competent sailor and an occasionally difficult one, the kind of man who was easy to manage when things were going well and became a variable when things were not. He was not malicious. He was not stupid. He was simply one of those men in whom the discomfort of a situation expresses itself outward rather than inward, and he had been pressing outward for three weeks and had apparently reached the limit of what he could contain.

	He got into the medical alcohol. Nobody saw how, exactly, Tilton's best assessment later was that he had found it in the dispensary cabinet during the afternoon watch when the dispensary was unattended for twenty minutes. By the time anyone registered the problem, Decker was standing on the mess table delivering a speech.

	It was not, Tilton reflected afterward, an inaccurate speech. It was a speech about their situation as it actually stood, the provisions, the ice, the impossibility of the Bear reaching them before Christmas or perhaps ever, delivered in the loud, simple grammar of a drunk man who had decided that someone ought to finally say what everyone was thinking. Heads turned. Men who had been playing cards set down their hands. The mess went very quiet except for Decker, who continued, his voice rising as the silence of his audience registered as the need to be louder rather than the need to stop.

	Tilton came in from the passage and stood in the doorway. He looked at Decker for a moment. He looked at the other men's faces, twelve of them, caught between the discomfort of being spoken to honestly and the greater discomfort of being in the room when authority arrived to address the honesty. Then he crossed to the table and he said, in a voice just loud enough for the room but not theatrical, "Decker. Come with me."

	Decker looked down at him from the tabletop. His expression was complicated, defiant and afraid and, underneath both of those, somehow relieved, the expression of a man who had needed someone to stop him and had not known how to stop himself. He got down from the table without further words and went with Tilton.

	What Tilton said to him in the passage, he said quietly and he said once, and Decker spent the following three days in his bunk and afterward was not particularly difficult for the rest of the winter. Tilton never recorded the conversation. He returned to the mess when it was done and he looked at the assembled men and he said, "We have provisions, we have each other, and we have work. That hasn't changed." He paused. "Carry on."

	That night, alone in his quarters, Tilton sat with his personal log open in front of him for a long time before he wrote anything. What he wrote, finally, was this:

	

	

	Decker was not wrong about any of it. The problem with a true thing said in the wrong way at the wrong time is not that it's false. The problem is that it gives despair a voice and despair, once it has a voice, is very hard to put back in its box. I have put it back for now. I don't know for how long.

	Temperature at midnight: fourteen degrees above zero. Thirty men. Eight months of winter, give or take, and the Bear God knows where to the south. I have been to the Arctic eleven times. I know what we are facing and I know what I have to do about it and what I have to do is nothing dramatic, it is simply the next thing and then the next thing after that, every day, for however long it takes. That is what captaining is in the end. It is not heroism. It is sequencing.

	I finished the letter to Margaret and then tore it up because I had told her too much of what I was thinking and she did not need that. I will write her another one in the morning that tells her I am well and that the men are in good spirits, which is true enough in aggregate if you don't look too closely, and that I expect to be home in the summer, which I believe.

	I believe it. I am writing that down so I cannot pretend later that I didn't.

	- E. TILTON, PERSONAL LOG, BELVEDERE, NOVEMBER 15, 1897

	

	

	VII

	The darkness became total in December. Not actual darkness, there was always some faint lightening around midday, gray and unconvincing, but the kind of darkness that a man carries with him through his waking hours regardless of what the sky is technically doing. The sun was gone. This fact, simple and geometrical, had consequences for the human organism that Tilton understood in theory and experienced anew each season as if theory had nothing to do with it.

	Men slept too much or too little. They became short-tempered over nothing and then excessively contrite about the shortness. They developed opinions about card games that bore no relation to the actual stakes. They talked about food at length, not hungrily, exactly, but with the focused attention of men for whom food had become the primary available pleasure, and who were therefore applying to it all the imaginative energy that, in another life, would have gone to other things. Dias the cook became the most important man on the ship. He was aware of this and bore it with a gravity that was entirely serious and occasionally touching.

	Tilton established a reading program. He had on board, by accident of his own varied literary taste and the habits of previous crews, a collection of approximately forty books, including three volumes of Dickens, a well-thumbed Bible, a Spanish-language grammar that nobody could identify the provenance of, two maritime adventure novels of the cheap variety, a natural history of Pacific birds, and a copy of Plutarch's Lives in the Chapman translation that had been left behind by a man who'd signed off in San Francisco two seasons ago. He required each man to read two books before the new year. He was not certain he had the authority to require this, but nobody challenged him on it, and by mid-December the mess room had acquired the unusual atmosphere of a library in which everyone was slightly embarrassed to have been caught reading.

	Harris read the Dickens and the natural history of Pacific birds and reported, with some puzzlement, that he had found both of them interesting. Deacon read Plutarch and said nothing about it to anyone, though Tilton once passed his bunk and saw him making notes in a small notebook in a handwriting so tiny it was nearly illegible. The Orca's engineer, a man named Rourke, read one of the maritime adventure novels in a day and a half and then declared it inaccurate in every particular, which the rest of the mess took as a sign that he had enjoyed it considerably.

	On December fourteenth, Tilton came up on deck before the midday false-dawn and stood at the rail and looked north, where the ice went on without interruption to the polar darkness, and then south, where it went on to wherever the Bear was and whatever was or wasn't being done about them. He had not heard from another ship in sixteen days. The station at Cape Smythe had received no wireless. There was no wireless, actually, the wireless age was coming but hadn't arrived, and what they had was what had always been available to men in difficult places, which was silence and their own resources and the decision about whether to treat that silence as abandonment or as the simple absence of news.

	He decided, for the thirty-seventh morning in a row, to treat it as the simple absence of news.

	He went below and told Dias to make the bread and told the bo'sun to rouse the men for the morning watch and told himself, as he had told Harris, that they had enough to get by on and they had each other and they had work to do. This was true. He believed it. He would go on believing it for as long as it was possible to do so, and when it was no longer possible to do so he would deal with that situation then, by whatever means were available.

	Somewhere to the south, though he did not know this yet, a Revenue Cutter officer named Jarvis was reading a set of orders in a bar in Port Townsend and folding them carefully into his coat pocket. Somewhere to the south, a ship was being turned around. Somewhere to the south, three men were about to begin walking north into the dark.

	Tilton knew none of this. He knew only what he could see, which was ice, and what he could count, which was thirty men and six weeks of provisions, and what he could do, which was the next thing and then the thing after that. He did these things. He went on doing them. Outside, the Arctic winter pressed its full weight against the hull of the Belvedere, and the ship, as ships do, as long as they can, held.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	San Francisco

	The telegram reached the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce on the morning of November the third, forwarded through the Signal Corps relay at Sitka from the station at St. Michael on the Bering Sea coast, and it arrived, as most terrible news does, on an otherwise unremarkable Tuesday when the fog was burning off the bay and the cable cars were running on schedule and the men who received it were in the middle of their second cups of coffee. It was addressed to the Secretary of the Chamber, a man named Aldrich who wore his prosperity in the way successful men of that era wore it, which is to say visibly and without apology, and it informed him in the clipped grammar of the telegraph that eight whaling vessels, including several belonging to the Pacific Steam Whaling Company in which a number of Chamber members held substantial interests, were beset in the Arctic ice at Point Barrow, Alaska, with 265 men aboard and provisions reported as insufficient for the winter.

	Aldrich read it twice. He then read it a third time, because the third reading sometimes changed the meaning of a thing and it did not change the meaning of this one. He set his coffee down on the mahogany surface of his desk with a care that was not, under the circumstances, entirely about the desk. Then he stood up, put on his coat, and went down the hall to find the other men who needed to know about this before the newspapers did, because the newspapers were already going to be a problem and the only question was how large a problem and whether it could be shaped into something that did not destroy several men's fiscal situations along with the 265 in question.

	By noon it was on the wire to Washington.

	II

	The newspapers, as predicted, were a problem. The Examiner ran the story on November fifth under a headline that occupied more of the front page than the facts strictly warranted, accompanied by an illustration of a ship being crushed by ice that bore no resemblance to any ship that had actually been crushed by ice but that communicated, with the reliable efficiency of illustration, the general atmosphere of catastrophe. The Chronicle ran a more measured account but made up for its restraint by running it for three days in succession with additional details that it sourced from whalemen who had been north in previous seasons and who were, in the main, delighted to have someone interested in what they knew.

	The details were not reassuring. A Point Barrow winter lasted from October until June. The temperature could fall to fifty below and stay there for weeks. The sun disappeared entirely for months. The pack ice, once set, did not move until spring, and sometimes not then. A man caught without sufficient food in the Arctic winter did not die dramatically, the way men died in illustrations. He weakened over months. His gums bled. His joints swelled. His vision narrowed. He became, gradually and without theater, less.

	By the time these details had circulated through the papers and the papers had circulated through the city, there was a considerable public appetite for the government to do something, which was a feeling the public had regularly and which the government addressed with varying degrees of urgency depending on the electoral arithmetic involved. The 265 trapped whalers were not, in aggregate, a significant voting constituency, being mostly at sea and frozen in, but their families were not, and the companies that owned the ships had lawyers who were very good at making fiscal concerns sound like humanitarian ones, and the whole compound pressure of it arrived in Washington in the second week of November like weather coming in off the Atlantic.

	

	

	ASSOCIATED PRESS DISPATCH  ·  NOVEMBER 7, 1897

	EIGHT VESSELS FAST IN ARCTIC ICE - TWO SHIPS REPORTED LOST - 265 MEN FACE WINTER WITHOUT PROVISIONS - GOVERNMENT ACTION DEMANDED

	San Francisco, Nov. 6. - Intelligence received here today from official sources at the Treasury Department confirms that eight vessels of the American whaling fleet are beset in the ice at Point Barrow, the northernmost extremity of the Alaskan coast, where they must remain until the spring thaw releases them, a period of not less than seven months. Two vessels, the bark Orca and the schooner Freeman, are reported to have been lost to the pressure ice, their crews distributed among the remaining ships. Provisions are reported to be critically short. The Revenue Cutter Bear, which serves as the government's sole vessel of relief in Alaskan waters, has been alerted, but officers familiar with Arctic conditions express doubt that she can penetrate the pack ice before spring. What is to be done for the men in the interval, no one in authority has yet said.

	TRANSMITTED BY WIRE, 4:17 P.M.

	

	

	III

	President William McKinley read the dispatch at breakfast on November the eighth, a Sunday, in the family dining room of the White House, where he ate most of his meals because the formal dining room made him feel like he was attending his own state funeral. He was a careful man, McKinley, careful in the way that career politicians become careful, which is to say he had trained himself to weigh the consequences of speech and action with a precision that his opponents sometimes mistook for slowness and his allies sometimes mistook for wisdom and that was, in fact, simply a very thorough habit of caution acquired over thirty years of not wanting to be wrong in public.

	He set down the dispatch and picked up his coffee cup and held it without drinking from it for a moment, looking out the window at the November lawn, which was gray and wet and not particularly encouraging. His wife, Ida, was still in bed, she was frequently in bed, her health being the sustained private crisis that ran beneath the public ones like a second river, and so he sat with the dispatch alone and thought about 265 men in the Arctic dark and what a government could reasonably be expected to do about them.

	He called for Secretary Gage before the breakfast dishes had been cleared.

	Lyman Gage was the Secretary of the Treasury, and the Treasury ran the Revenue Cutter Service, which was the government's instrument of law and rescue at sea, and so the problem of the whaling fleet landed on his desk with the particular authority of something that is both a moral emergency and someone's official responsibility. He arrived at the White House within the hour, a trim, precise man of sixty who had spent his career in banking and who brought to government the banker's useful combination of systematic thought and fundamental pessimism. He had read the dispatches. He had already, on his way across town, begun to think about what was possible.

	"The Bear," McKinley said.

	"Already ordered back north," Gage said. "Captain Tuttle was notified yesterday. But the ice"

	"I know about the ice."

	"Then you know the Bear cannot reach Point Barrow before spring. The pack closes in October and does not open until June or July. She can approach the pack but she cannot break through it, not with the temperatures that are currently up there." Gage paused. "She can land a party, possibly, at the southern edge of the ice. But the ice edge at this time of year is still six hundred miles from Barrow, overland."

	McKinley considered this. "Six hundred miles. In an Alaska winter."

	"Closer to fifteen hundred, following any passable route."

	The President set down his coffee. "What does Tuttle say?"

	"Tuttle says he can get men ashore. What those men do on shore, and whether it can help the fleet in time, is the question he is putting back to us."

	McKinley looked at the window. The lawn was still gray and wet and the sky above it was the color of old pewter. He was thinking, though he would not have phrased it this way, about the difference between a problem that had a solution and a problem that only appeared to have a solution because no one had yet been honest about it, and he was trying to determine which kind this was. "Who are Tuttle's officers?" he said.

	"The first lieutenant is a man named Jarvis," Gage said. "David Jarvis. Virginia. Twelve years in the Service. Tuttle speaks very highly of him."

	"Tuttle speaks highly of everyone."

	"He speaks particularly highly of Jarvis." Gage straightened a crease in his trouser leg. "There is also a question of food. Even if men can reach the fleet overland, they cannot carry sufficient provisions for two hundred and sixty-five men across fifteen hundred miles of Arctic terrain. A relief party could carry medicine, instructions, and some emergency rations. But the men at Barrow need a food supply that can sustain them through the spring. Something that moves on its own legs and multiplies and doesn't require carrying."

	McKinley looked at him. "You're talking about livestock."

	"I'm talking about reindeer," Gage said. "There are herds of reindeer on the Seward Peninsula, brought over from Siberia for the native communities. Several hundred animals. If a relief party could reach the peninsula and drive those animals north to Barrow, the men would have a walking food supply that could last them through the winter and into the spring." He paused again. "It would mean driving a reindeer herd approximately eight hundred miles through the Arctic in the dead of winter."

	"Is that possible?"

	"I have no idea," Gage said, with the honesty of a man who had decided that honesty was the only useful thing available. "But it is the only idea I have that has any chance of working. And the Bear is the only instrument we have."

	McKinley nodded slowly. He picked his coffee back up, found it cold, and set it down again. "Send Tuttle his orders," he said. "And tell him to pick his men carefully."

	IV

	The orders reached Captain Francis Tuttle aboard the Bear at Port Townsend, Washington, on the afternoon of November the fourteenth. The Bear was in the middle of coaling, a process that covered everything and everyone within fifty yards in a fine black dust and that the crew regarded with the resigned disaffection of men who perform an unpleasant task so frequently that they have stopped having feelings about it, and Tuttle read the orders standing on his quarterdeck with coal dust settling on his shoulders and his cap and the paper itself, giving the whole scene a funereal quality that he thought was probably appropriate.

	He was a compact New Englander, Tuttle, with twenty-two years in the Revenue Cutter Service and the particular stillness of a man who had learned that the sea punished excitability. He had commanded the Bear for six seasons and knew her as well as he knew his own house in Gloucester, which he visited less frequently. The Bear was a wooden-hulled steam barque of 703 tons, built in 1874 in Greenock, Scotland, originally for the sealing trade, sold to the American government in 1884 when the Greely expedition needed rescuing from Ellesmere Island and nothing else available was built for ice. She was not fast. She was not beautiful. She was extraordinarily strong, her frames doubled and tripled at the bow, her hull sheathed in iron-bark, built to take the grinding weight of the pack and give back pressure for pressure. Tuttle loved her in the uncomplicated way that men love things that have never let them down.

	He read the orders a second time. He looked at the coalers working on the dock below. He looked north, where the sound ran out toward the strait and the open Pacific beyond, and calculated, as he did automatically and without effort in the way of a man who has spent his life calculating such things, what the weather was likely to be, and when the ice would be at its worst, and how many days he had before the window for landing a party closed entirely. The answer to the last question was: not many. The answer to all the questions, taken together, was: this was going to be close.

	He sent a messenger for Lieutenant Jarvis.

	V

	Jarvis was in a bar on Water Street called the Anchor and Wheel, which was the kind of establishment that existed primarily to serve men who worked on or near the water and that had, therefore, the functional aesthetic of a place that nobody was expected to enjoy but only to use. He was sitting at the far end of the bar with a glass of whiskey he had been nursing for an hour and a copy of the Seattle Post-Intelligencer that he had read twice already and was reading a third time because there was nothing else to read and because he had an appointment with restlessness that the newspaper, inadequate as it was, helped him keep.

	He was thirty-four years old, David Jarvis, and he did not look it particularly, not in the sense of looking younger, but in the sense of looking like age had not been the primary force acting on him. What had acted on him was service and weather and the accumulation of judgment that comes from making consequential decisions in difficult conditions for twelve years, and this had produced in his face and bearing a quality that was not severity, exactly, but was related to it, the quality of a man who had simplified himself down to what was essential and had found the essential to be sufficient. He was dark-haired, not tall, lean in the way of men who are always moving and rarely eating as much as they should. He had Virginia in his voice still, faint as old paint, and he had the Virginian's habit of reserve around strangers that people sometimes took for coldness and that was in fact simply a preference for knowing someone before deciding what to think about them.

	He read his orders in the bar, standing at the counter where the messenger had found him, still holding his whiskey glass. The bar was not quiet, there were four other men at tables, and the barman was washing glasses with the mechanical industry of a man who had washed ten thousand glasses and expected to wash ten thousand more, but Jarvis moved through the noise to some private interior space where it was very quiet and he could think. He read the orders the way he read everything, which was completely and without rushing, moving through each sentence to its end before allowing himself to form an opinion of it.

	When he was done he folded the orders into the breast pocket of his coat. He finished his whiskey. He put two coins on the bar and nodded to the barman, who nodded back with the professional neutrality of a man whose business requires him to be interested in nobody. Then Jarvis went out onto Water Street in the November dark and stood for a moment on the plank sidewalk with his hands in his coat pockets and the cold off the sound moving against his face, thinking about fifteen hundred miles of Arctic Alaska in the dead of winter with a herd of reindeer.

	He thought about it for approximately forty-five seconds. Then he went to find Bertholf.

	VI

	Ellsworth Bertholf was in his quarters aboard the Bear, writing a letter to a woman in Seattle whose name was Clara Enderton and who was, depending on which hour of which day you asked him, either the woman he intended to marry or the woman he was trying to summon the courage to tell that he intended to marry her, the distinction between these two states being, in his experience, more significant than it appeared. He was twenty-seven years old, Bertholf, and had been in the Revenue Cutter Service for four years, and he had the second lieutenant's particular combination of competence and proximity to competence, he was good at his work and he knew it and he was also daily reminded of how much better the man above him was at his, which kept him honest about the distance still to travel.

	He was a handsome man in a way that he was largely unaware of, because the women who found him handsome were not the women he was interested in and the woman he was interested in seemed to find him merely agreeable, which he suspected was because she was clever enough to see through handsomeness to whatever was underneath it and was not yet certain whether what was underneath it was worth her time. This uncertainty was reasonable. He was not always certain himself.

	He heard Jarvis's knock, two knocks, a pause, one knock, the pattern Jarvis had used for as long as Bertholf had served under him, not a code exactly but a habit so consistent it had become one, and called out to enter.

	Jarvis came in and closed the door behind him and stood in the center of the small cabin with the look he had when he had already thought a thing through and was about to present the conclusion without the working. He had the orders in his hand.

	"Read these," he said.

	Bertholf put down his letter and read them. He read them slower than Jarvis had, because he was younger and because the sentences kept producing subsidiary questions that he had to sit with for a moment before moving on. When he was done he set the paper on the desk and looked at Jarvis, who was watching him with the patient attention of a man who has already decided what he thinks and is now merely waiting to see what someone else thinks before confirming it.

	"Fifteen hundred miles," Bertholf said.

	"Roughly."

	"With reindeer."

	"The reindeer are on the peninsula. We'd have to collect them and drive them north."

	"In the dark. In winter."

	"Yes."

	Bertholf looked at the orders again, not because he expected them to have changed but because he wanted to make sure he had understood them correctly and had not introduced any unwarranted optimism into his reading. He had not. "And Dr. Call?" he said.

	"I'll speak to him tonight." Jarvis paused. "Tuttle wants volunteers. He'll ask on deck tomorrow."

	"He won't get any shortage of them."

	"No." Jarvis looked briefly at the letter on Bertholf's desk, not reading it, just noting it. He said nothing about it. "I'll let you get back to what you were doing," he said.

	"It'll keep," Bertholf said. He meant the letter. He thought, not for the last time, that he should have posted it before this happened, while he still had the leisure to be indecisive about it. Now the question of whether to tell Clara Enderton what he felt about her was going to have to wait for another six months, or however long this took, during which she would have every reason to direct her attentions elsewhere and no reason to know that there was any reason not to. He picked up the letter, considered it, and put it in his jacket pocket.

	He would finish it later. He always finished things later. This was either his best quality or his worst one, depending on what the thing was.

	VII

	The call for volunteers happened the following morning on the Bear's main deck at eight bells of the morning watch, by which hour the entire crew had heard enough through the ship's internal communications, which is to say through the universal and instantaneous network of whispered conversation that exists on every vessel too small for secrets, to know approximately what they were being asked to volunteer for.

	It was a cold morning, gray, with a light rain coming off the sound that was not quite cold enough to be sleet but was making the effort. Tuttle stood on the quarterdeck and addressed the assembled crew below him with the directness he had always found most efficient, which was simply to say exactly what the situation was and exactly what he needed, without softening either in ways that would have to be unsoftened later.

	He told them about the fleet. He told them about the ice. He told them what the orders required and what the journey involved, to the extent that he knew these things himself, which was imperfectly. He said that he needed three men, officers, specifically, to go ashore in Alaska and make their way north by whatever means the terrain allowed and to drive a reindeer herd to Point Barrow before the men there starved. He said the journey would take months. He said the conditions would be among the worst any of them had encountered. He said he was asking for volunteers and that any man who stepped forward would do so with his full respect and that any man who did not step forward would do so with his full understanding.

	He paused. He looked at his crew, thirty-eight men, ranging from eighteen to fifty-one, in their wool peacoats and their worn caps, rain-dampened and attentive in the way of men who are listening to something that has direct bearing on their lives.

	Every man stepped forward.

	Tuttle looked at them for a long moment with an expression that Bertholf, watching from his position in the line, would remember for years afterward, the expression of a man who is simultaneously moved and in possession of too much self-command to show that he is moved. He made three selections, each announced by name. Jarvis, who had expected it. Bertholf, who had hoped for it. And Dr. Samuel Johnson Call, who had been standing at the end of the front rank with his arms folded and the expression of a man who has already packed.

	The remaining men were sent below. The selection took less than two minutes. When it was done, Tuttle looked at the three officers standing before him in the rain and he said, with the finality of a man closing a ledger, "You'll need to be ready in forty-eight hours. Draw whatever you need from stores."

	"Yes, sir," said Jarvis.

	Tuttle nodded, held his gaze for a moment longer than a nod required, and turned away. This was the closest Francis Tuttle came to sentimentality, and the three men he was sending into the Arctic understood it as such and appreciated it accordingly.

	VIII

	Dr. Samuel Johnson Call was thirty-two years old, a graduate of the University of Michigan Medical School, a veteran of two Arctic seasons aboard the Bear, and the possessor of a cast-iron skillet that he carried in his personal kit and that had produced, over the years, more good meals in impossible conditions than he could readily count. He had a long, angular face that people remembered, and a manner in conversation that was easy and direct and that made people comfortable enough to tell him things they had not intended to tell anyone, which was professionally useful and occasionally alarming. He had joined the Revenue Cutter Service because he had wanted to be useful in places where useful was difficult, which was a motivation he shared with Jarvis, though the two men had arrived at it by different temperamental routes, Jarvis through duty and Call through something closer to curiosity, the physician's particular interest in what bodies and minds do when conditions become extreme.

	He met Jarvis and Bertholf that evening in the Bear's wardroom, where he had brought coffee and a bottle of whiskey and a yellow pad on which he had already begun making lists. The three men sat around the wardroom table while the rain tapped against the porthole glass and the ship moved gently on her lines and Call laid out what he thought they needed.

	Medical supplies: morphine, quinine, carbolic acid, bandages, gut for suturing, forceps, bone saw, this last item produced a silence that Call allowed to stand without comment. Food for the advance party: pemmican, dried fruit, hardtack, tea, enough coffee to get through the first month, after which they would depend on what the country offered. Equipment: sleeping bags, wolfskin, the best sleds Tuttle's crew could rig, dog harness, snow glasses, without the glasses a man could be blinded in three days by the reflected light off the snow, which in December would be a theoretical problem only since there would be little light to reflect, but in February and March, when the sun began to return, would become a practical and urgent one.

	"The camera," Jarvis said.

	Call looked up from his list. "What about it?"

	"You're bringing it."

	"I had intended to bring it, yes."

	"It weighs eleven pounds."

	"I'm aware of what it weighs."

	Jarvis looked at him. Call looked back. This was a negotiation that both men understood would end with the camera coming because Call was the expedition's physician and the expedition needed its physician to be in good spirits, and the camera was, in some essential way, connected to Call's good spirits, it was how he processed what he saw, by choosing what to look at and when to look at it and what to make permanent. Jarvis understood this without articulating it and reached his conclusion accordingly. "Fine," he said. "Eleven pounds."

	"Twelve," Call said, "with the plates." He wrote something on his yellow pad. "Also the skillet."

	Bertholf, who had been silent through most of this, said, "The skillet."

	"Cast iron. Three pounds."

	"We're going to carry a three-pound skillet fifteen hundred miles through the Arctic."

	"We are going to eat on this journey," Call said, with the patient certainty of a man stating a first principle, "and we are going to eat things that have been properly cooked, to the extent the circumstances allow. The skillet is not a luxury. The skillet is a medical instrument." He looked at Bertholf calmly. "A man who eats well stays warm. A man who stays warm doesn't lose fingers. I am trying to keep you from losing fingers. The skillet is how I do that."

	Bertholf considered this. "Fair," he said.

	They worked until midnight on the lists. Outside, the rain turned finally to sleet and the sound went dark and the lamps along the dock made yellow smears in the wet air. Jarvis marked the maps. Bertholf wrote the equipment manifest. Call wrote his lists and crossed things off and added them back and crossed them off again. The Bear creaked on her mooring lines with the sound of a ship that has been places and is about to go somewhere again, and the three men inside her worked in the comfortable, focused silence of people who have found, in the proximity of a large and serious task, a temporary relief from all smaller considerations.

	The Bear would sail on November sixteenth. The ice was waiting. The men at Barrow were waiting, though they did not yet know that three men with a camera and a cast-iron skillet were coming for them.

	They had two days.

	* * *



	
CHAPTER THREE

	Volunteers

	The thing about volunteering, Bertholf had always thought, was that it sounded like a choice until you were in the moment of it, at which point it revealed itself as something closer to a recognition, not a decision made but a fact discovered, the fact being what kind of man you turned out to be when the space opened up between stepping forward and not stepping forward. He had volunteered for service in the Revenue Cutter Service at twenty-three because the Navy had not taken him on account of a childhood fever that had left a murmur in his heart that the examining physician described as minor and his mother described as cause for serious concern and that Bertholf had chosen to interpret as irrelevant, which it proved to be. He had volunteered for his first Bering Sea patrol because the alternative was a posting at the customs house in Baltimore reviewing manifests, which was not what he had signed on for. He had volunteered, twice, for night watches in conditions when volunteering for night watches was not strictly necessary but was clearly useful. He understood, by the time he was twenty-seven, that volunteering was simply what he did, and that the question of why he did it was less interesting than the question of what it would eventually cost him.

	On the morning of November the fifteenth he stood on the Bear's main deck in the light rain with the rest of the crew and listened to Captain Tuttle lay out the situation with the directness Tuttle always brought to situations that required directness, which in Bertholf's experience of him was most situations, and when Tuttle asked for volunteers Bertholf stepped forward with the others and felt, as he always did, the thing that he thought of privately as the click, the small, definitive internal sound of having resolved something that had not been, a moment before, resolved.

	When Tuttle called his name, Bertholf's first sensation was not pride and not fear but something more practical than either, which was the immediate awareness of everything he had not yet done that he was now going to have to do very quickly. Chief among these was the letter.

	He had been writing it for six days.

	II

	Clara Enderton was the daughter of a chandler in the Ballard neighborhood of Seattle, a fact that had no bearing on Bertholf's feelings about her except insofar as it meant she had grown up around men who worked on water and was therefore immune to the romance that some women attached to seafaring, which he considered a point in her favor. She was twenty-four, brown-haired, not tall, possessed of a directness in conversation that some men found unsettling and that Bertholf found so comprehensively appealing that he had been largely useless in her presence for the better part of a year. She had opinions about things. She stated them without preamble. She was interested in the world in the specific, practical way of someone who has grown up working and has found that being interested in the world is more useful than most alternatives.

	Bertholf had met her at a church supper in April, had spent the subsequent three months finding reasons to be in Ballard, and had arrived by September at the conviction that he needed to tell her something definitive before the winter patrol took him north for six months and she concluded, reasonably, that he was either uninterested or incapable of interest. He had begun the letter in October. He had begun it, to be precise, four times, producing four different versions that he had read over and found variously too formal, too informal, too declarative, and in the case of the third attempt, in a prose style he did not recognize as his own and that he suspected had been influenced by the two maritime adventure novels in the Bear's small library, which he had been reading to pass the time in harbor and which had clearly done some damage.

	The fifth attempt, which he had been working on when Jarvis knocked, was the best of them. It was direct without being abrupt. It said what he meant without saying more than he meant. It acknowledged that the situation was unusual, a man on a Revenue Cutter writing to a chandler's daughter in Ballard to say that he had been thinking about her with a frequency and specificity that he felt she ought to know about, without making the unusualness into the point of the letter, which was a trap he had fallen into in versions two and three. He had been, by his own assessment, about two paragraphs from finishing it when Jarvis's knock had interrupted him.

	He now had until the Bear sailed, approximately thirty-six hours, to finish it, post it, and leave for the Arctic. He retrieved it from his jacket pocket after the call for volunteers and sat back down at his desk and read it through from the beginning.

	It was fine. It was genuinely fine. He picked up his pen.

	He wrote the next sentence, crossed it out, rewrote it, decided the crossing-out was an improvement, and wrote the sentence again without the crossed-out portion. He wrote another sentence. He stopped. He looked at the porthole, which showed him the gray November sound and a stretch of dock and nothing that was useful. He looked back at the letter. The two remaining paragraphs he needed to write were, in the architecture of the letter, the most important ones, the part where he said what he was actually trying to say, and he had been avoiding them for six days because what he was actually trying to say was the kind of thing that once said could not be unsaid, and once unsaid returned to you in unexpected moments for the rest of your life as evidence of your own cowardice.

	He wrote the two paragraphs in twelve minutes. They were not perfect. They were honest, which was better.

	He sealed the letter. He addressed it to Miss C. Enderton, care of Enderton Ship Chandlery, Ballard, Washington. He put it in his coat pocket and went to find the bo'sun to ask about posting arrangements ashore, because the letter was finished now and there was no longer any reason to carry it around.

	III

	The preparation of the expedition occupied the thirty-six hours between the call for volunteers and the Bear's departure with an intensity that compressed them in Bertholf's memory afterward into something shorter, a single sustained effort that he could recall only in episodes, each one sharp and complete and connected to the next by transitions he could not afterward reconstruct. He and Jarvis and Call working at the wardroom table until two in the morning. The quartermasters pulling gear from the Bear's stores under lamplight on the dock, calling out quantities that Call checked against his lists and occasionally disputed. The question of the dogs, they would need a dog team, at minimum two teams, and the best dogs available in Port Townsend in November were not, the bo'sun informed them, exceptional dogs by any measure, which Jarvis resolved by sending a message to a man he knew in Sitka who was said to have the best team on the coast and instructing him to bring the animals south to where the Bear would land the party in three weeks' time.

	Bertholf's particular responsibility in the preparation was the maps. He spread them on the wardroom table and studied them with the systematic care of a man who understands that maps and terrain are two different things and that the distance between them tends to express itself at the worst possible moment. The maps of the Alaskan interior in 1897 were, in several key respects, approximate. They were accurate about coastlines, because coastlines had been surveyed by the Navy. They were less accurate about river systems and considerably less accurate about the terrain between rivers, which was the terrain they were going to be crossing for the better part of five months. There were sections of the proposed route, through the Brooks Range foothills, specifically, and through the delta country north of the Yukon, where the maps showed nothing more specific than the notation Unknown in a handwriting that Bertholf found, under the circumstances, both honest and unhelpful.

	He made notes in the margins. He identified the settlements where they might resupply, the mission stations and native villages and trading posts that represented the only human presence across the interior. He calculated distances, knowing the calculations were optimistic in the way that all such calculations were optimistic, and then he reduced them by a third to arrive at figures that were perhaps less optimistic and might therefore be more useful. He went over the route with Jarvis at midnight and Jarvis added corrections in his own hand and questioned two of Bertholf's estimates and accepted the revised figures without further comment.

	"The delta will be the worst of it early on," Jarvis said, tracing a line on the map with one finger. "After that it's the mountains. After the mountains it's the cold."

	"Isn't it cold through all of it?"

	"It's cold through all of it," Jarvis said. "But it gets more serious after February. Fifty below is possible in the interior. You need to understand that before we go."

	"I understand it in the abstract," Bertholf said.

	"Understanding it in the abstract is a start," Jarvis said, and left it there, in the way he had of leaving things exactly where they would do the most thinking on their own.

	IV

	Call spent the thirty-six hours in a state of organized velocity that Bertholf found impressive and slightly alarming, moving between the dispensary and the stores and the dock with the focused energy of a man in whom urgency had found its proper channel. He had a system for packing that was unlike any system Bertholf had encountered, layered, annotated, governed by an internal logic that Call understood completely and that produced, from the outside, the impression of controlled chaos from which perfectly organized results kept emerging, like a magician producing specific objects from a hat that appeared to contain everything at once.

	The medical kit was packed in a canvas bag that weighed, in its final form, twenty-two pounds. Call had weighed it on the dock scale and looked at the number and made two cuts, a bottle of laudanum and one of the two surgical retractors, the larger one, because if they needed the larger retractor they would also need conditions under which using it was possible and those conditions were not going to obtain on a sled in the Brooks Range in January. The kit without those items weighed nineteen pounds, which Call accepted with the pragmatism of a man who has learned that medicine in the field is always medicine with something missing.

	The camera was a folding Kodak Cartridge camera, the newer model, which Call had purchased the previous spring in anticipation of the season's Bering Sea patrol and which he had used to document the coastal villages and the seal rookeries and, once, a whale being flensed on the deck of a ship he had boarded for inspection, a sequence of photographs that he was fairly certain were unlike anything that had been photographed before and that he intended, someday, to do something with, though the nature of that something remained unclear. The camera folded to a size that fit in a reasonable bag. The glass plates were heavier than he liked and more fragile than was ideal and he packed them individually in wool and then in oilcloth and then in the innermost pocket of the equipment bag, where they would be the last thing to suffer if the bag was dropped, dragged, frozen, or immersed, all of which he considered probable over the course of five months.

	He was sealing the last strap of the equipment bag when the youngest of the Bear's crew, a boy of eighteen named Maguire who served as captain's steward and who had the wide, luminous eyes of someone for whom the world was still performing its initial revelations, appeared at the dispensary door and watched him work for a moment.

	"Is it true you're walking to the North Pole?" Maguire said.

	"Point Barrow," Call said. "Which is considerably short of the North Pole, though I grant you the distinction may seem academic from a distance."

	"My uncle went north once," Maguire said. "On a whaling ship. He said the cold was like nothing you could describe to a person who hadn't felt it."

	"Your uncle is correct," Call said. He checked the strap buckle. "Did he come back?"

	"Yes, sir."

	"Good." Call straightened up and looked at the boy with the attention he gave most people, which was more than most people expected. "Then you know it's survivable."

	"He lost two toes," Maguire said.

	"Two toes is survivable," Call said. He picked up the equipment bag and moved past Maguire into the passage. "Most things are survivable," he called back, "until they're not, and by the time you've reached the ones that aren't, you generally know enough to be philosophical about it."

	He heard Maguire behind him, considering this, and could not tell from the silence whether it had been comforting or the opposite.

	V

	On the evening before departure, Bertholf went ashore alone. He did not tell Jarvis he was going, not because Jarvis would have objected but because there was nothing to object to and therefore nothing to explain, and Bertholf had reached the age at which he preferred to move through private things without narrating them. He walked up from the dock into Port Townsend's small commercial district, which at seven in the evening was lit and functioning in the way of a waterfront town on a weeknight, taverns doing business, a restaurant with fogged windows, a hardware store closing up, two men on the corner arguing about something in voices too low to make out. The rain had stopped. The air was cold and clean and tasted of salt and wet wood, and Bertholf walked through it with his hands in his coat pockets and his collar up and the general sensation of a man saying goodbye to something without having the opportunity to name the thing he was saying goodbye to.

	He went to the post office first, because the post office closed at eight and the letter needed posting. The clerk behind the counter, a stout woman of fifty with reading glasses on a chain, took the letter without comment and weighed it and named a price and stamped it and put it in the outgoing mail with the professional indifference of someone for whom other people's letters are simply the material of the job, which Bertholf found, on this particular evening, oddly comforting. The letter was in the system now

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




