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      Jake Barnes didn’t often wear a gun, but he would be now. He was twenty-six years old, finally fulfilling his dream in Alaska, and scared shitless.

      He was fully aware of the hand cannon’s weight hanging beneath his raincoat. The long barrel on his 44 Magnum revolver made for a difficult fast draw from the holster. He also had his 12-gauge persuader–a short-barrel stainless steel pump shotgun–and his .30-06 rifle. The rifle packed one helluva wallop but was not well-suited for the heavy brush and thick forest. The shotgun was better for close-range defense, shooting from the hip, and it could handle the rain.

      It rained here a lot. In this part of the country, his firearms and rain gear would be his constant companions. Defending himself wasn’t a game. He knew a confrontation could come, and there was no secure place here to barricade himself, until he built it. That was his job.
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      The surrounding mountains peaks were obscured as the ceiling of rain-soaked clouds dropped ever lower. Wispy fragments of the shredded overcast sky filtered down through the wide branches of the towering Alaskan Spruce behind him. Some of these trees were nearly two hundred years old, and some of them wouldn’t be getting any older by the time Jake was through clearing the property.

      The ocean was muddy-gray only a quarter mile out from the shoreline, blending into shades of green and turquoise close to the shore. It was unusually calm, flat as a farm pond, the surface only dimpled by the light rainfall. The droning outboard of Kevin’s skiff was barely audible as it faded away into the veil of drizzle and fog of Katchemak Bay.

      Kevin had only stayed long enough to help erect the tent and haul up supplies from the boat before he turned tail and headed back to town. His two-seater Piper Super Cub was parked at the small airfield across the bay in Homer. Kevin would fly home to his chalet in Greenwood. His wife, Judy, would have a hot dinner and cold drink waiting.

      Jake’s home for the summer, a tent, was nestled in the tall trees above the rocky point where he stood looking at nothing but mountains, trees, ocean, and crappy weather. Small patches of empty beach nestled between the cliffs bordering this side of the cove.

      The damp air was thick with the mixed odors of spruce and hemlock, moss, saltwater and muck. Letting out a sigh, he pulled his hat down tight over his long hair, turned and stumbled through the stiff underbrush up to the tent. He stepped under the tent awning, pulled his tobacco pouch out from under his raincoat and rolled a cigarette. Lighting up, he savored the hit, holding it in for a few seconds before smiling and addressing the rollie. “Probably my last summer for you too.”

      Jake often talked aloud to himself when alone. He also begged and swore aloud at the tools he was using. For now, he was a construction guy. And he was alone. Kat was back Greenwood, keeping the home fires burning.

      Kat didn’t smoke and she didn’t like Jake’s nicotine habit either. He tried to explain. “At least this loose tobacco is healthier and cheaper than store-bought factory loads. And the smoke keeps the mosquitoes and black flies out of my face.”

      Kat shook her head. “You are so good at rationalizing everything you do. I admire it sometimes, but other times, like now, you’re just plain full of shit.”

      He did his best not to light up around her after that.

      Exhaling a heavy sigh, he cupped the rollie inside his hand to protect it from the rain, thinking about what he’d gotten himself into with this deal.

      Kat was an unplanned part of his dream but for better or worse, she was in it now. On one hand, he always said he wanted to share his homestead aspirations with the right woman. On the other hand, he’d been enjoying the freedoms and irresponsibility of bachelorhood until Kat came into his life.

      Kat was a girl with brains and ambitions. She taught aerobics at a health club in Anchorage while taking her science pre-reqs at the community college. After only six months of dating, they moved in together.

      Shortly after he met this new love of his life Jake began to seriously reconsider his plans of a permanent move into the wilderness. When Kat graduated into the medical field, they would need to be in living in town.

      When Kevin approached Jake with his offer to build the homestead, Kat fully supported the plan. She wanted Jake to finish sowing any wild oats before they got married. She could put up with some of his bad habits, but his days of running off to go hunting or fishing with his buddies at the drop of a hat would be over.

      

      Jake finished his smoke while watching the incoming tide flood the gravel beach below him. These were some of the highest tides in the world; he didn’t want to be caught down there when the surge rolled in. He checked his watch. In only a few hours, the water would cover the beach and be ten feet up the slick rock walls.

      Staring off into the underbrush around him, knowing a bear could be unseen only a few yards away, he made a mental list of the work for tomorrow:

      Clear out the brush and undergrowth around the tent.

      Make a fire pit (Everything’s going to mildew in all this rain).

      Build a bear-proof container for the food.

      

      He felt a nervous shiver knowing he’d never hear a predator approaching in the battering rain. He patted the big pistol on his hip for reassurance.

      His biggest fear was surviving an attack but ending up maimed and scarred for life. He’d heard too many stories to underestimate the horror of an Alaskan grizzly, or brown bear attack.

      They’d seen three brownies, a mother and twin cubs, in the meadow above the property when they flew Kevin’s Super Cub over from Homer to check out the area. Jake craned his neck against the cold rear window to watch the trio run up the mountainside, busting through brush and jumping creeks at a speed that was astounding.

      “Take me near an hour to cover that same ground,” he said to Kevin.

      New project: Blaze a trail over to the big beach on the west side of the cove. Clear out the boulders and set up a windsock. Kevin needs to land the plane on this side of the bay by next week.

      Once Kevin could fly in and out from the beach, Jake would keep the skiff here at the homestead. Until then, he was stranded–and the bears kept circling his thoughts.

      Right on cue, branches rustled behind him. He tried to spin around, but his bulky rubber boots tripped him up. Regaining his footing, Jake fumbled for the big gun under his jacket. His heart pounded as he tried to steady the heavy barrel and draw a bead where he saw the branches move. His ears rang as the .44 Magnum blew splinters out of a spruce fifty feet away. A furious squirrel ran up the tree and chattered back in anger. Jake clenched his jaw and squinted as he tried to steady the bead for another shot. He was not bolstered with confidence, but he was glad that it was only a squirrel that startled him. I hope to hell I’m carrying the shotgun if the time comes.

      

      It was just as exciting as it was a pain in the ass to wear the heavy hand-cannon. “It’s a guy thing,” he’d explained to Kat. “You feel different with a sidearm strapped on, or a rifle over your shoulder. More secure. But,” he conceded, “also like you’re looking for trouble.”

      Jake felt the same way about Kat; she offered security and excitement, but she could be a pain when she got hard-headed. And her aim was spot-on deadly when she shot her angry eyes at anyone who pissed her off.

      But…, she was worth it–he told himself and his buddies. Especially since only a month before he came down here for the summer, he’d suggested they get married. Kat didn’t hesitate to say yes.

      Engaged. It still sounded strange. They hadn’t set a date. Jake hadn’t told his family down in the ‘Lower 48.’ He figured he’d wait until they were already hitched before he announced it to his own kin.

      “That’s a little weird,” Kat said. “Don’t you want them at our wedding?”

      “My family isn’t exactly close,” Jake explained. “I’ve only got one nephew I really care about.” He didn’t mention the relatives who were fully diagnosed, bona fide bat-shit crazy. Or worse, the ones who weren’t officially diagnosed, but had their demons.

      Though he was looking forward to spending the rest of his life with Kat, Jake knew this would be his last summer of freedom to chase his dream of living in the wilderness. He was committed to Kat and committed to building this homestead. Both promises were equally scary and exciting, but he was doing it, fulfilling his dreams. There was no looking back.

      

      Jake grabbed a cold beer from the cooler, kicked the dirt clods off his boots, took off his jacket and rain pants, and stepped inside the 8 x 8-foot tent. It was an old, soiled, musty, mustard-yellow canvas affair held up by sturdy aluminum poles that framed the outside like an umbrella. It had seen better days. A more merciful man would have retired it years ago, but for now, and until he built something better, it was home.

      It was early May and though the days were getting longer, official darkness wouldn’t descend until the late-night hours in these northern latitudes. But the dense cloud cover prematurely dimmed the forest understory. And the tent, after so many years’ worth of accumulated grunge, made it even darker inside. “Gloomy,” is what Kat would say.

      Jake switched on the battery-powered radio and tuned in to the only station, KHOM, from Homer seven miles across the bay. It was Blues Hour and they were spinning this new guy from Texas, Stevie Ray Vaughn.

      He lit the Coleman lantern, unrolled his foam pad and sleeping bag on the bumpy tent floor. Checking the safety on the shotgun, he carefully laid it down next to his bed. The .30-06 leaned against the card table. He wouldn’t admit to Kat that he was more than a touch unnerved out here alone. He also didn’t want to be more than a step away from a weapon.

      He cracked the beer, seated himself in the rickety camp chair, pulled out his stash tin and packed a small pipe with Matanuska Thunderfuck, Alaska’s own homegrown and seriously strong strain of weed.

      Not too much. Just enough to take the edge off and relax a little.

      Any more than a few hits, and he knew his bear paranoia would be overwhelming.

      Both the folding chair and card table sat crooked and unsteady. Preparation of the ground beneath the tent floor had been a hasty hack job to say the least. Kevin was anxious to get back to Homer shortly after he brought Jake over to property. There weren’t many choices when it came to tent sites. Kevin didn’t want to spend an extra twenty minutes clearing out every root poking through the mossy ground.

      Trying to sit in the tottering chair was an active endeavor. Jake set the legal pad and pencil in front of him on the table, opened a box of crackers and began to write down all the numerous chores he needed to do before he could actually start building the cabin.

      Get or build a bear-proof food box and kitchen away from the tent.

      Food in a tent in bear country was always a bad idea. But for now, he had no choice. The wimpy tent awning wasn’t enough protection from the rain to cook or stay dry when the rain was blowing sideways.

      As the weed took effect, he drifted off into little stoned daydreams, thinking about Kat and his future. Blues Hour ended. The DJ announced the next segment as Old-Timey Music. Jake’s foot began tapping to the goofy swing sound of the Jug Band’s, ‘Way Down in Borneo.’

      He smiled, remembering the crazy image of the ‘Wild Man of Borneo’ from an old Little Rascals episode he’d watched on Saturday morning TV. His mother threatened Jake that she’d sell him to the ‘Wild Man,’ and his cousin, the ‘Boogeyman’ if he didn’t straighten up behave like a normal kid.

      Jake thought he was a normal kid before the episodes with Vince and Pastor Walker. That’s when Jake turned angry, defiant, and knew he had to get away from his hometown. That’s when he first felt like he really wanted to murder, or at least torture those two.

      Those were experiences and feelings he hadn’t told Kat, or anyone else about. She already knew his reputation as a rebel who loved to question authority, sometimes just for the fun of it.

      

      Before he knew it the old-timey music was over. It was the news hour from the nation’s capital. More crazy shit from Washington. Exactly the kind of crap he was escaping from.

      He reached over and turned off the radio. No need to hear what was going on out in that ‘civilized’ world out there. His only worries now were: bears, drowning, breaking a leg, eating bad mayonnaise or drinking contaminated water, accidentally shooting himself, cutting off a finger or severing an artery with the ax or chainsaw. And falling off one of the slippery cliffs. Or getting trampled by a moose.

      Yeah, that’s comforting, he told himself.

      Undressing down to his summer long johns, he turned down the lantern and crawled into his sleeping bag. The light slowly receded as the darkness chased it from the mildewed corners of the old tent. Rain droned lightly on the tent top. He strained his ears to discern the random rustling of every leaf outside to discern they weren’t approaching footsteps.

      Jake felt for the shotgun one more time, fingered the safety off and wondered if he’d ever get to sleep. He hoped to have interesting dreams, flying dreams, or erotic dreams–not interrupted by bears, the Wild Man of Borneo or his cousin the Boogeyman.

      He lay awake for a long time, his mind racing a mile a minute. He thought about the mother bear and cubs on the mountainside above camp. He hoped to hell they stayed up in the high country. He thought about Kat and what married life would be like come this autumn. He wondered if he could take living in a city again, if that’s where Kat needed to be for work when she graduated.

      He questioned what he’s gotten himself into, both with Kat and taking on this job. No regrets, he repeated over and over like a mantra. No matter the future, he was living his dream today and that’s something no one could ever take away. No regrets, he repeated until he fell asleep.
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      The cold air on his face and the musty smell reminded him of where he was–not at home waking up wrapped around Kat. Silence, or so it seemed until he recognized the cawing of a raven circling overhead. A wisp of gray light crept in around the edge of the tent flap. The faint echo of ocean wavelets lapping on the gravel beach below seeped in with the light. He tried to breathe softly, listening between the sounds as he felt for the shotgun next to him. The scratching of a squirrel running up a tree right outside the tent seemed deafening. No bear sounds. No Boogeyman sneaking around. He breathed a sigh of relief and wondered if he was going to wake up this paranoid every morning.

      It took another five minutes to work up the courage to leave the warmth of his sleeping bag and stick his head out the tent door to inspect the morning. The clouds were still low, but at least it wasn’t raining.

      Jake stepped out into the dim morning, still wearing only his long-johns. He uncovered and lit the camp stove, then dumped a few heaping spoonfuls of coffee grounds into the pot of water. No filters, no percolator basket–he made it simple cowboy style with just a pinch of salt.

      Next, he ambled to the edge of the rock outcrop to take a badly needed leak. He gazed down across the gravel beach now exposed by the low tide. The shoreline curved like a quarter moon, to a point a mile across the water from him. Perched on that rocky point was the neighbor’s homestead they’d flown over two days before. There was an old cabin, three outbuildings, a couple of modest gardens and a small boat dock that seemed to grow right out of the scraggy landscape. An old shallow-hull wooden skiff tied to a running line floated effortlessly on the calm surface in the protected bight. A thin curl of blue smoke rose from the stack on the cabin roof and assimilated into the clouds without a trace. These would be his only neighbors. Sure hope they’re friendly.

      A splash below and close by, grabbed his attention. He expected to catch sight of sea otters–they were abundant around the coast. He was surprised to spot a river otter staring back at him from a dozen yards offshore. Another head rose above the surface to join the first. Both otters now held their place in the water, staring up at Jake. He nodded, as if to say ‘good morning’ to them.

      The aroma of fresh coffee summoned him back to the tent. He poured a cup, rolled a smoke, stepped back to the cliff’s edge with binoculars and focused on the homestead. No lights shone from the windows of the weathered clapboard cabin. Only the smoldering stovepipe divulged that there might be someone around. On the other end of the roof was a pair of tall whip antennas, which he knew were for VHF marine band and CB radios.

      Jake looked again to the receding tide line. There was now a clear passage of beach all the way around to the homestead. He flipped through the tide book that he kept in his pocket. The tide chart was the bible that everyone along the bay lived by. Any boat travel, and most of life along the coast, was dictated by the tide and wind changes. They were two forces you couldn’t fight or fudge with; you could only do your best to prepare. He checked his watch and calculated how long the beach passage would be exposed. Screw the chores.

      He jumped into a pair of dry Carharts and plaid cotton shirt. Gulping the last of his coffee, Jake snuffed out his cigarette, pulled on his hip boots, strapped the big revolver to his belt, grabbed the shotgun and retrieved a stout rope from the tool chest. After securing one end of the rope to a sturdy spruce tree, he threw the line over the cliff, slipped the shotgun strap over his head, put on leather gloves and took a deep breath. Gripping the rope, he leaned back and slowly lowered himself down the rocks between the bushes and trees.

      The gravel at the bottom crunched under his boots. Seaweed and muck near the water’s edge filled the air with a thick, pungent, rotting odor. ‘A bit of a stink,’ his city friends would say.

      Long drawn-out ripples of wavelets rolled onto the beach. Pieces of trash had washed ashore with the tide: bits of rope, an old tennis shoe and dead containers that had once held milk, soda, lunch meats and fishing lures.

      He shook his head in disgust as he stepped over a pile of debris. Even in the wilderness you can’t get away from the trash. A creek draining the meadow ponds up the mountainside threw itself onto the beach in a splashing ten-foot leap that drowned out all other sounds. Jake touched the stock of his shotgun for reassurance as he carefully scanned the forest around the beach for any sign of bears.

      He thought this was going to be a quick hike, but the pea gravel and muck slowed him down considerably. Checking his wristwatch again, he recalculated how long it should take to hike over to the homestead and when to start back. He did not want to be caught or stranded by the flooding tide.

      Forty-five minutes later, nearly twice as long as he had estimated, Jake was scrambling up the dirt bank at the edge of the homestead. He stopped to catch his breath and cool down for a minute before waltzing into the thick of the grange.

      A flower garden in front of him was already showing color. Got to be a woman here. Freshly turned soil beds, fenced in by chicken wire were ready for planting vegetables. Two large glass-covered cold frames provided warmth for the young starts. Raspberry canes, a strawberry patch and blueberry bushes climbed the slopes beyond the gardens. The ends of large log rounds and old railroad ties formed steps up the hill.

      He noted the two small sheds and a sizable workshop. This was exactly the type of place he’d dreamed of building for himself. There’s a lot of frickin’ work. How many years did it take to get the homestead in this shape?

      He called out loud a few times. “Yo! Anybody home?”

      He felt his stomach churn as he approached the cabin, hoping someone would answer his calls, but not with a barrage of gunfire as some of these recluse homesteaders were known to react to strangers.

      The weatherworn door of the old cabin swung open to reveal a short, stout sourdough figure who looked every bit as seasoned, tough and firm as the door. A warm, toothy smile brightened the old man’s face.

      Old maybe, but not feeble, weak or worn out by any means. The beat-up, red cowboy hat perched on his head reminded Jake of the same hat he’d worn as a kid while watching Roy Rogers on the old black-and-white TV on Saturday mornings. Whoa Nelly!

      “Mornin’.” The old man drawled. “We’re surprised to see ya here so soon. Weren’t expecting anyone for at least a couple of days. Nonetheless,” he doffed his hat, “welcome to Halibut Head. Come on in.” He motioned with a nod of his head. “I’m Dave Reagan.”

      “Mornin’. I’m Jake. Sorry to surprise you.” Jake pointed up to the rooftop antennas. “I don’t have a radio, yet,” he apologized. “I can come back later, if this isn’t a good time.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Dave extended a powerful hand for a shake. “We just put on a fresh pot of coffee.”

      Jake stepped forward to meet the robust grip. Jeeze, those forearms are like Popeye’s. He’s built like a friggin’ tank. Probably an old wrestler, or a bouncer.

      Although Dave’s face and hands were rough and weathered, he didn’t move at all like an old man. Beneath the natty sweatpants, Jake could tell that Dave’s legs were thick and still strong. The dingy t-shirt beneath his flannel vest was tight enough to show he wasn’t carrying any extra fat, and he could probably bench-press a moose.

      A blast of warmth with the acrid smell of burning coal from the Yukon stove hit Jake as he stepped into the cabin. The place was only a skosh larger than a trapper’s shack and perfectly positioned on the rock outcropping for a commanding view of the bay and the landscape around it. Bright light streamed in from the windows overlooking the mouth of the cove, the waters of Katchemak Bay, the distant shoreline across the bay around Homer and the snow-covered volcanic peaks far across the Kenai Peninsula and Cook Inlet.

      Half of the cabin was the kitchen, which was centered around a wood-fired, white porcelain and stainless steel, flattop cook stove. Leaning back against the stove was a compact, sturdy woman with a broad smile lighting her friendly face. She looked to be somewhere in her late forties, but like Dave, that number of years could have a wide variation. She wore her plaid flannel shirt and old construction pants as well as any lumberjack or roughneck in this country. The colorful kerchief around her Dorothy Hamill hair was just that little bit of femininity to let you know she was still a woman despite her work clothes.

      “Wow!” Jake exhaled.

      “Well, hi there, Jake,” she greeted him. “I’m Ann. Coffee for you?”

      “Pleased to meet you, Ann” He bowed. “Yes, I’d love a cup, black, please.”

      “So,” asked Dave, “you camping down here for a while? Looks like you brought a lot of supplies over yesterday. Gonna be over there by yourself?”

      “My buddy, Kevin Topher, bought the property last month,” Jake answered. “He hired me to build him a place. So, it looks like I’m here for the summer.”

      “Have a seat,” Ann pointed to an old wingback chair in the corner beneath a window. She set the cup of hot coffee on the little table next to him.

      Jake unzipped his jacket, turned his hip waders down to his knees and sunk into the worn armchair. Like the tent he was calling home, the fabric was tattered, frayed and faded, but unlike his tent, it was downright comfy.

      Shelves of books and old magazines lined the walls. Photos and postcards from around the world, most of them faded and tattered, were tacked to the low rafters. A variety of firearms hung wherever there was space on the walls. And that left pretty much no clear space.

      A ladder leaned into a narrow opening in the ceiling, up to the small sleeping loft. Leaned against the doorframe was a double-barrel 10-gauge shotgun that would put a hole in a man large enough to ride a mule through.

      Jake nodded his head toward the heavy weapon. “You get many bears coming through here?”

      “Naw,” Dave answered. “That’s for trespassers.”

      Jake smiled at the joke, but Dave cut him short. "’If the thief is found breaking in, and he is struck so that he dies, there shall be no guilt for his bloodshed.’ That’s Exodus 22:2. Nehemiah 4:14 states, ‘Fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives and your houses.’ Even Jesus tells us in Luke 11:21 ‘When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own homestead, his possessions are undisturbed.’”

      Oh shit. Jake’s shoulders stiffened. Bible-quoting zealots.

      “I’ve read the Holy Word cover to cover numerous times,” Dave boasted. “And because of that,” he smiled a mischievous grin, “I would never call myself a religious man.”

      Jake’s tugged lightly on his beard while his eyebrows scrunched. “Huh?”

      Dave’s grin turned into a wide smile. “It provides us with the justification to get away with almost anything. Those stories were invented and twisted to validate their culture’s morals, laws and domination over women.” He spread his arms out, palms up. “Not to say the lessons aren’t valid–there’s still a lot of good stuff in there.”

      “Whew,” Jake sighed. “Had me going there.”

      “Make no mistake, young man.” Dave said in serious tone. “I’ve killed men before. I didn’t particularly enjoy it…, most of the time. And, I’d do it again in a heartbeat if our lives were threatened.” His smile returned.

      Jake’s mouth dropped open.

      Ann spoke up. “Your friend Kevin must be the one with the red and white Super Cub we’ve seen flying over.”

      “Yeah,” Jake nodded. “I need to put up a windsock and clear off the big rocks on the west beach.” Jake pointed out the window to the wide strand of gravel on the far side of his little camp.

      “When he can land the plane over there, he’ll leave me the skiff. Meanwhile, it’s going to take some time just to set up a decent camp and make a few trails for getting around. Your place here is a great inspiration. How long have you two been living in this corner of the bay?”

      “I moved over here permanently twenty-five years ago,” Dave answered. “Ann joined me after a few years. Homer was getting to be too big a town for me, even back then. Folks were gettin’ to be too much like city people. Too many neighbors, too much government and asinine laws, too much crime, way too much day-to-day bullshit.”

      “That’s right,” added Ann. “Once there got to be nearly a thousand people living around town, it just got too crazy and hectic. Might as well be in Anchorage, or Juneau with the rest of the kooks!” She cocked her head. “And where are you from, Jake?”

      “Greenwood.” Jake took a sip of the strong coffee. “For the past seven years. Only a couple hundred people there most of the summer. Swells up during ski season with weekenders from Anchorage. I like it, but would really love to be in a place like this. Just can’t afford it on my own yet.”

      Dave stared out the window to Kevin’s property before answering. “Well, don’t expect to get much done in only one summer. There ain’t no stores over here, and you don’t want to spend twenty dollars’ worth of gas to go over and get a fifty-cent part when something breaks down. I’ve been workin’ on this place nearly thirty years, and there’s never an end to the chores or expenses.”

      Ann nodded her head. “Every time you bring that boat over from Homer, better make darn sure it’s as full as you can safely pack it. When the weather gets rough, you can be stuck over here for weeks on end. However, stuck or not, we do take time every day to give thanks and enjoy it all.”

      “If you find yourself in trouble or danger,” Dave added, “don’t be afraid to ask for help. Until you get your radio, you can also S.O.S. to us with your flashlight, or repeat three gunshots. We’ll do our best to come running.

      “Yeah, you’ll make mistakes,” Dave laughed. “Everyone does. You’ll probably lose a boat or two. Everyone does. Right, Ann?”

      She nodded vigorously.

      “Be prepared for goin’ in the water. Everyone does sooner or later. Make sure you’ve always got your life vest handy and your knife sharp. Keep your matches and radio dry, your batteries strong and especially keep your sense of humor when you screw up. Right, Ann?”

      Again, she nodded in agreement. “You got that right!”

      “Thanks,” Jake replied. “And if there’s ever anything we can do to give you guys a hand, just ask.”

      “The best advice I can give you right now,” Dave smiled, “is that you’d better get your rear in gear unless you plan on staying here all day. Tide’s rising–the beach is disappearing fast.”

      “Holy sheep shit!” Jake put down his coffee cup and pulled up his hip boots.

      “Well, come on back soon, “Ann implored. “We don’t get many visitors. Do you like bear?”

      “From a distance, yeah. But up close and personal, I’m scared shitless, to tell you the truth.”

      “Not if you cook it right,” Ann laughed as she pushed a fist-sized package wrapped in newspaper into his hand. “I just pulled this last piece of black bear roast out of the cold cellar last night. It’s dry so just use lots of oil and make sure to cook it well-done. You don’t want parasites.”

      “Wow. Thanks!” Jake took the package and stuffed it in his jacket. Only in Alaska, he thought, would someone give you bear meat as a welcome present.

      With a quick and strong shake of their hands, Jake bowed and beamed a large smile. “Thanks again. Hasta-la-next-time, guys. We’ll do lunch!” He slung his shotgun over his shoulder and headed down the trail.

      The cool wind in his face increased his sense of urgency; he could feel the rain coming. He walked quickly for the first ten steps then broke into a fast trot to the beach.

      Dave and Ann shook their heads in wonder. “This kid really is from another world,” Dave remarked as he climbed onto the cabin roof with binoculars.

      “And this is going to be a challenge,” Ann added.

      “Yup,” Dave called down to her with a laugh. “He’s running now. My bet is he gets wet before he gets home!”

      

      Jake kept his eyes on the vanishing strand of gravel ahead of him and didn’t dare slow down. Already parts of the beach were under nearly a foot of water. He picked his way carefully around the slippery rocks at the edge of the steep bluffs. After forty sweaty and tiring minutes, he made it past the rocks to his little homestretch of beach.

      After a short rest scanning the brush, hoping not to see a bear, he took a good long drink from the cold waterfall. When he had his fill, he looked up and felt the first drops of rain on his face. In less than a minute the wind brought a deluge down around him.

      He grabbed the rope and pulled himself up the slippery rocks to his camp. After stumbling back into the tent and stripping off his wet clothing, Jake wondered how he was ever going to get this stuff dry without a campfire and how he was ever going to find dry wood to get a campfire going in all this rain.

      Finally, in fresh jeans and socks, a cup of hot coffee in his hand, Jake sighed with relief and satisfaction. “A good day so far and it’s not even noon,” he said aloud to himself.

      He decided that he wasn’t going to get much done in this rain, he might as well roll a joint and think about what it would take to convince Kat to live on a homestead. He chuckled when he thought about him and Kat turning into a Dave and Ann in twenty years.

      He tapped his finger against his chin. Dave and Ann seemed strangely familiar, like he’d met them before, or they were characters from an old TV show or movie that he couldn’t quite place. Images popped into his head from the Wizard of Oz–the man behind the curtain and Glinda, the good witch of the North.
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      His first week passed with more gray clouds, rain, mud, hours of bear paranoia and thinking about Kat. The cove changed moods with the tides and passing storms, from calm and dead flat to pounding surf hitting the rocks with whipping winds spraying saltwater all the way up to the tent.

      He’d promised Kevin that a little rain wouldn’t slow down his progress. When it wasn’t chucking down and driving hard, Jake broke out the chainsaw, the shovel, his carpenter tools and got to work.

      On the first calm days he erected a frame around the tent entrance, made of two-by-fours and branches that he lashed together and covered with a plastic tarp. On the beach below the camp, he scavenged a couple of shipping pallets that had washed up with the tide. He tore them apart, hauled the lumber up the rocks and reconstructed them to use as a solid floor under his new awning.

      During work breaks, Jake sat in his camp chair sipping coffee, beer or a little whiskey while watching with envy at the smoke curling away from the chimney of the cabin across the cove. He watched through binoculars when Dave and Ann crossed the large bay in their small skiff, skimming smoothly over the calm water in the morning and bouncing hard against the choppy waves as they returned by evening.

      He wanted to take a break and visit with them again, but another unrelenting downpour kept Jake confined to the tent and frustrated.

      Next priority, build a dry outhouse!

      The heavy rain continued all week long. Working outside was an exercise in futility. He couldn’t stand the feeling of being confined to the tent, hemmed in, trapped and hobbled. Jake was the kind of guy who always planned for a quick escape route from any situation. But now….

      He stayed huddled up in his warmest clothes, listening to the radio or reading for hours on end, glad that he’d had the foresight to pack a few books and magazines for distraction. A series of articles from the latest Science magazine caught his interest.

      The issue was devoted to sleep disorders and dream research. In particular was an article about a research center in North Carolina where scientists were experimenting with the manipulation of dream consciousness, or ‘lucid dreaming,’ as they called it–a state of awareness when you knew you were in a dream and could control your actions.

      Whenever Jake slept in a new town or bed, his nighttime specters became more frequent, intense and usually bizarre. He loved the dreams when he could fly like Superman. With arms spread out wide and fingers bent up, he could hover a few feet above the ground or ascend over treetops. He’d awake totally exhilarated.

      But flying dreams were few and far between. This idea of controlling his dream adventures was fascinating. He thought about all the possibilities if he could manipulate his consciousness and direct his nocturnal travels.

      For the next few nights, he followed the directions laid out in the article. Before falling asleep he told himself over and over to look at his hands in his dream. That would be the clue to let him know that he could be in control.

      On the third night, in the middle of some nonsense scene, he remembered to hold up his hands in front of his face. It was hard to focus as he brought them up before his eyes. His hands seemed to melt until his fingers transformed into dark feathers.

      He felt a wind lifting his feet from under him–a voice called to him to follow. Jake bent forward with his arms spread. Then he was floating and moving up away from the earth.

      He awoke in the reality of a cold, damp and dark tent, but near giddy with excitement as he recalled the sensation of flying. Something else was different this morning. He checked his watch. It was 3 a.m. It was no longer raining or blowing, but it was far from silent. The waves on the gravel beach them seemed louder than they should have been. He recognized the hoot of an owl not far off.

      Jake shivered for a moment, feeling that it was the owl that had been calling to him in his dream. “Go away,” he said aloud as though the owl could understand. “The messenger of death is not welcome here.”

      He felt for the reassurance of the shotgun next to him before falling back asleep.
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      The tent was brighter that morning than it had been since he arrived. There was freshness to the air, despite the familiar scent of seaweed hovering in the background.

      Jake began to unzip his sleeping bag but stopped abruptly when fragments of the night’s dreams came back to him. He recalled the exuberance of flight and freedom. He remembered a lush, dark green forest of the tropics. He soared up above the branches of the high canopy following the call that was drawing him to–

      A chattering squirrel outside the tent drew his attention. The effort to recall his adventure was lost.

      He pulled on his pants and stepped outside into the uncommonly warm air. The surface of the cove was smooth like green and purple glass. He could see the large patches of blue sky behind the dissipating clouds.

      A thirty-foot, commercial fishing boat was anchored off the neighbor’s dock. She looked to be an older, wooden hull vessel with a forward cabin. The stern deck was empty, save for the mast and boom.

      Dave and Ann’s boat, or are they having visitors?

      Jake rolled a cigarette and walked down to the rocky point. This was the first clear view of ocean, mountains and beautiful blue Alaskan skies since he’d been here.

      “Finally,” he whispered.

      Far out in the bay, three commercial fishing boats were working their crab and shrimp pots. He watched them for a few minutes, then heard the low sputter of a cold outboard motor starting up over at the homestead. The engine hesitated a bit before turning into the steady narration of a boat in a hurry. Jake could see both Dave and Ann in the skiff as they sped full throttle across the cove until they were out of sight behind a small headland.

      What’s the big rush?

      Jake didn’t ponder too long as he bounced back up to the tent. He pumped up the camp stove, started coffee and poured oil in the skillet to fry his breakfast. As he dropped the first egg into the sizzling pan, he heard the distant, cracking report of a rifle shot. The echo followed closely behind and continued rolling around the cove for a few seconds before fading. He stood still, waiting for following shots, but they never came.

      “What the hell?” he questioned aloud. “Bear?” He grabbed the binoculars off the table and ran back down to the point. First, he glassed the shoreline.

      Nothing.

      He swept back across the ridgelines, noting nothing more than the ravens and gulls that always patrolled the skies.

      Twice again he swept the whole cove, searching the trees, rocks and shoreline looking for any signs of activity. Nothing.

      The boiling coffee pot broke his concentration.

      After breakfast, Jake strung a line between the trees to dry his damp and malodorous clothes in the sunlight. If the weather stayed dry, he’d need to get them washed before the stank got unbearable.

      He gathered up the chainsaw, shouldered the shotgun and headed for the alder patch behind the tent. Donning a pair of dry work gloves and earplugs, he fired up the chainsaw and set to work clearing away the thick growth of branches.

      Alders filled the gaps between the spruce and hemlock stands on the mountainside. Their long curving branches twisted and tangled together along the ground before reaching upwards. They were a pain in the ass to try to navigate through. And they needed to be cleared out.

      Cutting through the branches was tricky business. Kevin had left him the old chainsaw, without a safety brake, so Jake had to manually hit the kill button before the branches pinned him down or knocked the blade against his leg.

      At the same time that he was absorbed in the task before him, not wanting his blade to get pinched in the branches, or bounce back into his face, another part of his attention was on the periphery of his vision and the space around him. He doubted a bear would approach him while he was using the annoyingly loud saw, but still–.

      In the middle of his work, his awareness pulled a sharp turn like a surfer cutting a wave before the curl; his consciousness was again moving through the high canopy of the tropical forest in his dream. He felt for a few moments that his soul had been yanked right out from his body. The intangible presence of another entity was there with him. He felt a rush of paranoia as he came back to the reality that he had not been paying attention to the danger of the chainsaw in his hands.

      Oh my God, I’m hallucinating. Shit, don’t let this happen to me!

      But he absolutely knew something was behind him, watching and ready to pounce. He spun around in panic, swinging the blaring, exhaust-spewing chainsaw, expecting to see a brownie charging. It took him a few seconds to catch his breath and calm down.

      His finger released his finger on the throttle, hit the kill switch, and he set the saw down. The hot blade fell forward into the damp moss and sizzled as Jake let out his own steamy sigh. He shook his head and smiled, relieved that he hadn’t gone crazy and crossed the line into–.

      Dave was leaning against a spruce tree twenty feet away, wearing a mischievous smile like a kid caught in a prank. “A little jumpy today, are we?”

      “Say what?” Jake pulled off a glove and took the foam plugs from his ears.

      “We came over to take you up on your offer for help. We could use a little extra muscle this fine morning. Can you come give us a hand for a while?

      “Yeah, sure,” Jake agreed. “Whadda ya got?”

      “Come and see, my lad. Come and see.” Dave turned to grab the rope and began lowering himself down the cliff to the beach. His pants and boots were streaked with blood.

      “Hey, what happened to your leg?” Jake asked.

      “Oh that…” Dave stopped and pulled an old blue bandanna from his pocket, wiped his face and spoke in a tone of complete seriousness. “Jake, they say that a friend will help you move. And a good friend, will help you move…,” he paused for effect, “a body.”

      Dave panned a perfectly sober face. “What kind of a friend are you going to be, Jake?”

      Jake stood with his mouth open.
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      Dave stood in the shallow water, holding the skiff off the beach, his face betraying only the hint of a smile. Ann sat in the middle of the skiff. Her gray wool shirt, sewn and patched many times, was also wet with blood.

      A sanguine stream dripped over the bow and into the water spreading into a dark pink stain along the gravel. A large black body was sprawled across the bow, his tongue hanging limply out the side of his mouth. The smell, not a pleasant one, far overpowered the pungent seaweed at the water’s edge. A hoard of flies buzzed around the body.

      Gotcha, Dave’s grin seemed to say.

      Ann leaned forward on her float-cushion seat, a forearm resting over the great black back, and scratched between its ears. “Well, young man,” she addressed Jake, “Are you ready to make like Davy Crockett and skin a bear?”

      “Whoa!” Jake said, nodding his head. “I heard the shot earlier.” He picked up one of the great paws in his hand and pushed in on the palm to expose the sharp claws. The bear’s large teeth were still intact and sharp.

      “Six, or seven years old,” Dave replied to Jake’s unspoken question. “At least five hundred pounds–pretty dang big for a black bear in these parts.”

      “Well cool. How can I help?” Jake asked.

      “First, we go back to our big boat over at the homestead,” Dave answered. “We hoist this badass on board, hang him from the boom and skin him out the easy way. Then you get to help with the butchering. It’s going to be an all-day affair. You can start by giving us a shove off the beach.”

      Dave stepped back into the boat and manned himself by the engine. Jake pushed the bow a few steps out, grabbed the rail and jumped next to the odiferous bruin as Dave gave a sharp pull on the outboard’s cord. The engine roared to life, spitting out a blue cloud of oil-fouled exhaust. Dave backed the boat away from the beach, shifted into forward and turned sharp toward home.

      

      The homestead cabin on Halibut Head stood sentinel over the wooden dock and a small, protected anchorage of deep water. Dave pulled the little skiff up to the fishing boat anchored safely away from the rocks. She was trimmed in black and red, her wooden hull planks sporting a dark blue coat. Although well maintained, judging from her curves and lines, she looked to be at least forty years old. Miss Phitt was painted across her bow and stern in bold red letters.

      “Great name,” Jake said.

      “More than you know.” Dave laughed as he grabbed the skiff’s stern line, threw a clove hitch around the cleat above him and killed the outboard. Ann grabbed the bowline and quickly did the same, securing the two boats together. “Stay on the skiff,” Dave ordered Jake as he climbed over the rail of the larger boat, followed by Ann. “I’ll throw you a line to tie around him. We’ll haul him on board using the winch.”

      Ann stepped into the cabin and started the diesel engine. Dave uncoiled a length of inch-thick rope and passed the bitter end down to Jake. “Tie a bowline knot around his chest,” Dave instructed. “Cinch it up tight under his armpits.”

      Jake struggled to get the line passed beneath the great beast’s chest, trying to avoid getting his nose in the blood and foul stench of fur. Finally, he looped the rope through the bight and tied it off. Dave already had the line run through the snatch block on the end of the boom. Positioning the boom and block over the bear, he threw a couple line wraps around the winch. When Jake had everything snugged up, he gave the thumbs up to Dave, then stepped to the back of the skiff to hold on tight.

      Ann stood by the rail ready to give a hand. Dave eased the control forward and the winch began to turn. The rope tightened, then strained and creaked under the weight of the bear. Dave threw another wrap of line around the winch and the body was lifted off the bow of the skiff. When it was above the boat rail, Ann swung the boom back over the stern. Dave lowered the bear down onto the deck.

      Jake climbed aboard and stopped for a moment to appreciate the size of this bruin. Five hundred pounds of piss and vinegar, this bad boy would have had no problem ripping Jake a new asshole, even with a few .44 holes in him. And he knew the Brownies in this part of the country were two to three times the size of this little black cousin.

      Dave opened a tool cabinet mounted to the cabin and extracted a three-foot-long, inch-thick steel bar. He kneeled behind the bear and pulled the skinning knife from the sheath in his belt.

      Ann took off the daypack she’d been carrying over her shoulder and removed three more knives of various lengths and shapes, along with a sharpening stone and steel. She laid the blades next to Dave. He nodded a simple, barely perceptible ‘thanks’ and began to cut through the thick pads of the bear’s rear paws.

      The knife flashed swift and efficient as Dave skinned around the rear paw. He quickly disjointed and cut through the toes. After peeling the skin away from the paw and ankle, he pierced the muscle behind the great leg tendon and pushed an end of the steel bar through the muscle. He repeated the piercing on the other ankle so that the steel bar spread the bear’s rear legs wide apart. Ann handed him a ten-foot length of line, which he used to tie a clove hitch on each end of the bar and then a loop in the center to which he hooked the winch line.

      Dave then repositioned the overhead boom, locked it in place and winched until the bear was suspended upside down.

      “How can I help?” Jake asked.

      “Ever skin a bear?”

      “No, but I’ve quartered a moose and a few deer.”

      “Then just watch and learn,” Dave said as he sliced down the inside of each back leg, slipping the knife just underneath the skin and cutting down toward the groin. Peeling away the skin, he used the knife as lightly as possible.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t gut him out in the field,” Jake said.

      Dave paused for moment before breaking the silence. “That’s why you’re watching and learning. I skin ‘em first, before gutting. Makes it much cleaner. We’ll put the guts into one of these tote buckets and use ‘em for crab and shrimp bait. It would have been wasted if we left it out in the trees. Can’t afford to let anything go to waste. I’ll tan the hide later this week.”

      “What about all the meat? Have you got a freezer somewhere?” Jake asked.

      “We’ll smoke or make jerky out of half of it. The good cuts we keep in our cold cellar to cure. The tough stuff gets ground up for sausage. The really tough stuff is used as bait on the trap-line this winter. Over here,” he said, sweeping his hand, “we use it all.”

      Ann laid a hand on Dave’s shoulder. “I’ll make us lunch while you two skin.” She turned and disappeared into the boat’s cabin humming a cheerful little ditty.

      Jake asked a few questions about the skinning and boning knives–their shapes, the hardness of the steel and such. Dave answered each question patiently and fully but spoke no more than necessary. Jake was catching on that he best pay close attention and not ramble on with any unnecessary bullshit.

      By the time Ann returned with sandwiches and tea, Dave had the bear skinned all the way down to its neck. With the fur side of the hide hanging inside out and covering the bear’s head, the hanging torso looked remarkably human.

      “Reminds me of the old days with the headhunters,” Dave boasted. “That’s when ‘having someone over for dinner’ really meant something!”

      Jake laughed at the attempted humor.

      “He thinks I’m kidding.” Dave raised his eyebrows to Ann.

      “You did not live with cannibals, David Reagan.”

      “I said, headhunters.”

      “Just let it go. If you get started on your war stories again, we’ll be here all night.”

      “You lived with headhunters?” Jake’s interest was piqued.

      “Don’t you dare.” Ann shook her finger at Dave. She turned to Jake. “If David thinks you believe him, he’ll go on forever with his tall tales. I’ve lived with the man for near twenty years and I know how he can spin a yarn.”

      As Dave peeled away the last remaining hide, the bear’s skull looked like an eerie Halloween prop. Ann rolled up the heavy hide and passed a good length of nylon parachute cord through the eye holes, secured the cord to the boat rail and had Jake help her dump the pelt over the side. “The fish and shrimp will clean all the fat and flesh off the hide,” Ann explained. “It saves us hours of tedious work.”

      Dave cut into the bear’s groin, slicing up to the ribcage. He reached into the bears abdomen and pulled out bowels into the large plastic tote he positioned below.

      Jake gagged at the stench. He hadn’t thought anything could have stank much worse than the hide, but now he understood just how wrong he’d been.

      Dave reached inside the body cavity to continue cutting. He set the heart, liver and kidneys into a separate bucket. “We need to eat these first. They’ll spoil if we tried to age them like the rest of the meat.”

      A few hours later, with Jake’s help, Dave had the bear butchered into manageable quarters, loins and rib sections wrapped in muslin game bags and loaded back into the skiff. Ann motored the skiff over to the dock where they unloaded the disassembled bear, carrying the bags to a cold cellar beneath one of the sheds where the meat would remain cool while it aged.

      The sunny morning had faded, and a layer of high overcast clouds brought in a cool wind for the afternoon. Ann retreated to the cabin to clean up and begin cooking up the sweetmeats.

      Dave took Jake for a walk-around tour of the homestead. There were sheds full of tools, one overflowing with spare boat parts, another awash in garden supplies with various animal traps hanging from the eaves, a chicken coop, a rabbit hutch and everything else it took to maintain a remote homestead. Jake was taking reams of mental notes.

      Dave led Jake to a nice spot beneath a spruce tree in the sun, and out of the wind. He pulled a couple home-brew beers from his pack and handed one to Jake. Next, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out an old leather pouch the size of a wallet. From his other pocket, he extracted a small Meerschaum pipe. It was a simple affair, the plain ceramic bowl stained chocolate brown from years of use.

      While Dave dipped his pipe into the pouch, Jake sipped on the beer. “Strong stuff,” he said. He pulled out his own bag of tobacco and began to roll a cigarette as Dave tamped his pipe and lit up with an old Zippo lighter embossed with the ‘U.S. Marines’ emblem. Jake stopped, stunned in mid-roll. Dave was holding his breath and offering Jake the pipe. The unmistakable aroma of pot surrounded him as Dave let out his breath.

      “You toke?” Dave asked with his impish grin.

      Jake had an incredulous moment and the look to match on his face. Dave let out a laugh. “What, you think hippies are the only ones who can smoke dope? Don’t worry. It’s not very strong; I mix it in with tobacco. We can’t grow very much over here, so I keep it for special times and treats.”

      “You grow your own pot?” Jake asked with another look of surprise.

      “You don’t think I’m going to run over to Homer and ask the hippies if they’d sell me a bag, do you? Like I keep telling you, you’ve got to be self-sufficient over here.”

      “Well, I’ll be dipped.” Jake grinned like an idiot and took the pipe from Dave. They passed it back and forth, Dave refilling it again before putting it away. For half an hour they leaned with their backs against the big tree, mildly stoned, silently staring out over the cove, watching the waves and clouds, the birds crossing the sky, and listening to the wind through the trees as they sipped their beers.

      The creak of rusty hinges followed by the bang of the closing cabin door announced that Ann was coming to call them in for dinner. The fragrance of butter, onions and heavy garlic lingered around her like a cloud. Jake suddenly felt hungry again–ravenous in fact.

      Sautéed bear heart with home-fried Yukon potatoes, goat cheese and a seaweed salad were already on the table as Jake sat down. Ann brought a bowl of warm homemade biscuits from the oven. “Have you been over to Halibut Cove community?” she asked Jake.

      “We flew over it when we came in,” Jake answered. “Couldn’t see much.”

      “There’re about thirty homes scattered along both sides of the channel that separate the mainland from Ismailof Island. The island is only a hundred acres of rock, sand, moss and spruce trees. There’s no road of course. They do have boardwalks and trails that connect the homesteads.

      “Half the cabins are only occupied on weekends. There’re only about twenty full-time residents. Most of them are artists or fishermen.”

      “Or retired, eccentric old farts like us,” Dave added.

      Ann continued. “We don’t have a store, or bank or restaurant on this side of the bay. We do have a post office shack but no postmaster, no stamps and no service. They send over mail twice a week–if the boat makes it. So let me fill you in on some of the characters you’ll want to know.”

      “Talk about me, rambling on with stories,” Dave guffawed.

      

      Over the course of the next two hours, three beers and a couple smokes, Jake had a pretty good understanding of the social intercourse on this side of the bay.

      It was early evening when they offered Jake a boat ride back to his camp. Tucked beneath his arm was a package of bear loin wrapped in newspaper and another package with raspberry cobbler.

      Ann gave Jake a final hug as he stepped out of the skiff onto his little beach. “Thanks again for all your help today,” She called out. “Don’t be a stranger now. Sweet dreams…”

      Jake climbed back up the rope to camp, strolled down to the rocky point and watched the skiff motor back to Halibut Head over the glassy evening water.

      “Yup,” he said aloud to himself, “it’s turning into one hell of a summer. Can’t wait to tell Kat about this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Up in Smoke

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Today was the day he’d been waiting for. Jake jumped out of his sleeping bag with no hesitation, anxious to get his morning moving. He paced while he waited for the coffee to brew, hoping that Kevin would be back today and that Kat would be with him. Despite the pissy weather that slowed him down for days at a time, he was proud of the amount of work he’d accomplished these past three weeks.

      A large area around the tent had been cleared. The earth beneath the tent floor had been leveled and packed. Trails had been started. A latrine pit and makeshift outhouse of blue plastic tarp had been erected. He leveled another area down on the point so he could set up his own tent to share with Kat while she was here.

      After inhaling breakfast, he started on the dirty dishes. With bears in the area, washing dishes after a meal had to be an immediate chore. The consequences of laziness in that department could be deadly.

      It didn’t take long and he had the whole camp looking neat, clean and orderly, by his standards. He was ready for Kat’s arrival. But the day passed excruciatingly slow, no doubt due in part to his putting a watch back on his wrist. Half an hour was the longest he managed to go without checking the time. The afternoon came and went. No matter how many times he stopped to glass the bay, there
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