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			Author’s Note

			
			Although I’m not a Northerner, I’ve been drawn strongly to the North and its people since I was first there in the spring of 1955 researching a piece for Sports Illustrated. The topic was what seemed then to be a significant, even dangerous, decline in the great caribou herds. In Yellowknife I met a Canadian Wildlife Service biologist and a Wardair singIe-engined Beaver flew us to Fort Reliance on the eastern tip of Great Slave Lake. There each night after a lot of strong tea and fascinating talk I’d sleep on the floor of the Mountie detachment’s combination home and office (three rooms in all). By day our pilot flew a grid pattern over the Barrens toward Artillery Lake and the Thelon River and beyond while the biologist counted animals below and I just sat there, I guess with all my senses open, because I remember the sights and sounds and smells to this day. 

			I kept that memory warm for years and in the mid-1960s returned. That time I chugged down the Mackenzie river by tugboat and barge from Hay River to Inuvik, stopped for a day at Norman Wells and for a cup of coffee at Tuktoyaktuk, and in Inuvik played in a baseball game, The Drunks versus The Bartenders, at 2 a.m. in the 24-hour daylight of June in the schoolyard across the street from the Mackenzie Hotel. This was research for a CBC-TV documentary about the Mackenzie (the river, not the hotel). 

			In 1969 as a Globe and Mail reporter I travelled with Governor General Roland Michener on a tour of the Eastern and High Arctic as far north as Alert, about 500 miles from the North Pole, and in 1987, researching this book, spent a few days along the Mackenzie again. Betweentimes I visited the Arctic Institute museum in Leningrad, one of the most interesting and little-publicized sites in that city. So though I’m not a Northerner, when I’m there I wish I were; which I guess is why the Inuk Mountie detective introduced in this book has been growing in my mind for years. 

			In that regard, I am deeply grateful for the help given me. Among those based in Inuvik I thank Cece McCauley, the woman who is Chief of the Inuvik Native Band and long ago was my first friend in the Arctic; Inspector Kelly Folk, officer commanding the Inuvik subdivision of the RCMP; Arctic consultant Dick Hill of the multi-faceted Hill Enterprises limited; and Mike and Jackie McVeigh as well as Mike’s Inuit, Dene and Metis students in the communications class at Arctic College. 

			I also thank RCMP Corporal Jim Herman and Wayne Irwin of Esso Resources, both at Norman Wells; Miles Shaw of Esso in Calgary; Don Wishart of Interprovincial Pipelines in Edmonton; oldtime trapper Gus D’aoust for his matter-of-fact writing about the North; Dr. Jules Sobrian for his encyclopedic knowledge of firearms; Sheldon Fischer for his conscientious editing; and most particularly Barbara Heidenreich of Trent University and the Canadian Environmental Law Association, who worked for years among Native people from Labrador to the western Arctic and whose knowledge and cultural insights helped—plenty. 

			By all of which I mean: if there are errors, they are my own. 

			I have used actual place names in this book, but only refer (and that briefly) to one actual person, the redoubtable Chief Cece McCauley. All others in the story, including the Mounties and their wives, are fictional, and all events and characters are solely products of my imagination, not resembling to my knowledge anyone living or dead.

			
			Scott Young, 

			July, 1988			

			
			  

			

			
			

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			The air terminal at Inuvik has comfortable chairs and some nice Arctic art on the walls and usually a lot more empty space than passengers, so it is not exactly O’Hare, but it’s not Tuktoyaktuk either. Which was about as profound an idea as I could manage on this particular morning, due to a kind of numbness that I sometimes get when I spend a couple of nights in Inuvik. It’s not really a bad feeling: part Polish vodka for me and Hennessy (higher octane) for Maxine, part leaving her again, part talking most of the night when we might have been sleeping, part making love at a higher frequency than my norm (which still doesn’t mean I set any world records). 

			But it was good, all of it. And when I’d stood at the window of Maxine’s living room this morning and looked out into the pitch dark of 8:30 a.m., as black then as it had been at two or three when we were still awake, I had one brief pang of wishing that life was simpler again and that the Arctic was still my home. Then I came to my senses. What the hell, this was civilized Arctic: townhouses, pickups, roads, hot and cold running water. Not the Arctic I’d grown up in, with the shore in winter a jumbled line of great ice blocks and komatiks and chained dogs howling and frozen seal bodies stuck upright here and there like popsicles for the dogs to feed on. And out on the ice a seal hole watched by a hunter with his rifle ready and his body warm in the two layers of caribou skin that were his clothes. 

			While those thoughts were going through my mind Maxine had been running the shower. Over the splashing I could hear her humming “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” Outside, kids with their heads tucked into their parkas headed for school. Across the dark street, the only Native thing about it being the name, Kugmallit Road, streetlights showed two ravens playing a can game on a dog. The dog was trying to eat a scrap of something. As one raven dove at him so close that the dog charged after it, snapping and snarling, the other member of the raven team sloped in, bounced once, grabbed the food and flapped away. A pick play. Maybe ravens invented the pick play. 

			“Hey!” 

			I turned. Maxine, wrapped from knees to collarbone in a white towel, was holding two cups of the fresh coffee I’d just made. When I went to take mine I unhitched her towel and she giggled and we fooled around a bit the way people do when it’s the fun and affection side of love and somebody has to be off to work right away. Hardly spilled any coffee at all. Then I wrapped the towel back around her, patting here and there. I held her for a few seconds, nose to nose with her black straight hair and almost black eyes. I occasionally thought that the Scottish blood of her father must have got lost somewhere in the Slavey blood of her mother. In the twenty years we’d known one another she’d become a little dumpy in the figure, as I had. Falling asleep in each other’s arms as we sometimes do, and did last night, a guy doesn’t notice the changes the years have brought. 

			CBC Radio, where she works in news, isn’t far from her townhouse. She was due at nine. Anybody who saw us clumping along a few minutes later in our kneeboots and baggy pants, parkas trimmed with wolverine fur around the hoods, reflective tape across the backs for safety in the dark, would just be seeing two short, stocky natives heading God knows where; not knowing we went back all those years to when I was a special constable here for the Mounties and Maxine was emptying bedpans and changing beds at the hospital, both jobs the kind of no-hopers that were all a Native could get when she and I were younger. We’d gone on a long time and had a lot of partings like this one. We never knew when we’d see one another again, but it always happened. Or always had so far. 

			As we walked our breath made little frosty clouds that blew between us as we walked. There wasn’t much to say. 

			“Minus thirty-five, according to the radio,” I said. 

			“Yeah, but not a bad morning. No wind.” 

			“Hope things go all right with Gloria this time.” 

			“Me, too. It doesn’t look too good to me.” 

			Gloria, Maxine’s sister, was twenty-three, strikingly pretty, strikingly dizzy when it came to men. Twice, at nineteen and again at twenty-two, she’d been to Edmonton expecting to get married. “That’s how dumb she is,” Maxine had told me once, laughing. When anything involving white people goes wrong, from a mechanical device to a love affair, laughter is a fairly common Native reaction. A white guy always expects an outboard to work, a snowmobile to work, a love affair to work, and is puzzled, even angry, when they don’t. It’s like a betrayal. But Natives know deep down that when they’re involved with whites hardly anything works, for them anyway, so that side of life is really more or less a running gag. With Gloria, both times it turned out the guy already had a wife and what he really had in mind was a shack-up job in a cheap hotel.

			 

			A couple of nights ago I’d seen Gloria for a while. She dropped in to Maxine’s place with a guy from Fort Norman, William Cavendish. He was the son of Morton Cavendish, a big-deal Slavey involved in just about every major committee or Council in the North. I’d never met William before but Morton meant a lot to me. Twenty years ago his support had helped convert me from a Mountie “special,” lowest of the low, into the Force’s mainstream. Every promotion I’d had since—to corporal, sergeant, staff sergeant, inspector—was followed by a note from Morton saying in one way or another, “Way to go, Matteesie!” So I wanted to like William. It wasn’t easy. He was burly, with black hair in a ponytail, droopy moustache, scraggly beard, and was rather drunk at the time, but he also struck me as being uptight, even scared. He couldn’t sit still. In a few minutes he got up and jerked his head at Gloria with a brusque, “Let’s go.” 

			Later that night he’d been in his father’s room at the Mackenzie Hotel when Morton suffered a severe stroke that had left him in critical condition. “A matter of pure luck that William was there to call the ambulance,” the CBC news reader had said the next morning, when we’d first heard about it. Gloria lived with Maxine but her room door had been open and the bed unused that morning. I guess at the time we were assuming that Gloria had something going with William Cavendish, although we both were aware that for a while she’d had something going in fairly complete privacy with William’s father, as well. Maxine had told me that William seemed to be not a bad guy; at least his decent upbringing usually showed, despite the way he’d acted the night I’d met him. 

			It was black dark yet, as we walked hunched against the cold past the municipal offices and the firehall and got to the main street by the library. At this time of year, the end of January, the sun wouldn’t be up until nearly 11:30, meaning that early lunchers could watch a sometimes glorious sunrise along with their musk-ox ragoût. Still, that was better than the real dark days, a full month ending January 6 when the sun didn’t make it above the horizon at all. 

			We stood inside the CBC building’s door for a few seconds. Maxine said, “I might get to the airport at the last minute to see you off, if I can get a ride.” She had the northern Indian’s lilting way of talking. 

			“If you can, we could have a beer.” 

			We pressed our cheeks together in parting. What we had didn’t require the reinforcement of big showy farewells. 

			A little way along the street I bought a couple of yesterday’s Edmonton newspapers at Ted’s News, a convenience store crammed into what looked like an old mobile home. Then I went back to Maxine’s and made breakfast and drank more coffee. The papers had been published too early to have more than a brief item about Morton Cavendish’s stroke late Sunday night. I phoned the airport about eleven when the first hint of dawn was appearing on the southern horizon. I was told that the daily Canadian Airlines plane from the south, due in at one to leave at two, was nearly three hours late. I called Maxine and told her about the delay, if that would make any difference about her getting to the airport. 

			“Don’t think so,” she said. “I’m busy as hell with the Morton story and that missing aircraft.” The missing aircraft story, short on details, had been on the morning radio news, along with an update on Morton Cavendish’s condition. 

			After the stroke Sunday night Morton had been conscious once or twice but not able to talk. Maxine was concerned more than usual because she knew Morton well—they were both from Fort Norman originally. 

			“Now it’s fairly sure he’s going to be flown out to the stroke unit in Edmonton,” she said. Then, suddenly, “I have to go.” 

			“I’ll call you from somewhere and hear how it all comes out,” I said. Little did I know. 

			I read and slept a little. About three I called Inuvik Taxi and paid the standard twenty dollars to get to the airport. The plane had just left Norman Wells and would get to Inuvik about four, and leave on the return trip south before five. That meant waiting around, but I didn’t have anything better to do. 

			At the airport I had a beer in Cece McCauley’s Cloud Nine café, which occupied one corner of the building. Cece was a friend of Maxine’s and mine, chief of the Inuvik Native Band and one of those northern women who could do anything from debating Native rights to skinning a wolverine. I asked one of the two perky old waitresses if Cece was around and was told (with a hint of pride in the old girl’s voice) that she was in Ottawa at a conference. 

			One beer by myself was enough. 

			Back in the main part of the terminal I slouched in an armchair thinking about Maxine’s sister and her unerring faculty for hooking up with guys that made trouble for her one way or another. Like, even on such short acquaintance, William Cavendish. But I was also developing an uneasy feeling that had nothing to do with Gloria. There was nothing I had heard or seen to account for it, really, except maybe seeing Morton Cavendish’s son William playing a jittery, drunken prince. 

			This was usually a time when I felt pretty good, relaxed. I’d spent a few days with my mother, a Kanghiryuakmiut from Victoria Island, near Holman. I took that trip every year no matter what, on the grounds that she was eighty-eight and couldn’t live forever. 

			But now I could feel something unpleasant in the air. Maybe I don’t bat better than .300 on premonitions but a couple of times winding up still healthy instead of maybe even dead has something to be said for it. I mulled over the last few days, looking for clues—O’Hare last week after a Chicago conference on aboriginal rights, airplanes to Winnipeg, Edmonton, Yellowknife, Inuvik; across the Amundsen Gulf to Holman, the nearest landing strip to where my mother lived; a brief stop at Tuk on the way out; now heading back to Ottawa for a few days before going to Leningrad. An orderly life. Hard to hit a moving target. 

			When I looked around the pleasantly modern terminal, built in the early ’80s but tiny by southern standards, I could see the usual. Government types stood in clumps that sometimes overlapped clumps of oilmen or of the ever-present environmental partisani. The other red eyeballs, besides mine, mostly belonged to construction or oil-rig workers from farther north, up on the islands or out in the Beaufort Sea. Most of them had work contracts that provided a free trip out every few months. They tended to use Inuvik as a warm-up for the real industrial-strength fleshpots farther south. 

			A young Indian woman walked silently past my outstretched toes. She was carrying a solemn baby in a sling on her back. Two burly Americans sitting on one side of me were talking in low voices about an oil rig they’d just left on some ice island in the Beaufort Sea. One of them had the leather worn off the toes of both workboots, leaving bare the burnished steel of the safety toecaps. What could cause that? Did he have a snowmobile with bad brakes? Did he go around kicking blocks of ice? 

			I got up and strolled to the big windows facing the tarmac to watch a passenger Twin Otter taxiing to a stop, in from the milk run down to Arctic Red and Fort McPherson and over to Old Crow near the Yukon border with Alaska. The two Americans had come to the windows to have a look at the Otter as well. Burnished Toecaps murmured to his buddy, “My Daddy’s got a motor home bigger than that.” 

			I wandered back to the terminal entrance and looked outside where all the cars and trucks had their engines running, a habit in the north. The vapor from all the exhausts rose almost straight into the air. Six or eight snowmobiles were ticking over as well. When I was a kid it was all dog-teams in winter. I sat down and chatted with an old white trapper who only had one eye. He told me he was going to Calgary for his son’s funeral. 

			“You use a snowmobile on your trapline?” I asked.

			He pursed his lips over his few remaining teeth and shook his head slowly from side to side. 

			“Why not?” I asked. 

			“If I run out of grub I can’t skin and eat a snowmobile.” 

			We carried on a spotty conversation. There didn’t seem to be a hell of a lot going on in that airport right then. It was only later I found I’d missed a few things. 

			However, I did notice one particular bunch near enough to me that I could hear what they were talking about: the missing plane. Apparently the noon CBC news, which I hadn’t heard, had some details. It was from here, a Cessna 180 chartered from Komatik Air with (it was thought) two or three passengers, names unknown, and a pilot named Harold Johns. Nobody seemed to know where the charter was headed except, obviously, somewhere south. It had been heard near Fort Norman last night in a heavy snowstorm. I could imagine it, a few minutes of aircraft engines throbbing away in the howling wind and snow—probably pretty low or they wouldn’t have been audible. Then fade. Then nothing. These guys were debating the chances of the plane being down safe somewhere. 

			Watching them and listening, I had the feeling I’d seen one of the group before. But when? Or even where? Not recently, anyway. The only time I’d been out yesterday was to the liquor store because Maxine likes Hennessy better than Inuvik’s available fruit (three dollars per orange) or flowers (unobtainable), and I’d seen a few people I knew, but not this one. 

			He was slightly built and youngish, maybe thirty or a little more, with a lot of curly hair. In the old days when I was a special constable here I knew everybody, just about. The sergeant would say, “Go down and meet the plane, Matteesie.” No further instructions were necessary. When the plane came I would be standing there in the old airport building, a frame job about as big as a small bungalow, knowing everyone who got on and off, who met whom and who brought whom to the airport. I would go back and report. In writing, if the sergeant said so. You never know when a little information might be useful. Sometimes my reports would be useful. Then, or later. Or never. 

			While I was thinking all this, a phone rang somewhere in the terminal. I could hear it faintly from back in one of the offices. Long ago in the old terminal a ground agent would have looked around to see if I was there and then yelled, “Hey, Matteesie! Phone!” But that was before the new terminal was built, with a desk for Canadian Airlines International, the major carrier, and all the smaller outfits. What happened now was a disembodied voice saying, “Attention, please. Will Matthew Kitologitak please pick up the white phone?” 

			Curious eyes turned my way as I walked a few feet to the phone, thinking maybe it was Maxine. 

			“Yes?” 

			“Buster wants you, Matty. Just a minute.” 

			The voice belonged to the only person I knew who regularly called the Royal Canadian Mounted Police commissioner “Buster,” that is, Buster’s secretary, who herself is known around Ottawa headquarters as Old Ironsides.

			Next voice was the commissioner’s: “Matty. I need a favor.”

			I could imagine Buster at the other end of the line. He’d played football in college and still was all muscle, still had lots of hair, going grey, still had a fullback’s shoulders and a jawline like a ten-pound iron mallet. He had served just about every place there was to serve, from Regina in Saskatchewan to Bonn in Germany to Yellowknife, NWT. I liked him mainly because he had never snowed me or in any way talked down to me, which your average Native in a country mainly full of white people is bound to find refreshing.

			But a favor he wanted? Be careful, Matteesie, I told myself. Two years ago, give or take a month, he could have ordered me, but now there were other considerations. I was on loan to Northern Affairs, nominally out of his direct control. It had been a battle when the Northern Affairs deputy minister came after me on the grounds that what I knew about the North plus the university courses the RCMP had sent me on were too valuable to the country to be limited solely to police work. At the time Buster, fairly new as commissioner then, had given in with a few words that I remembered now standing at the phone in the Inuvik airport: “Okay, Matteesie,” he’d said two years ago, “go ahead, you’ll do that outfit good . . . but I might have to call on you once in a while.” 

			So since then instead of police work I’d been going to conferences where I was usually identified in the program as an Inuk, or sometimes by the more specifically Western Arctic designation Inuvialuit, but often was introduced by white guys who either called me an Eskimo, or started to do that and then wound up with something like, “urn, Matthew, um, Kitologitak, an Esk . . . um, In-you-it,” almost invariably using the plural Inuit rather than the singular Inuk. The farther they lived from the Arctic the longer they took to get used to changes in terminology that had come with the Native rights programmes. Now Northern Affairs had me scheduled for something that really excited me—I was to represent the department in a meeting of northern countries at the Arctic Institute in Leningrad, so any favor done for Buster would have to be a short one. 

			“It’s about those people missing south of Fort Norman,” he said. “I’m told you don’t have to leave for that Arctic Institute thing for a week. Could you poke around for me?”

			I thought hard. “Poking around” meant police work. He knew better than I did that in other parts of the world, England and West Germany for two, the Mounties had anti-foreign-agent units that sometimes caused trouble for Soviet agents, to say nothing of vice versa. Mounties and the KGB might think alike on some matters but even after glasnost, they just weren’t brothers in arms, united in maintaining law and order in a friendly way throughout the world, and that’s all there was to it. If this “poking around” was something that brought much publicity, it might blow Leningrad for me. He knew that. But I was the one who had to bring it up: “I’ve got to keep in mind that it was sort of a victory that even a former Mountie was considered okay to sit in with their Arctic people. I’d hate to screw that up.” 

			He just waited silently. He could spook some people with this technique of putting something on the table and just waiting, letting the proposal speak for itself. His long silence now showed he knew he was asking a heavy favor. But I was remembering that he had not referred to an “aircraft” being missing, but “people.” Someone on the plane must mean something to him or to people who could put the arm on him. Because his concern was in the North, he was calling on me. I felt momentarily rebellious. He always thought I was a mighty shaman, or something, and could solve anything in the Territories just by mashing up some ice-worms with the hambone of a polar bear and reading them like goddamned tea leaves. 

			Usually, though, I was called in on murders. In which case, of course, I understood most crimes in the North better than would be the case with some white guy from Kingston, Ontario. For instance, I understood better why Native people sometimes did kill one another—one, to effect a change of home address for some female who was alluring to both killer and killee; or in the case of some still-nomadic Inuit it might be that some old and weak person who was a burden to the others and knew it, decided it was time to die and somebody thought the traditional way of letting such persons walk out into the tundra or onto the ice and freeze or starve to death somehow wasn’t as nice as a bullet in the temple; or whatever.

			If that kind of thing happened and was ignored, we, the Mounties, felt that it would cast a smirch on our reputation for always getting our man. The resultant cases usually were just exotic enough, being far away and involving no advertisers or their heirs or assigns, to make big headlines in papers that routinely covered your ordinary everyday city parking-garage murder in one paragraph under a roundup of other local briefs. In other words, in the world of northern crime I had become sort of a celebrity. 

			It got so I’d be working in RCMP headquarters in Ottawa, writing papers, making speeches, fending off women who thought I was so cute with my round brown face and slanty eyes and all, and something would happen at Grise Fjord or Gjoa Haven or Paulatuk and Buster would be on the line telling me to go at once, if not sooner. But that had been before Northern Affairs got me. 

			Taking everything into consideration, as the silence lengthened I thought, well, it isn’t as if I’m in a big rush to get home to Ottawa. 

			“Can you give me any more on what I’m supposed to poke around about?” I asked. 

			“Yeah. To start with, the pilot, Harold Johns, is the son of the finance minister. Now, I don’t owe the finance minister anything, but he called me because he thought I might have heard more than the media had. But I do know that the passengers might be guys we want, that we’d been watching there, or had been supposed to be watching. A bust was imminent. We have no intimation that the pilot had been involved, but that’s not impossible either.” 

			I could see through the big window that the flight from the south, a 737 with the big identifying CANADIAN on the side, was taxiing to a halt in front. Soon it would be unloading and then ready for us to board and head south with stops at Norman Wells and Yellowknife before Edmonton. Norman Wells was maybe fifty miles north of Fort Norman, where the lost aircraft last was heard. 

			I asked, “Would you have someone phone Lois and tell her I’m going to be delayed a few days?” 

			So I was giving in, actually at the same time that I was rerunning my parting from Lois a few days ago in my head. Her main lines were, “What don’t you stay home once in a while? Chicago, Holman, Leningrad . . . and I thought police work was bad!” 

			“It’s my job, Lois.” 

			“Listen to God! What about me?” Then tears. 

			I could see her point. It was a lousy life for a woman. Lois and I were married in Edmonton. I don’t always want to remember why, but I have to; it was due to some kind of mild conviction (which soon disappeared without a trace, if you don’t count Lois as a trace) that marriage was important to be accepted in a white world. Five years with the police in Tuk and Inuvik on the mainland and a couple more at Sachs Harbor on Banks Island apparently had produced enough favorable reports from my superiors that I was targeted when some bozo high up at headquarters in Ottawa mused, perhaps aloud, “Before the human rights and equal opportunity people get at us, we better find some Natives good enough to take full police training.” 

			Until then I’d been what is known as a “special.” At the time that was really only police pidgin for an Eskimo, Indian or halfbreed who’d help around a detachment, translating, interpreting, cooking, catching fish or shooting caribou for dog food, or whatever, without getting in the way of anyone more upwardly mobile. The term still is police pidgin for Inuit (used to be Eskimos) or Dene (used to be Indians) or Metis (used to be halfbreeds) filling that role. In fact, many of the good Native specials, given the opportunity, decide not to play the mainstream game, preferring life the way they live it, among their own people. 

			Anyway, when I met Lois in Edmonton I was a constable, no longer a special, working “south” for the first time and trying to fight culture shock. None of my own people were around to impress on me that a beautiful and lissom fair-haired girl who didn’t know muktuk from mukluks was one thing, and that her ardor might not last once the novelty wore off. But the God-given Eskimo advantage of being able to walk away from a troublesome woman, any time, was another thing entirely—to be valued more than gold, or mighty herds of musk-ox or stacks of polar bear skins. My father or uncles or one of my grandfathers might have thought to give this advice but they were 2,000 miles north at the critical time and anyway thought I must be pretty smart or I wouldn’t already be such a distinguished policee. The end result over the years had been a disappointed and bickering wife from whom some day I might walk away. 

			Also, I admit it, if someone asked me in the middle of some stupefyingly boring conference, I might admit that I did occasionally miss police work. 

			“Sure thing!” Buster said. “Glad to phone Lois for you!” 

			I said, “Flight goes out in a few minutes. I’ll get off at Norman Wells and call you from there.” There was a police detachment under a corporal at Norman Wells. Presumably by the time I got there Buster might be able to tell me more. 

			“Good man!” 

			I put down the phone and went back into the growing crowd outside. A “bust” pretty well had to be a drug bust. The word was hardly ever used any other way. I noticed the guy with the curly hair again. When I was on the phone he’d been glancing at me and then away, glancing and then away. This continued while he used a pay phone. I could tell by the number of coins he used that at least one call was long distance. 

			Finally he came over. “I’m sorry to stare, but I heard you called to the phone. I used to see you here a long time ago. Are you still with the Mounties?” 

			“Do I know you?” 

			“Not really. Jules Bonner.” He shot me a sharp glance. 

			Right away I remembered. Late 1960s. Joe Bonner, his father, a drunken assistant in the administration here, had taken to screwing every Native stenographer or clerk he could lay his hands on. In at least one case, he’d promised career advancement in return for sex. But had done so to the wrong person—Maxine. Enter the cops, including me. That’s when Maxine and I met. Jules Bonner couldn’t have been more than twelve or fourteen then. 

			“Where’s your father now?” I asked. 

			Bonner shrugged. “Dead.” 

			At that moment the flight was called. Bonner stayed with me while I hoisted up my all-purpose traveling bag, big and black and heavy. I hate waiting for checked luggage, so I don’t check any. I didn’t think about it much, but my impression was that Bonner was on the same flight. Then an old Loucheux woman I knew spoke to me. She was with a well-dressed younger man whom I recognized from photos—he was her son, a lawyer connected with land claims negotiations. That was a reminder of how deeply buried in history were this Bonner’s father and guys like him. They went back to the days when taking advantage of Natives was a way of life. Not any more. If any of those old fur traders came this way for the first time now with their glass beads and mirrors, they’d wind up picked clean, walking back to Montreal. We Natives had negotiators who were doing it year after year while the government people, especially the politicians, were here today and gone tomorrow with always some new guy trying to learn the ropes. 

			When I turned away from the old Loucheux and her son and shuffled into the line of people handing in their boarding passes, I noticed that Jules Bonner wasn’t on the flight after all. He was standing outside of the security area, again holding a telephone but not using it while he watched us board. That puzzled me briefly—there weren’t any more flights out today—then he went out of my mind. 

			We straggled in twos and threes across the snowswept tarmac. Boarding was through the rear of the aircraft. Inside as we slowly climbed the steps a tiny stewardess with long dark-brown hair was repeating to each passenger, “please keep clear the first three rows of seats you come to.” This instruction was hardly necessary for the seats on the right side of the aisle. All nine—three abreast for three rows—had been folded down to form a fairly-flat platform. The three rows on the left side of the aisle were being kept clear for no obvious reason. I took the aisle seat on the fourth row just ahead of and across the aisle to the left of the turned-down seats. It wasn’t what I’d got in seat selection but on a half-full flight that wouldn’t matter much. I was just curious. 

			When all passengers were aboard there was a delay. Then, glancing from the window, I saw an ambulance rolling slowly around the nose of the aircraft toward the entry steps. Others were craning to look from windows on that side. The rear gate of the ambulance opened. Two attendants stood beside the vehicle’s power platform as it slid out bearing a heavily wrapped stretcher. 

			The next hour or so I was to re-examine agonizingly in the next few days, weeks. But at the beginning there was nothing unusual. In the North many a normal commercial flight became a mercy flight of some kind. A doctor at Tuk or Sachs Harbor or Holman might judge that a patient urgently needed specialist treatment available only in Yellowknife or Edmonton. Hospitals were more suited to desperate human needs the farther one went south. 

			I stood up to watch. One of the pilots had come back from the flight deck. He stood near me. Others in forward seats wandered back to look but kept out of the way. The ambulance men, one backing up, negotiated the steps and laid the stretcher, a long tapered shallow aluminum basket, lengthwise on the sort of platform formed by the folded-down rows of seats. I couldn’t see much of the man on the stretcher but what I could see was enough. Part of his face showed, his nose, forehead, and a good deal of white hair; his eyes were closed. Morton Cavendish. I felt a deep pang of sadness to see him so helpless, the man who had helped so many in the North. Including me. He was lying on his right side, his cheek on a pillow, his legs seeming to be slightly bent at the knees. A plump, dark-haired nurse put a heavy satchel on one of the empty seats across the aisle from the stretcher. A tall young ground agent edged past her, glancing at the stretcher’s burden. 

			“Okay,” he said to the ambulance men, dismissing them, then spoke to the stewardess with the long dark-brown hair. 

			“Seat-belt extensions?” 

			She nodded, her eyes briefly intent on his. From an overhead compartment she handed him several strips of sturdy webbing eight or nine feet long. At each end the webbing had two straps, one bearing a seat-belt fastener and the other a socket. 

			“That enough?” she asked. 

			“Yeah.” 

			He laid one extension diagonally lengthwise from left to right across the blankets covering the stretcher, another in a criss-cross from right to left. He fastened all four ends to the regular seat-belt receptacles, tightened all straps, then laid another strap across the middle of the stretcher around the hips, fastened it at both ends, pulled it snug, and stood back. 

			“That should be okay,” he said.

			The stewardess gently tested the stretcher for play, found little, and nodded.

			“See you,” he said to her over his shoulder as he turned quickly to the exit. 

			The plane took off. I sat back thinking about the phone call from Ottawa and wondering who was on the missing aircraft, whether I knew any of them. When the seat-belt sign went off I got up and sat on a chair arm to have a good look at Morton Cavendish. If he was sometimes conscious, this wasn’t one of the times. He was motionless except for the rise and fall of the blanket as he breathed. His breathing was regular but seemed somehow faulty. With each intaken breath his blanket would rise slowly an inch or so, then drop like a stone as he exhaled. He never changed position in the slightest, except for his breathing. The hefty nurse reached across the aisle, removed soggy face tissues from beside his mouth and moved in some dry ones. 

			I didn’t want to distract the nurse but when the dark-haired stewardess wheeled up with the drinks cart I jerked my head at the unconscious man. “Where’s Morton going?” 

			“Edmonton.” 

			I thought of the tragedy of it, a man who seemed in his prime, late fifties, on the verge of seeing huge improvements in the lot of his people, improvements that he had helped to bring about. Father of the drinking man I’d met at Maxine’s two nights ago. I’d liked him the many times I met him, cheerful and human, waving off thanks, disarming his opponents simply by being honest and consistent even when negotiations were at their toughest. He’d always been respected, more than ever now when victories had been won and others were in sight. 

			The nurse felt under the blanket at his midriff. I thought at first she might be checking to see if he had wet himself but then briefly saw his motionless right forearm as she held the wrist and glanced at her watch, taking his pulse. 

			After adjusting the covers again she reached into her satchel and took out an oxygen bottle about eighteen inches long, with a mask attached. She put the mask over his mouth and nose and adjusted a strap around his head to hold the mask in place. Then she tucked the oxygen bottle securely under the webbing at his waist. His breathing seemed to me exactly the same as it had been without the oxygen. 

			The first stop, Norman Wells, was about an hour south of Inuvik. In flight there’d been more light, especially at 33,000 feet, but as we landed it was nearly dark. When the aircraft taxied to a stop, people hurried past me to line up for the exit. Everybody always seems to want to be first out of the door. Let ’em. I was in no hurry. There were always a few extra minutes between passengers getting off and others getting on.

			The doors opened. As the aisle cleared I leaned over to haul my bag out from where I’d jammed it under the seat in front. When I straightened up, reaching for my parka and fur hat on the empty seat beside where I’d been sitting, I had my back to the exit steps. Add to that the matter of planting my hat firmly in place as a safeguard against the wind blowing outside, and getting one arm into my parka. 

			Then as I turned, reaching for the other sleeve, I saw a man coming aboard, fast. 

			In the instant when I was thinking that people boarding aren’t usually that quick, he pulled off one of his big mitts to reveal a black-barrelled automatic pistol. Without a moment’s pause, he fired three rapid shots point blank into Morton Cavendish’s head.

			As I flung myself at him, he straight-armed the little stewardess flat on her back across the screaming nurse, both blocking the aisle in front of me. I jumped onto the seat behind mine and used its back to swing myself over the two women, then leaped down the steps, too late. 

			
		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			
			Corporal Charlie Paterson of the Norman Wells detachment was a big guy, towering over me. And right now he was extremely agitated. The two of us were in the mildly graffiti-scarred men’s can at the terminal building. The corporal had locked the door behind us. “It’s the only goddamn private place short of kicking the airline people out of their effing office,” he said. He knew my face and name from when I had been full-time RCMP but thought when I went to Northern Affairs it was final. To him I was a civilian again. No doubt that made him feel free to act naturally, such as swearing a blue streak in a way he normally would not have in the presence of a superior, even one with brown skin and almond-shaped eyes, five feet six of sheer Native guile. 

			What I knew about him was that he was an officer on the way up, having been commended during his previous posting at Fort Simpson, especially for community work at the time of the Pope’s visit there. I can only assume that the Pope never heard Charlie let fly when he was mad. He’d seen Morton’s body. He knew how the murderer had gotten away. Charlie had been no more than a few hundred yards from the airport “and driving like a mad bastard,” according to his own testimony, when the fatal shots were fired. I could see he felt sure that without those few hundred yards he might instantly have taken his place among the storied Mounties who always got their man. 

			His luck had been all bad. An Ottawa call instructing him to meet me at the airport had come in while he was out hunting rabbits. “Every effing Tuesday we go out, me and the doctor and a guy from the oil company, hunting, fishing, having a few drinks, whatever!” 

			He looked defiant. “It’s community effing relations, you know!” But he didn’t even like that excuse himself. Furiously, as if looking for something to punch, he flushed both toilets with a crash and gurgle unparalleled in the history of plumbing. 

			“A really bad break,” I said, trying to soothe him.

			 “That’s not all! My effing duty constable left word with Nancy to tell me to call the office but she didn’t.” 

			“Nancy?” 

			“My wife. Of course, she didn’t know what the call was about, but anyway I got home and was cleaning the rabbits in the sink when right away she came into the kitchen and started yelling she’d just cleaned the sink, and I yelled did she think I was going out into minus thirty-five weather to clean some effing rabbits and she forgot the call, and . . .”

			
			I’ll summarize the remainder. When the rabbits were bagged and in the freezer the corporal and his wife went to a choir practice adjudged to be urgently needed because of special Easter services some weeks away. The practice had been called for 5:30 p.m., with potluck supper and euchre afterwards. They were just warming up in the joyful, “Christ is Risen!” when Constable Ned Hoare appeared at the back of the church and without waiting for a break in the music roared, “Charlie! Call from Ottawa! You’re supposed to meet the plane! It’s coming in right now!” and Nancy said, “Oh, God, Charlie. I was supposed to tell you to call the office.” 

			“God damn it all to fucking hell,” the corporal groaned, apparently having forgotten to use the more genteel “effing.” “If I’d been here I might have been able to do something. Chase him, shoot him, whatever. The one day in the fucking week when for half an hour I’m away from the phone and this happens.” 

			I was fresh out of appropriate responses. “What do you sing in the choir?” I asked. 

			“Lead tenor!” he snapped, and then, less forcefully, “Okay, now fill me in.” 

			I told him what I knew. The murderer had used what looked to me like a Colt GM (for Government Model) .45, which in one form or another has been used in wars, revolutions, police actions and murders since about 1911. I own one myself. He had escaped on a Skidoo Elan, a machine I knew because it is a favorite among trappers—light, powerful, easy to handle and easy to fix. He (presumably he) had left it with the engine running on the tarmac about seventy-five
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