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			I’ve lived in the Forty Mile country of Alaska for a long time, but even now, every so often when I’m out rock-hunting or looking for fossils, I get lost. Sometimes I’ll have to wander around for a while before I get my bearings. That’s what happened to me when I first started to think about telling this story. I wasn’t sure which direction to take, until I finally realized that the only way to tell it was the way I might have told it when I first came to Alaska.

			That was back in 1927, when I was a prim and proper young lady of nineteen. From the time I’d been a girl I’d been thrilled with the idea of living on a frontier, so when I was offered the job of teaching school in a gold-mining settlement called Chicken I accepted right away.

			The first time I heard the name Chicken I laughed. I didn’t believe there could really be such a place. Sure enough, though, when I looked at a map of Alaska there it was (and still is), right up near the Yukon Territory.

			
			Green as goose grass and full of lofty ideals, off I went, thinking of myself as a lamp unto the wilderness. The last thing I expected was that the residents of Chicken weren’t going to think of me in that way at all. Far from it: before my first year of teaching was over half the population wanted to blue-ticket me out of the place.

			All that was forty-eight years ago, yet I can still remember how excited I was on the day I set off for Chicken by pack train. For me it was the final leg of a long journey, and the pack train left from a village called Eagle…

		

	
		
		
			
			September 4, 1927

			I

			 

			Even though it was barely eight o’clock and the sun had just come up, practically the whole town of Eagle had turned out to see the pack train off. Counting the Indians, who’d come down from their fish camp for the dance the previous night, there must have been close to a hundred people gathered around—miners in hip-length boots, old sourdoughs in battered Stetsons, even women and children. In a few minutes I’d be leaving, going off into the wilderness, and I was kind of excited. I was scared too, and I must have showed it, because Mrs. Rooney asked me if I was feeling well.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I feel just fine.”

			“You look a little pale. You’re not afraid of the trip, I hope.”

			“No. I guess I just didn’t expect there’d be all these people,” I said.

			Mrs. Rooney dismissed them with a wave of her hand. “One thing you’ll learn is that it doesn’t take much to collect a crowd in Alaska. As for the trip, you don’t have a thing to worry about. It’s only ninety miles and you’ll be perfectly safe. Mr. Strong will take good care of you.”

			
			But it really wasn’t the crowd that was bothering me. Hardly anybody was paying any attention to me. To the people here this was just a little event, nothing like the riverboat coming in, which was really exciting to them. And I wasn’t afraid of the trip, either. It was the horse I’d be riding for the next four days that was scaring me. I’d have felt silly admitting it, but he was making me so nervous I could hardly concentrate on what Mrs. Rooney was saying. It wasn’t as if I’d never been on a horse before. Eight years ago, when I was living with my grandmother on her farm, I used to ride around on old Tom bareback. I was only eleven then, and Tom was a pretty big horse, but he always moved so slow and he was so gentle that you could almost curl up on his broad back and go to sleep and you wouldn’t fall off. This one was mean.

			He was called Blossom, but where he got that name I would never know. Maybe he looked like a blossom when he was a colt, but it was the last thing he looked like now. He was so huge that even if I stood on my toes I wouldn’t have been able to see over the saddle, and he was scarred and wild-looking. From the minute Mr. Strong handed his reins over to me I’d been afraid of him. And Blossom knew it. He started rolling his eyes at me right away and tried to nip me a couple of times. After he caught the sleeve of my jacket once I made sure to hold the reins close to the bit and keep him at arm’s length. But every time I thought he’d settled down, he’d jerk his head up and nearly pull my arm out of its socket.

			
			From the corner of my eye I could see Mr. Strong moving toward me down the line of horses and mules that were tethered together.

			I wished I wasn’t the only passenger. In another minute I’d have to mount up, and as scared of Blossom as I was, I was sure I’d make a spectacle of myself. We weren’t getting along too well just standing side by side, so I couldn’t foresee our relations improving when I was up on top of him.

			The other animals in the train were loaded down with just about everything in creation: washboards, sacks of dried beans, bolts of canvas, even windowpanes. One mule started bucking, trying to shake off his burden of shovels and stovepipes and whatnot. The load shifted and it looked as if it was going off until somebody grabbed it at the last minute. The rest of the animals stood patiently while Mr. Strong adjusted a rope here and there or tightened a cinch.

			“…And if you have any problems at all,” Mrs. Rooney was saying, “write to me and I’ll be glad to give you any advice I can.” She fingered the cameo brooch on the front of her dress. “And remember what I said—spare the rod and spoil the child. Show those kids right off that you’re the teacher and you won’t have a bit of trouble.”

			“I will.”

			“If you have to smack a couple of them do it.”

			Somebody went over to Mr. Strong’s stable and started to close the doors. I caught a glimpse of the big sled that was in there. It was the size of a hay wagon, and I wondered how many horses it took to pull it. In a couple of months from now, after the first heavy snowfall, Mr. Strong would be bringing my trunk out on it.

			
			The doors slammed shut and the odor of hay and manure drifted over. And then Mr. Strong was beside us, clearing his throat. Even though it was sunny and comfortable, he was wearing a mackinaw. It was open, and I could see the top button of his long underwear under his flannel shirt.

			He was a tall, stoop-shouldered man, and he had such a courtly way about him that if he wore a beard he’d have made me think of Don Quixote. When I’d first met him yesterday his manners had seemed so out of place in this rough country that I thought he was joking and almost laughed. I was glad I didn’t, though, because he acted that way with almost everyone. I’d been waiting over two days for his pack train to come in, but when I’d asked him if he could take me to Chicken all he’d said was, “Yes, madam, I can.”

			“Will you be going soon?” I’d asked him.

			“Yes, madam. My pack train leaves for Chicken on the fourth, the fourteenth and the twenty-fourth of each month. I shall, therefore, be leaving tomorrow. Eight a.m. sharp.”

			“I’d like to go,” I’d told him.

			“The rent for your horse will be ten dollars per day. That will include your meals along the way and your lodgings. The journey will take four days. I hope that will be satisfactory.”

			I’d told him it would be fine and that was that.

			“If you are ready, madam,” he said to me now, “I shall assist you to mount.”

			Mrs. Rooney smiled up at him. “You will take good care of her, won’t you, Mr. Strong?”

			
			“I shall do my best.” Compared to him, President Coolidge was a nonstop talker.

			Mrs. Rooney looked at him coquettishly and brushed at the front of her dress. It had a lot of shiny spots where her corset poked against it. She’d been a widow for ten years, she’d told me, and I had a feeling she would have liked to marry him, but he wasn’t interested.

			He took the reins from me and dropped them over Blossom’s head, then he bent forward with his hands locked together. I grabbed the saddle horn and he boosted me up. Once I was in the saddle the ground looked pretty far down. Blossom started to dance around and a few people laughed. I thought they were laughing at the trouble I was having trying to get him to stand still, but as soon as he settled down I saw they were laughing at my legs. The saddle was so big and wide that they stuck out like wings.

			“Better do somethin’ about them pins a hers, Walter,” somebody called out, “or she’ll be knockin’ down every tree in the Forty Mile.”

			Mr. Strong shortened the stirrups until I could get my feet into them, but I was still spread out pretty wide. Some good-natured suggestions were offered by people close by, such as tying rocks to my feet, but Mr. Strong didn’t see anything funny about them.

			“When we stop over at my camp in Liberty tonight,” he said to me, “I will have a smaller saddle for you.” He looked at my clothes skeptically. “Are you sure, madam, you will not reconsider my offer of the coat?” A little earlier, when he saw how I was dressed, he had offered to lend me a coat, saying that the weather was very changeable. But I’d told him I didn’t think I’d need it.

			
			“I’m really very comfortable,” I said now. “I mean it’s such a lovely day.”

			If I was back in the States I’d have felt ridiculous, but here in Alaska nobody cared how you dressed. I was wearing the jacket of my pink Easter suit, a pair of boy’s corduroy knickers I’d bought for the ride, cotton stockings and some old sport brogues. I knew that the flowered hat I’d bought in Portland the past summer would end up crushed if it was put on the pack animals with my other things, so I wore that too. My ensemble was completed by a nickel-plated revolver that a fellow had given me at the dance last night.

			Mr. Strong was still skeptical. “Should you change your mind, let me know.”

			“Now, Walter,” an old-timer called out, “why you want to go and hide all that nice young beauty under that old army coat?”

			Mr. Strong started for the front of the pack train and I looked around, able to see the whole crowd for the first time. A few old men were sitting on the rail of the schoolhouse porch, giving encouragement to a couple of little boys on a small dogsled. The sled was outfitted with some old baby-carriage wheels and the boys were trying to teach the malamute puppy that was pulling how to gee and haw.

			Aside from Mr. Strong’s stable and the stables of a couple of other freighters, the schoolhouse was the only other building here at the edge of town. Mrs. Rooney had showed me the inside of it and I was looking forward to teaching in it when I took over from her next year. Made of squared-off logs, it was good and sturdy. I only hoped the schoolhouse I was heading for now would be as nice.

			
			Farther up the line of pack animals a few men were rechecking some of the loads, making sure that whatever they were sending out to mining partners or friends wouldn’t fall off. But most people were just gathered around talking.

			The Indians stood apart from the whites, and I wondered where they’d spent the night. There were about twenty-five of them, mostly men. Compared to the whites, who were laughing and joking about how much they’d drunk and danced, the Indian men were quiet, just watching what was going on or making an occasional comment to each other. They looked so serious, all of them, that if I hadn’t seen them having such a good time last night, I’d have thought they were angry or resentful. That was what I’d thought about them when I’d first seen them standing around in White Horse and Dawson. But now I knew better. They’d laughed more and danced better than almost all the whites in Eagle. And probably had more fun too. They were just different from the whites. When they didn’t have anything to say they didn’t say anything.

			I felt kind of sorry for the Indian women, especially the girls. Most of them had changed to moccasins, but a few still had on high heels and bright shawls. In the crisp morning air they looked out of place, their silk stockings full of runs and their makeup all smeared. For all the attention the white men paid them now they might just as well have not existed. It hadn’t been that way at the dance. The white men had been pretty free with them then—a little too free. The Indian women hadn’t minded it, or the Indian men either, but the white women hadn’t liked it at all. Only one or two of the white women had even danced with the Indian men. The rest looked down their nose at them or, like Mrs. Rooney, disliked them outright. “Dark faces all packed full of bones,” she complained to me, “you never know what they’re thinking.” She hated the Indian women, saying that the way they carried on with white men it was no wonder the women like herself who were matrimonially inclined couldn’t find a husband.

			
			“How’s the weather up there, Teacher?”

			“Cabaret” Jackson’s hatchet face grinned up at me, his Adam’s apple looking as though it was going to pop through his skin. One of his eyes was closed and there was some dried blood in his nostrils, but he’d cleaned himself up pretty well and he didn’t look too bad.

			I wished I could give him a clever answer, but I never could think of the right thing when it came right down to it. “The same weather you have down there,” I told him.

			“Hate to see you leavin’ here,” he said. “Don’t suppose you’d change your mind about what I asked you last night?”

			“Thanks, Cab, but I don’t think so.”

			He was the one who’d given me the revolver, telling me that I shouldn’t be going into the wilds without a little protection. Last night, before he got too drunk and had a fight, he’d proposed to me, promising he’d give me everything under the sun. He’d been a real gentleman, but as soon as he got drunk he turned mean. In the fight he’d had, he’d beaten the other man bloody and got so wild he tried to bite the man’s ear off. The whole thing had made me sick to my stomach. He probably wasn’t a bad fellow at heart, but he wasn’t the type I’d want to keep company with.

			
			“Well,” he said, “I’ll be mushin’ out there to Chicken some time after the freeze-up, and I’ll just try you again when I do.” He grinned. “Take care, Teacher.”

			“Teacher?” A girl with kinky hair and close-set eyes had come up near me along with her husband. I couldn’t remember her name, but there was something so nice about her, a kind of a sweet smile she had, that I’d liked her right away. She was going to have a baby and she was a little embarrassed about her big stomach, so she kept kind of stooping over all the time. “Teacher, do me a favor, will you?”

			“Sure.” I liked that—the way everybody called me Teacher.

			“My ma runs the roadhouse out to Chicken—Maggie Carew. Tell her I’m comin’ along real good an’ that I’m expectin’ middle of December.”

			“And tell her it’ll be a boy,” her husband said. He was about as young as she was, a big stringbean. Last night he’d had to practically drag her out on the floor to fox-trot with him, but she’d been so embarrassed by her stomach she didn’t even finish.

			“You tell her it’s gonna be a girl. I know it. My name’s Jeannette,” she said to me. “Jeannette Terwilliger. And this here’s Elmer.”

			“Maggie Carew,” I said. “Middle of December. I’ll tell her.”

			At the front of the line Mr. Strong had mounted up. Holding a coiled bullwhip, he wheeled his horse and slapped a few of the animals on the rump. To the accompaniment of whoops and hollers from the crowd, the pack train slowly moved out.

			
			“Don’t you fall in love with any a them gum-boot miners out there, Teacher,” I heard Cab yell to me, “they’d marry ya just for a grubstake.”

			“Make sure you come on back after break-up,” someone else called, “and don’t ride ol’ Blossom too hard.”

			There was no chance of that, for after all his fussing and dancing around, Blossom wasn’t moving. I kept trying to kick him in the ribs, but my feet were out too far, and he hardly felt it. So all I could do was jiggle the reins and tell him to giddap.

			Then someone behind me whacked Blossom across the rump and I grabbed for the saddle horn as he plunged forward. Cries of encouragement went up from the crowd and I held onto Blossom for dear life as he caught up with the pack train and kept going. I felt my hat slowly lifting from my head, and then it was gone. But I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was stay on. By the time we passed Mr. Strong I was sliding off and I braced myself for a fall. And then miraculously Blossom slowed down and stopped just short of a corridor of birches that led into the forest.

			Shaking, I watched Mr. Strong ride back and pick up my flowered hat. I knew I was as white as flour when he rode up and presented it to me, and I was ready to burst into tears. But he was a gentleman, not even giving the slightest sign that he noticed it. “Madam,” he said graciously, “since you’re not familiar with the trail, I think it better if you allow me to lead.”

			
			As he went past I looked back at Eagle. There were a few people waving good-bye, including Mrs. Rooney, and I felt sad. For the past two weeks I’d done more traveling and met more friendly people than ever before in my life. Up to now the longest trip I’d ever made had been from Colorado, where I was born, to Oregon, where I’d been teaching. But in the past couple of weeks I’d traveled to Seattle, taken a boat up the Inside Passage to Juneau, then come North through places I’d only read of but never thought I’d see—Skagway, the Chilkoot Pass, White Horse, Dawson, the Yukon Territory, and finally here.

			Along the way I had so much attention paid to me by men that sometimes I didn’t think I was me. Even though I’d heard that there weren’t too many women in the North, I hadn’t expected to be treated like a raving beauty wherever I went. But I was. In White Horse and Dawson, when I checked into a hotel overnight, the clerk told me there’d be a dance given in my honor. And during the week that I’d spent on the riverboat, sailing north down the Yukon, I’d been invited to sit at the captain’s table every night. A couple of times, in my cabin, I’d look at myself in the mirror thinking that maybe I’d changed in some way, that maybe I was really much prettier than I’d always thought I was. But after a good examination I knew I was just the same plain Anne Hobbs—same gray eyes, not a bad nose, good white teeth. One of the front ones was a little crooked, so about the best I could say was that if I didn’t open my mouth and if my hair were still long I might have a faint resemblance to Mary Pickford. But even here in Eagle, where the riverboat had left me off, there’d been a dance given for me.

			
			The last of the pack animals passed me and I took one more look at the town. People were moving off now, and beyond them the log cabins and white frame houses looked snug and comfortable. It was a beautiful place and I was sorry to leave. I couldn’t see the wharf from here, but I could see the green waters of the Yukon River snaking for miles in each direction.

			Blossom started to move, following the pack animals along a rutted wagon road that disappeared into the corridor of birches. The birches were beautiful, flaming with the colors of autumn, and they grew so thick on each side that I couldn’t see the mountains beyond them. Wanting to ride alongside Mr. Strong, I gave Blossom a little kick, but he didn’t pay any attention. I tried giving him a few more, then I gave up.

			It was easy going for the first couple of miles, the wagon road gently curving through the forest, the only sounds the clatter of the pack animals’ cowbells and the clop of their hooves. After a while my backside began to ache a little and I felt some stiffness in my shoulders, but I didn’t mind. Blossom wasn’t giving me any trouble and it was warm enough so I could open my jacket. It was hard for me to believe this was Alaska. Even though it was only the beginning of September, somehow I’d expected to find snow on the ground and cold weather. So far, except for a few nippy days and some nights when it came near to freezing, it hadn’t been much colder than it would be back in Forest Grove, Oregon.

			The wagon road ended suddenly and turned into a trail that was barely wide enough for one horse to pass through at a time. Trees and buckbrush pressed in on each side. Branches and bushes tore at my jacket and pulled the threads out. Now I realized why Mr. Strong had offered me the coat. If I could have I’d have ridden forward and asked him for it before my jacket was ruined, but even if I could get Blossom to move faster, the trail was too narrow for me to pass the animals ahead. Most of the time I couldn’t see more than half a dozen of them because the trail twisted and turned so sharply. Twice when I caught sight of Mr. Strong through the trees I yelled to him, but the growth was so thick and the cowbells made so much noise that he couldn’t hear me. Once I thought he saw me and I waved to him frantically, but he just gave me a pleasant wave back and went on.

			
			The farther we went the more uneven the trail became and I kept slipping and sliding all over the saddle. The muscles in my legs were aching from trying to hold on. After a while I tried to stop Blossom so that I could get off, but no matter how hard I pulled on the reins he kept going. When I kept it up, he turned and tried to bite my foot.

			An hour later when we were climbing up the side of a steep hill, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. We’d been climbing for about fifteen minutes, and I was hoping that when we reached the top I might be able to jump off. But as soon as we did the land dipped suddenly and Blossom started down a canyon side that was so steep I was afraid I was going to go tumbling over his head.

			By the time we were halfway down my hands were hurting so badly I could barely hold onto the saddle horn. My jacket was just about ruined and all I wanted to do was whimper. Then things became worse. Without warning the sun disappeared and everything was gray and chill. A few minutes later big feathery snowflakes were drifting down and it was like being in the middle of winter. When I finally reached the bottom of the canyon, my teeth were chattering. My hands were so numb I couldn’t move my fingers.

			
			The pack train had stopped and so did Blossom. Mr. Strong came riding back, the olive-drab coat over his arm. He shook his head when he saw how I looked, but he didn’t say anything. If he’d asked me how I was I would have started crying. Leaning over, he helped me on with the coat. “I believe you’ll be more comfortable now,” he said. “There are mittens in the pockets.”

			“Could we stop here for a while?”

			“I’m afraid not, madam, I have U.S. mail to deliver and we have twenty-five miles to cover before nightfall. I must stay on schedule. We’ll have a rest stop at Gravel Gulch.”

			“How far is that?”

			“Seven or eight miles.”

			I knew I wasn’t going to make it without a rest and maybe he suspected it, because whenever he could he rode back to see how I was. Snow kept drifting down, melting as fast as it hit the ground. Finally it stopped. Once when he rode back he complimented me on how much better I was sitting. “You’re not sliding all over the place now.”

			“Thanks,” I told him, “but it’s not me. The snow melted on the saddle and my pants are stuck.”

			He smiled for the first time since I met him. “Are you hurting badly?”

			“Kind of.”

			
			I wasn’t a crybaby, but for the third time in as many hours I was ready to burst into tears.

			He thought for a moment, then he said, “We’ll stop at the next creek for about twenty minutes and you can stretch your legs.”

			The twenty minutes went like twenty seconds. Then I was back in the saddle again. I tried as hard as I could not to cause Mr. Strong any bother or hold up the pack train, but I just didn’t have the strength in my legs to keep holding on without a rest once in a while. Besides that, the saddle was rubbing me raw in a couple of places. We finally figured out the best thing to do. Every time we came to the top of a hill or canyon Mr. Strong took Blossom’s reins and led him while I walked or slid down by myself. It worked out fine because I could make it down five times faster than the pack animals. By the time I got to the bottom my shoes were full of dirt and stones and I had to spend some time getting stickers and foxtails out of my stockings, but it gave me a rest.

			When we’d started out from Eagle I’d been looking forward to what I’d see along the way, but long before we reached Gravel Gulch I was aching so badly that I didn’t care about anything except getting there. I had leaves and all kinds of twigs down my back and I’d been slapped by branches and brush so many times my face was raw. On top of that I was getting so hungry my head was aching. So when Gravel Gulch came into view I hardly minded when Blossom speeded up, even though it hurt.

			It was only a few cabins nestled in a gulch, the slopes around them thick with willow and tamarack, but it looked beautiful. Before we came to them we crossed a few acres of ugly ground that was dotted with excavated mounds of yellow-looking dirt. They were tailing piles, I found out later, the gravel that was left over after gold had been taken from the ground. But then I didn’t care what they were, all I wanted to do was get off Blossom before I fainted or died.

			
			Four men and a woman were waiting for us. The sod roof of the cabin they were standing in front of must have been over a foot thick. There were still some vegetables left in the garden that had been growing on it, and I thought to myself that my Grandmother Hobbs would sure like to have seen a garden growing up in the air like that.

			The men were glad to see us, but they seemed a little shy when they saw me and went right to the pack animals instead of saying hello. The woman wasn’t shy at all. Her name was Mrs. Ross. Short and fat, with jolly red cheeks, she was stuffed into a lumberjack shirt and a pair of Levis rolled up at the bottoms. She came right up to me, took in my flowered hat and the apparition underneath it and said, “Good Lord, what’na hell happened to you?”

			She wasn’t expecting an answer and I didn’t give her any. “One of you galoots get this poor thing down from there,” she said. A man came over to me and lifted me out of the saddle as if I was a toy. When he set me down my knees gave way, and the next thing I knew the woman was practically carrying me into the cabin.

			She sat me down beside a cookstove that had all kinds of things warming on it, took off my coat and jacket and told me not to move. I didn’t have to be told. If she’d have wanted to kill me I wouldn’t have raised a finger to stop her. She was swabbing my arms and hands with a washcloth when somebody started to come in. Whoever it was shut the door right away when she told him and everybody else to stay out until I came back to life.

			
			I told her my name while I dried myself off with a towel she gave me, and she asked me where I was headed.

			“Chicken,” I said. “I’m the new teacher.”

			“Chicken! Honey, from the looks of you, you ain’t even gonna make it to Liberty.”

			She was so hearty and outgoing that she made me feel better right away. If she’d been wearing a shirtwaist and long skirt she’d have reminded me of Miss Ivy, a teacher who’d taken me in when I was still in high school.

			She didn’t let the men in until she was sure I wasn’t going to faint or cry, then she served up a delicious lunch of hot bear soup, hot sourdough bread and moose pot roast.

			The men at the table didn’t have too much to say, talking a little with Mr. Strong about their “clean-up”—the gold they’d taken from the ground—and speculating about the kind of winter they thought they were in for. I could tell they’d have liked to talk to me, but they were being polite and letting me eat. I was starved and ate so much finally that I could hardly move when I was done.

			Mrs. Ross shooed them outside as soon as they finished so that I could lie down for a while. A half hour later when it was time for me to get up, I was glad the men weren’t around. The insides of my thighs were so chafed I waddled around like a duck for a few minutes.

			
			Before I got on Blossom again Mrs. Ross gave me an old stained pillow to put under me. It made it a little harder for me to balance myself, but it helped.

			Once we were out of Gravel Gulch the going was easier. The country smoothed out into a series of gently sweeping hills, and I wished I weren’t so saddle sore, so that I could really appreciate it. Sometimes, when we’d be riding across the crest of a hill I could see for hundreds of miles in every direction and I’d feel expectant and afraid at the same time. It was all so big that it made me feel as if something exciting was going to happen, yet so quiet and lonely I felt lost in it. But as big as it was, when we’d stop to water the horses at a creek and have a drink ourselves, there’d always be an old tin cup sitting between some rocks or hanging from a nail driven into a tree.

			Darkness came slowly after a long twilight, but once the sun was down it became cold fast. It was past eight o’clock when we reached Liberty, and I was so bone-weary I hardly paid any attention to what was going on. Even if I had there would have been nothing to see but an old sagging cabin and a smelly stable nearby.

			All I wanted to do was get into a bed and never wake up, so when Mr. Strong told me that after the horses were unloaded and stabled we’d have something to eat, I asked him just to show me where I was going to sleep. An old man who tended the stable for him hobbled ahead of me to a one-room cabin that smelled stale with sweat. He took three bedrolls down from a shelf and laid them out, then put some horse blankets on them. Before he left he told me that I’d be most comfortable nearest the stove. There was a kerosene lamp hanging over a homemade table, and some water warming on the small stove, but I didn’t even bother to turn the lamp down or think about washing or brushing my teeth. I just lay down on the bedroll, pulled a couple of blankets over me and tried to sleep.

			
			From the start I kept drifting in and out, too exhausted to wake up and too sore to fall into a deep sleep. I felt the floorboards move under me when Mr. Strong and the old man came in and lay down, and during the night I heard one of them snoring.

			I kept dreaming that I was still on Blossom and that he was walking all the way back to Eagle with me. No matter what I did I couldn’t stop him. When we arrived I felt terrible. I’d been riding for two days and I was back where I started.

		

	
		
		
			
			II

			 

			It was dark and cold the next morning when Mr. Strong shook me. “There’s hot water on the stove, madam,” he said. “You will have twenty minutes to wash up and prepare yourself. Then we shall have breakfast and be on our way.”

			Ordinarily I loved getting up early and starting a new day, but after he went out I had to force myself to move. It took me five minutes before I could even stand. I had charley horses in both my legs and I didn’t know which part of me hurt most. On top of the potbellied stove there was a kettle of water. I limped with it over to a wooden counter, poured some hot water into a basin, then got some cold water from a big barrel. The water didn’t look that clean so I decided I’d skip brushing my teeth.

			It was just starting to get light when we finished breakfast and were ready to go. But this time when Mr. Strong cupped his hands to boost me into the saddle I was too stiff to raise my foot. He and the old man had to get together and lift me.

			
			Our next stopover for the night, Mr. Strong told me, would be Steel Creek, twenty-four miles away. “We’ll stop at Dome Creek for lunch,” he added.

			“Everybody here in Alaska seems to live either on a creek or a river,” I said.

			He didn’t think too much of my observation. “It’s natural enough, madam. If they didn’t they wouldn’t have any water.”

			I was tempted to say they could always dig a well, but I didn’t.

			He’d found a smaller saddle for me as he’d promised, and it helped a lot at first by not rubbing me where I was raw, but after a while it started new raw places.

			I’d thought Blossom had been mean the day before, but today he was even worse. Now that I had a smaller saddle I thought I’d be able to make him mind me. Instead he showed me right from the start who was boss. He’d stop whenever he felt like cropping some late grass or a few leaves that were still green, then to make up for lost time he’d jog along till he caught up with the pack train, punishing every bone in my body. I told Mr. Strong about it and he gave me a small box of chocolate creams. “Feed one to him every so often. It will keep him in a good mood.”

			They kept him in a mood, but it wasn’t good. He was as smart as he was mean. After I gave him the first chocolate he kept turning his head every few minutes for another, whinnying and making terrible throaty sounds until I gave in. Twenty minutes later I gave him the last chocolate, showed him the empty box and tossed it away so he knew there was no more. After that he was worse than ever. I couldn’t do anything to make him obey, until finally I just stopped caring. I rode hunched over, only seeing the creeks we crossed as Blossom splashed through them, and once I watched his legs turn blue as we sloshed through a patch of late blueberries. Sometimes I fell as much as a quarter of a mile behind the pack train.

			
			It was about an hour after we left Gravel Gulch that I looked up to see the pack train halted and Mr. Strong waiting for me. Up ahead was what looked like a field of cotton. A light wind rippled its surface, and it was so beautiful that it made me forget how bad I was feeling.

			“What’s that?” I asked Mr. Strong.

			“Tundra.”

			“I mean the white stuff.” I didn’t think it could be cotton, but it was.

			“ ‘Alaska cotton,’ ” Mr. Strong said. “From this point on, madam, you’ll have to look where you’re going. We’re going to cross all that.”

			“I don’t mind at all,” I said.

			He stared at me owlishly. “Have you ever crossed a niggerhead flat?”

			“No…”

			He wheeled his horse and the pack train started forward. I soon found out what he meant. At first I enjoyed myself. We rode through acres and acres of silvery bolls, their long silky fibers waving like pompoms atop a slender stem. Then we hit swamp. Out of it grew big hummocks of matted grass that looked like giant mops. They grew so thick that I thought of getting off Blossom and walking on them. Like the other animals, he wasn’t having easy going. The mud sucked at his hoofs, and he kept slipping all over the place and stumbling over submerged roots. We slowed way down and soon fell behind the rest of the pack train.

			
			I was so busy holding on that I didn’t see the herd of caribou until we were almost on top of them. I heard them first, making peculiar coughing sounds. Then, as though they’d come out of nowhere, there they were a few hundred yards ahead on solid ground. They were grazing, eating some kind of white moss, a forest of antlers over their heads and a shawl of white around their shoulders. The closest of them lifted their heads, big eyes staring curiously. Then they went back to grazing as if they hadn’t seen a thing.

			What happened next went so fast that it was over before I knew it. We were about forty feet away from a caribou mother and a calf that were separated from the rest of the herd. All I saw at first was something moving fast—a humpbacked shape that was charging down on the calf in one moment and in the next was launching itself through the air.

			It was a huge grizzly, and it landed on top of the calf with a terrible bone-crushing sound. The calf tried to get out from under but it didn’t have a chance. I watched, horrified as the grizzly, snarling and raging, held the struggling calf down with one paw. Then, like a wrestler, it wrenched the calf’s neck back, snapping it.

			Blossom reared and I went tumbling into the mud, praying he wouldn’t fall on me. Scrambling and stumbling, he managed to stay on his feet, then ran off. The whole herd started to move at the same time, antlers clacking, all of them pushing and shoving at each other in a panic to get away. A few stumbled and fell, but were back on their feet in a moment. Then the whole herd was bounding off.

			
			Only the mother stayed, watching as the grizzly tore a great chunk of flesh from the twitching body. I started to back off, but I must have moved too fast. The grizzly dropped what he was eating and snarled at me, flashing bloody fangs.

			I was too scared to move until I was sure he was more interested in his meal than in me. Then I started to back off slowly, the mud sucking at my shoes. Finally I turned and stumbled away.

			After I felt I’d gone a safe distance, I turned around. My heart almost stopped as I stared into a pair of eyes.

			The caribou mother had followed me. Only ten feet away, she looked enormous now that I was on foot. She let out a mournful wail that scared me even more and I screamed at her hysterically. “Go away! You hear me? Go away!” I started to cry.

			At that she wheeled and loped off. I saw why a few seconds later: Mr. Strong was riding toward me, leading Blossom. Covered with mud from head to toe, aching all over, I couldn’t stop crying. There was even mud up my sleeves. Mr. Strong got down from his horse and came over to me and I threw my arms around him. He stood straight as a statue, giving me a soft pat on the shoulder once or twice. “Now, madam,” he said after a couple of minutes, “you mustn’t take on so. Whatever happened you seem to have weathered it.”

			Finally I was able to blubber out the whole story.

			“It is something you must get used to in this country,” he said. “We will find some dry ground and after you change clothes you will feel better. Can you ride now?”

			
			“I guess so.”

			“Madam, where is your hat?”

			“Back there somewhere. I don’t care about it anymore.”

			He rode back a ways before he found it. When he returned with it and I saw the shape it was in I told him to throw it away. He said he’d prefer not to.

			“It is very becoming on you. Perhaps we can wash the mud off at the next creek.”

			The revolver lay heavy against my thigh. I hadn’t even thought to use it, I realized. I mentioned it to Mr. Strong.

			“It was fortunate you didn’t. That grizzly would have torn you to pieces.”

			As soon as we reached some dry ground he unpacked the horse that had my things on it, then turned around so I could change. Luckily, I’d bought an extra pair of knickers back in Eagle, but having to put on a pair of practically new pumps, I wished now that I’d bought some boots. Mr. Strong had advised me to, but I wanted to save the money.

			“After this,” he said before we mounted up again, “I want you to keep up with the pack train.”

			“I’d like to, but I just can’t get Blossom to mind me.”

			That made him mad. Without saying a word he walked over to a tree and broke a branch from it. He swished it around a couple of times, then grabbed Blossom’s rein. First he jerked Blossom’s head from side to side, punishing his mouth with the bit, then pushed him backwards until he almost fell. Blossom was scared and so was I. He tried to rear, but Mr. Strong held onto the rein. Then he lashed out at Blossom’s neck with the switch while he held the rein tight. Blossom snorted and whinnied in panic, but Mr. Strong wouldn’t stop. Dirt and stones were flying all over the place. How he held onto that big animal I didn’t know, but he must have hit Blossom on the neck and face about twenty times. When he was done Blossom was quivering so badly I felt sorry for him. Mr. Strong’s hat had fallen off. I gave it to him when he handed me the switch. He was sweating, and with his hat off, the top of his head bald, he didn’t look so forbidding.

			
			“If he gives you any trouble after this, whack him on the neck. He’ll mind.”

			I didn’t have to. All I had to do from then on was tap him and he did what he was supposed to do.

			After that Mr. Strong became more friendly. Up to then I didn’t think he liked me, but after a while he even asked me where I’d come from and how I happened to come to Alaska.

			I told him about how I’d been teaching in Forest Grove Elementary in Oregon when the territorial commissioner of education visited there last year. “He gave a lecture in the auditorium about teaching here, and he made it sound so exciting and adventurous that I made out an application. And here I am.”

			“Where were you brought up?”

			“In Colorado. My father was in the mining business,” I said. Somehow it sounded better than saying he’d just been a coal miner.

			“You seem a little young to be out on your own.”

			“I’m almost twenty,” I said.

			“You don’t look it.”

			
			I knew he was going to say that. Just before I’d left Forest Grove I’d gone into a barbershop and had my hair bobbed. I’d figured that since I was going to be teaching somewhere in the wilds, it would be easier to take care of if it was short. Up to then people always took me for being older than I was, but from then on they kept telling me I looked like a kid.

			“I meant no offense by that, madam,” he said. “I was twelve when I left home myself and the experience hasn’t hurt me yet.”

			“I was an old woman compared to you. I was sixteen when I left Colorado and started teaching in Forest Grove.”

			As we rode he told me a little about himself, of an unhappy childhood in North Carolina, then running away to go to California. He was in his late twenties when he came to Alaska to look for gold, and he’d been in the Forty Mile country for twenty-one years now. He was on the town council and was a member of the school board in Eagle.

			The two of us having left home early gave us something in common. He didn’t stop calling me madam, but I could tell he felt kind of fatherly towards me. All the rest of that day, seeing how badly off I was, he helped me down and let me walk a little even when we weren’t going down a steep hill. It meant that the whole pack train had to slow up and I really appreciated it.

			It was getting towards dark and I was thinking that we were never going to reach Steel Creek, when we came to the foot of the steepest trail we’d come across so far. The brush around it was so thick and high that it formed a tunnel. Even without packs it would have been a tough trail for the animals to climb. Now since it was the end of the day and they were tired, they balked at it and I didn’t blame them.

			
			They weren’t the best animals to begin with—I’d seen finer horses pulling vegetable wagons—and they were overloaded. Besides that, most of the loads weren’t packed on them right and half of them had sores full of pus and blood where the loads were rubbing against them. One of the mules whose back was the worst of all kept trying to knock his pack off against every tree he passed. I mentioned it to Mr. Strong, but he said they’d be all right.

			Now he kept smacking the lead animals on the rump with his coiled whip and yelling at them, but it didn’t do any good. They were played out. I’d thought he was mad when he’d whipped Blossom earlier in the morning, but this time he went into a rage.

			Dismounting, he searched around in the brush until he came up with a length of dead limb as thick as a two-by-four. Then helling and damning to beat the band, he clubbed the first few animals all over their bodies. I thought he’d gone crazy and was going to kill them, but they moved. One after the other they disappeared up into the tunnel of brush, dirt and rocks coming down behind them. When Mr. Strong reached me, he threw the limb aside and took Blossom’s reins.

			Leading Blossom to his own horse, he mounted up. “This will be a tough climb, madam. You’re going to have to hold on.”

			Before I could say anything, he’d spurred his horse forward, jerking Blossom’s reins, and the next thing I knew I was charging up through the tunnel after him. It was so steep I couldn’t see how we were going to make it to the top. I could barely see ahead with all the dust that had been raised, and a couple of times I was almost blinded by branches. It was a full five minutes before we broke out of it. When we did the horses and mules were dripping sweat onto the ground and breathing so hard they sounded like bellows. My backside was raw and I was all for just dropping off Blossom and giving up then and there, but when I asked Mr. Strong if I could get off, he shook his head, too winded to talk. It took him a minute before he could say, “Walk your horse over there.” He pointed to a spot about a hundred yards away and I nudged Blossom over to it.

			
			I didn’t know what to expect, but what I saw made me forget every ache and pain I had. The sun was below the distant mountains, and the land in between was covered with a strange veil of gray. Pine and spruce loomed up from the slopes below me, and beyond there was so much land, all of it bursting with spruce and tamarack, that I felt like a speck of dust that could be swept away in a second. Winding through it for as far as I could see were the waters of the Forty Mile River. And directly below, on the other side of the river, looking almost unreal, were twenty acres of tilled farm land. A big red barn was set to one side of them, and near that was a log building with bright patches of flowers all around it. Another half acre, directly behind the building, was lined with the orderly green rows of a vegetable garden.

			“Steel Creek,” Mr. Strong said, riding up beside me. “That’s the creek, branching into the river down there. And that’s the Prentiss roadhouse.”

			
			There was no problem getting the pack animals down to the river. Once they saw what was below they came to life, knowing that feed and a warm stall were waiting. They were so anxious that Mr. Strong had to keep holding the lead horse back, afraid that once the animals started to move fast there’d be no stopping them. If one of them was to fall he was liable to drag all the rest down. I knew how they felt. I couldn’t wait to get there myself. Mr. Strong had told me I’d be able to take a hot bath when we reached Steel Creek.

			As we kept going down and drawing near the river, I wondered how we were going to cross. The river wasn’t high, but it was flowing pretty fast. When we reached the bank I was glad to see a thick cable stretched across the water. It was anchored to the cliff face on this side and to a big iron tripod on the other. There was a raft pulled up on the opposite shore that had a line attached to the cable.

			No sooner did we arrive at the river than about a half a dozen people appeared on the other bank. Except for a girl in bib overalls, they were all men. One of them hallooed and yelled a question, but what with the rushing water and the animals milling around, I couldn’t hear. Mr. Strong understood. He shook his head violently from side to side and waved a hand to make sure they understood he was saying no.

			Almost as soon as we were at the bank, Blossom began to give me trouble for the first time all day. He kept heading for the water, and each time I turned him away from it he’d try again. He’d been so good that I’d dropped the switch a long way back. Now I wished I had it.

			Mr. Strong dismounted, and I thought he was going to grab Blossom and help me down. Instead, he started untethering the pack animals. As each one was untied it splashed into the waist-deep water. After the third one went in Blossom was so mad at my holding him back that he started trying to bite my foot again, his teeth clicking evilly.

			
			“Mr. Strong, can you help me? I can’t hold Blossom!”

			“Give him his head, madam. He knows what to do.”

			“You mean let him go in the river?”

			“That is correct.”

			“Can’t we use that raft?”

			“We don’t need it. Rest assured, madam, it’s not necessary. I’ve been doing this for years.”

			You may have, I thought, but I haven’t, and I wished I had the courage to tell him that. The lead animals had reached the middle. Almost up to their haunches, they had to fight to keep their feet in the powerful current. I couldn’t swim, but even if I could cross the Channel like the champion Gertrude Ederle I still wouldn’t be too anxious to do it with Blossom. But I took a deep breath, eased my hold on the reins and let Blossom go. Hungry and bad-tempered, he plunged right in.

			To my surprise, it was easy. Once I stopped caring about getting splashed, I began to enjoy it. I’d seen cowboys cross rivers in picture shows and they’d done it in deeper water than this. I was feeling so good that I even waved once to everyone on the opposite bank.

			Then Blossom slipped.

			He went down on his hind legs and I almost slid off. While he was down the water hit us in the side with so much force that we almost went over. Blossom held his feet, but he started losing ground. The current was pushing us into deeper water. As hard as he tried, Blossom couldn’t hold out against it. He slipped again, and I felt the shock of cold water up to my waist. I began to panic. With Blossom not able to get any purchase on the slippery bottom, it was only a matter of time before we’d be swept away.

			
			He knew we were in trouble and fought harder than ever to make it to the opposite bank. If I wasn’t so busy just holding on, I’d have had the sense to point him downriver and ease him over to the bank gradually, but I was too scared to think. Suddenly he stumbled. His forelegs went down and I was pitched forward at the same time that his head snapped back and it cracked against my forehead. Dazed, I hardly knew what was happening after that. All I knew was that I couldn’t faint and I had to hold on.

			I grabbed a handful of mane and had a quick flash of the people on the opposite bank whirling away from us. Then they were gone. A big blood-red blotch kept coming between me and everything else. I heard Blossom blowing and snorting, and once I felt the two of us being pulled down, only to be pushed right back up again.

			I couldn’t tell how long it was before I realized that Blossom had calmed down. The red blotch in front of my eyes had disappeared and left me with a headache, but somehow I was still in the saddle. Blossom was swimming. Moving along smoothly, he was heading for the bank. I felt him touch bottom, and a few seconds later he heaved himself up out of the water. Once we were on dry land he shook himself so hard that even if I’d wanted to I couldn’t have stayed on him. I slid to the ground and landed hard.

			
			It took me a minute before I started telling myself that I’d better get up. I was shivering with cold, but didn’t have the strength to move.

			I’d finally managed to sit up when I heard someone coming. It was a girl. Breathing hard from running, she leaned down, one of her braids dangling in front of me.

			“You all right, ma’am?”

			I managed a nod.

			“Can you walk if I help you?”

			She got me to my feet and we were making our way along the bank when Mr. Strong came riding up. He wanted to put me up on his horse, but I wouldn’t let him. I didn’t want to look at another horse right then. Between the two of them they brought me to the Prentiss roadhouse.

			Inside, a stocky woman with gray hair and a bossy manner took me in charge right away. Holding me away from her so she wouldn’t get wet, she told the girl to unfold the canvas tub, and then ushered me into a room. There she told me to take off my wet clothes, and dry myself off. She came back with an old flannel bathrobe a few minutes later, steered me into a bathing room and eased me into a portable tub that was full of steaming water. It burned me where I was raw, but it felt wonderful everyplace else. She was furious at Mr. Strong. “That old tight-fisted sonofabitch,” she said, when I leaned back against the wooden frame of the tub, “—it was his fault you went in. If he’d of let us send the raft over it wouldn’t of happened. But he wanted to save the money.”

			The girl came in then carrying a big copper kettle. “This is my daughter Nancy,” the woman said. “I’m Mrs. Prentiss. This isn’t the first time this kind of thing’s happened.” She turned to her daughter, “You remember when he lost those two mules loaded down with parcel post?”

			
			“Yes’m.” The girl let the hot water into the tub slowly.

			“You stay here with her. I got supper to make and I don’t want her falling asleep in there. Be a hell of a thing if she ended up drowning in here after all that.”

			She left. Nancy finished pouring the water and sat down in a homemade chair. I slid further down along the smooth rubber lining and let my head rest against the frame. I’d rather have been left alone, but Mrs. Prentiss wasn’t the kind of person you argued with. Nancy was uncomfortable. Her green eyes kept looking everyplace but at me.

			“Thanks for helping me,” I said.

			She made a little motion with her head to say it was nothing, then looked down at her fingers. She had on an old middy blouse under her overalls and her fingernails were bitten down to the quick. She could have been pretty if she didn’t keep her mouth pursed so tight.

			“We didn’t think you were gonna make it.”

			“Neither did I.”

			“Everybody figured Chicken was gonna have to do without a teacher for another year.”

			When she saw me smile she grinned, trying to hide the cavities in her front teeth. I told her she didn’t have to stay. “I won’t fall asleep.”

			“You sure?”

			“Positive. It feels too good.”

			I stayed in the tub for another hour, until Mrs. Prentiss came for me and brought me back into the room. She’d already laid out bandages on the top tier of a bunk bed and made me lie down on my stomach on the bottom tier. Then, even though I told her I could do it myself, she insisted on bandaging all the places where I was raw. “I’ve raised eight kids,” she said. “You don’t have anything they don’t. In some places they got more, so settle down. You got two more days before you reach Chicken. You won’t make it with a raw behind.”

			
			She was none too gentle, but she was thorough. After she finished, she handed me a suit of boy’s Stanfield underwear. “It’s scratchy,” she said, “but it’s warm.”

			She ordered me to stay awake until she brought me some dinner. I found out later that the meat was bear cub, but it tasted like pork and it was delicious. No sooner had I finished it than I fell asleep.

			Breakfast the next morning was solemn. The big main room of the roadhouse was cheerful and clean, the board floors almost bleached white. There were flower boxes on the window-sill. The whole place was so spick-and-span it made me uncomfortable, but not half as uncomfortable as the Prentisses did. All ten of them, including Nancy, sat at the long table sullenly, as though someone had cheated them and they were angry about it. I wished Mr. Strong was here, but he’d eaten already and was out getting the animals loaded up. After Mrs. Prentiss introduced everyone in the family to me they didn’t say a word. She seemed to dominate them like a circus lion tamer with a cage full of cats. After a couple of minutes of silence, she looked at them with cold green eyes. “Ever see a finer lookin’ bunch?” she said contemptuously. “Talk your ear off, don’t they? My nine mules—happy as sunshine, the whole lot of ’em.”

			
			“How long you been teaching?” she asked me a minute later.

			“Two years.”

			“You must have started when you were in diapers.”

			“I’m older than I look,” I said.

			“What do you think of somebody who’s had plenty of schooling and still can’t read?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “There could be a lot of reasons.”

			As soon as Mr. Prentiss finished his breakfast and got up, the rest did also. I thought at first that maybe none of them wanted to be left alone with her. But as soon as they were gone I realized they knew she wanted to talk to me alone.

			“I got a favor to ask you,” she said. “I want my Nancy to stay with you at Chicken.”

			I was too surprised to answer.

			“I’m willing to pay, mind you,” she went on, as if that meant I didn’t have any excuse for refusing. “I’m not asking nothing for nothing.”

			“But Nancy and I don’t even know each other, Mrs. Prentiss.”

			She brushed that aside. “That doesn’t matter. You’re a teacher. My Nancy can’t read too good and I think you could help her.”

			“But I don’t even know if I’ll have room for her. I’ve never been to Chicken.”

			“There’ll be room. And if there isn’t she’ll sleep on the floor.” When I didn’t say anything, she found another argument. “Look, Teacher, you’re a cheechako. You don’t know the first thing about this country. Nancy could be a big help to you.”

			
			“Let me think about it,” I said, wanting to get away.

			Mrs. Prentiss’ tone changed. She stopped pushing. “I’ll give it to you straight, Teacher. I don’t know you, it’s true. I don’t know anything about you, but I think you’d be good for Nancy. I’m talking to you because she asked me to. I could send her to school in Eagle, but she doesn’t like that Mrs. Rooney, says she’s more interested in men than in teaching. Besides, the kids there call her bonehead because she can’t read.”

			The door to the kitchen was ajar and I had the feeling Nancy was behind it, listening. I got up. “Let me think about it,” I said again.

			The stable next to the roadhouse was almost as neat as the roadhouse itself, with plenty of fresh hay all around, and a clean stall for a cow. Mr. Strong was almost ready to lead the animals out. When I told him the story, he didn’t seem surprised at all. “It’s a good idea,” he said.

			“But we’re complete strangers.”

			“That has nothing to do with it, madam,” he said. “If I were you I would take her.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re new to this country. You’re going to be all alone. Living in the bush isn’t easy for anyone, much less for someone like you. Nancy can teach you a great deal.”

			“Suppose we don’t get along?”

			“You can always send her home.”

			I stayed in the stable, trying to decide what to do. I thought about Miss Ivy. If she was in this situation, I knew, she wouldn’t have thought twice about taking Nancy. She’d been my teacher in high school, and if it hadn’t been for her I’d probably never have become a teacher myself. When my family had broken up and my mother couldn’t support me anymore she’d taken me in and treated me as if I were her own daughter. She
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