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1. MY SISTER, ED

WHAT WOKE ME UP was the gritty sound scissors make when they are going through a great wad of hair. And that's what it was—my sister, Edna Rose, standing in the middle of our tent cabin, sawing off one of her thick brown braids. The other one was already lying on the dirt floor. 

"Edna Rose," I said, "what in the name of good sense are you doing?"

"What's it look like?" She had her teeth set firm and spoke right through them. "And my name ain't Edna Rose no more."

It hadn't been hardly a week since the neighbors took up a collection to help us bury our mother after she took sick of typhoid and died. Edna Rose nursed Ma as best she could but had been dry-eyed at the funeral, and I thought maybe grief had caught up with her and made her a little crazy. I decided I'd check.


"What is your name, then?" 

"It's Ed, like short for Edwin. Could be Edwin Ross McGee. That'd make it easier to change a piece of paper with my old name on it."

While she talked, she went on sawing at what was left of her hair. She caught my look and laid down the scissors.

"Never you mind, Billy," she said. "Ma is gone, and things have changed. I'm your big brother now, and you and me are about to set off together on the gold rush trail."

I was sure then that sorrow had unsettled her mind. "I'm feeling pretty low myself," I said, "but I guess we've got to bear up as best we can. Whacking off your hair don't seem much help, Edna Rose." That was as far as I got trying to be nice before she walloped me so hard, I near fell off the cot.

"What did you do that for?" I asked, whimpering.

"So's you'd remember my name is Ed," she said. "Now, get up and listen to me. I'm Ed McGee, like I said, and eighteen years old, although undergrown, like all us McGees, and you're the same, being sixteen and short, too."

"Nobody's gonna believe such a tale," I said. "You were only sixteen in April, and folks still call me sonny, even if I am fully twelve years."

"They will too believe it," she said, very earnest and sitting beside me. "Folks will believe almost anything if you stick close to your story and look 'em straight in 
the eye when you say it. I seen that happen more than once, and we can do it, too. It's our only way out of going back to Tacoma, and Aunt Lily and Uncle Peter feeling sorry for us but making us work for our keep just the same, then giving us lectures about our foolhardy pa and how he drove Ma to her death. I know they will, and you know it, too." 

I drew my sleeve across my eyes and sat hunched over on the edge of the cot, thinking about Ma. When they heard about the gold strike, she and Pa figured they were going to make their fortune after years of hardly enough to eat because Pa lost his job when the lumber mills closed. He would go up to the Klondike and make a claim, and Ma and us would go as far as Skagway and wait for him there while Ma washed and mended clothes for other folks. When Pa came back with his bag of nuggets, we'd be waiting for him, as fine as you please.

Ma was still talking about how that was going to happen, even after she took sick and the doctor said there wasn't much hope. Before I had time to turn around, it was just Edna Rose and me, alone in a tent cabin. Two, three neighbor women clucked around and called us orphans. They sold some of our stuff and passed the hat for more money to buy us steamboat tickets back to Seattle and Uncle Peter, whose name they had pried out of Ma before she died.

"But what about those tickets?" I asked.

Edna Rose got up and fetched the tin box where Ma 
had kept her money. Last time I had looked it was near empty, but now it was half filled with dollar bills. 

"I sold one of the tickets back," she said, "and the other one I traded for an outfit. Looky here, Billy." She dragged off a canvas tarp that Ma had used to cover the firewood, and underneath was a great pile of stuff: blankets, buckets, pots and kettles, a shovel and pickax, a pan for panning gold, and sacks of grub—flour and beans and the like.

"I met a fellow down at the beach yesterday who had taken a look at the mountains and listened to the tales of a couple of sourdoughs and decided he didn't want to strike it rich in the Yukon after all. So I traded one ticket for his outfit. Should do for the two of us until we meet up with Pa."

"And how we gonna do that, Edn—Ed?"

"We'll catch up with him, easy. You and me could always outwalk him, you know. He's big, but his legs is short, and he had a giant pack."

"Yeah," I said slowly. "Seemed like he had a lot more food than this here."

"That don't matter," she said, "'cause we'll meet up with him long afore we run through this grub."

"How do you know that? We don't even know where him and the other men are at, Edna—" I ducked because she was headed toward me, fist raised.

Just then we heard footsteps coming along the path to our place. "Quick," she hissed, "pull that tarp over the outfit." Then she went to rummaging in a satchel of 
Ma's stuff, flinging stockings and drawers all about, until she found a scarf to cover her head. Just in time, too, as Missus Kettleson, our neighbor from across the way, peered through the door flap and called, "You young'uns up and about yet? I got some blueberry biscuits for your breakfast." 

Missus Kettleson was a hearty woman who had come up to Skagway with her hound dog, Rusty, and a cast-iron stove. She was aiming to start a bakery and get rich off hungry prospectors. Also, she was the ringleader in getting us fixed up with steamship tickets, so's we could go back home and be safe.

Now she stood in the doorway, dressed in boots and with a leather jacket over her calico dress, and—what interested me most—holding a plate of biscuits you could tell were still warm from the oven. Edna Rose was busy kicking hunks of hair under her cot. She had the scarf tied around her head, but anybody who looked close could see there weren't no thick hair coming out below. That is, if Edna Rose turned around, which she didn't do. Instead, she sat on the edge of the cot, hands in her lap, and said, "Ain't that nice of you. We've had our breakfast, but we'll save 'em for later. Billy, take a couple biscuits and give Missus Kettleson her plate."

Well, now, that was just the beginning of the lies that rolled off Edna Rose's tongue that day. She sat there prim as anything and told Missus K. we was nearly packed for the steamship and would most likely spend 
the night aboard. There wasn't a thing more she could do for us; she had done more than enough already. 

But Missus K. was not so easy put off. She sat down on one of the stumps we used for chairs and said it had eased her mind considerable to know we were going back to relations—and surely we could make room for a plate of fresh biscuits?

"You bet." I grabbed the whole lot before Edna Rose could object.

"We do thank you, ma'am," Edna Rose said. "There's only one thing that worries me, and that's how will Pa know what happened?"

Missus K. had taken care of that, too. She had given the message to a party of gold hunters on horseback headed for the White Pass Trail the day before.

"But Pa and his partners went over to Dyea to take the Chilkoot Pass," Edna Rose said.

"Honey, that don't make no difference. They all have to meet up around Lake Bennett, where they build the boats. And bad news always travels fast." Missus K. spread out on our biggest stump, comfortable as if she expected to stay all day and watch us eat the biscuits, which were mighty delicious, I can tell you. I didn't know it then, but those would be the last true baked goods I was to have for some time.

"I only knew your ma for a short while," she said, sighing, "but it was enough to know she was a good person. It broke her heart to leave you two."

"We know that," Edna Rose said, real sharp. "Still, 
she'd want us to get on with things, Missus Kettleson. So if you'll excuse us, we need to finish packing." 

Missus K. wanted to help and to suggest where we might sell anything we had left over, but finally Rusty poked his nose in the door and whined for his grub. She hauled herself up and took her plate and dog back to the little cabin that she was fixing to turn into a bakery.

Edna Rose watched her go. "Old busybody," she said, tearing off the scarf to have another go at what was left of her hair. Ma always said that nobody in our family was going to get elected on the basis of good looks, and that meant Edna Rose, too, I supposed. She was kind of square built and had a habit of hunching her shoulders and drawing down her eyebrows as if she was getting ready to whack you. But her hair had been something wonderful, thick and brown like the burnt-sugar icing Ma put on applesauce cakes. It gave me a sorry feeling to see it lying in the dirt, and I wondered what Ma might think.

"Never mind," she said when she saw the look on my face. "I told that busybody the truth. Ma would want us to keep going. Now, sort through your stuff again. We can't take but what's absolutely necessary."

I didn't think I could let go of my treasures—books and a bag of marbles and the tin soldiers I'd had since I was a little fellow.

"No, Billy, nothing of that sort. Whatever we take we got to carry on our backs."


"But Ma give me them books, and the soldiers, too." 

She turned on me fiercely. "Ma is gone and left us here on our own. You'd better get used to that."

Tears came into my eyes, but I wouldn't let go of my box of stuff.

"Oh, all right. Don't blubber," she said finally. "You can take one book. We'll bury the rest along with some of Ma's things in the tin money box. We can come back for 'em after we strike it rich."

Edna Rose laid out a few things that Ma had treasured.

"Seems like you might want to keep some of this to remember her by. How about this locket?" I held it out to her. It used to have a picture of somebody inside, I forget who, but now it was empty.

Edna Rose fingered it in silence. "All right," she said again. "Not that I need a trinket to remind me of my own ma. Now, hustle and pick out a book you want."

"Oh, Edna Rose," I said, "you're a peach."

Then she did whack me for not remembering her new name.



2. WE START OFF

THAT DAY everything came off pretty much the way Edna Rose had planned. After we had gathered all that we were going to take, leaving not much more than the stumps and packing-box table for whoever else came along, we buried the tin box amongst the huckleberry bushes and marked the place with stones. 

"Hey, Ed, don't this look pretty natural? No one would think to dig here, would they?"

My sister was busy fixing up our packs. "Not a chance, Billy," she said without even turning around. "Now, run and tell Missus K. that the captain of the Alaskan Queen says we can sleep aboard tonight. No need for her to bother about us anymore."

As I was crossing the road—it wasn't much more than wagon ruts going north—after leaving Missus K.'s, a party of gold hunters on horseback came riding by three abreast, looking like they was going to a picnic, all smug because they didn't have to carry their outfits. There had been a regular stream of folks going by our tent cabin every day, headed for the White Pass Trail out of Skagway. We heard terrible stories about that trail, how there were boulders as big as houses, and rockslides, and drop-offs where horses were more 'n likely to fall and break their legs. But these folks didn't know that yet. 

I raised my hand in a sort of salute as they went by with their gold pans and shovels bouncing alongside their packs. One of them, a woman squeezed into a fancy purple dress, waved at me. "Hello, sonny, what's your name?" she sung out. When I told her, she said, "Well, Cap'n Billy, wish us luck, and we'll bring you back some gold dust!"

I watched them trot out of sight and then hustled back to help Edna Rose stash our outfit a little ways off, where we could pick it up later. We took our grips and the carpetbag and went down the road toward the canal, saying goodbye to folks as we passed their tents and cabins.

Edna Rose had picked out a shed near the wharf where we could hide until it was dark enough to sneak back. It was the tail end of summer, and daylight lasted a long while that far north. When Edna Rose finally thought it was safe, we creeped behind the rows of rickety buildings—the trading posts, gaming houses, and saloons filled with gold hunters and people making money off them.


Just as we were coming close to our place, I heard Rusty barking. Missus Kettleson opened the door of her cabin and let him out. She stood there in the square of light a moment, then closed the door. First thing Rusty did was trot across the road to the back of our place, where Edna Rose and me was sneaking along behind the bushes. 

A lucky thing I had spent time with that dog and he liked me pretty good or he would have set up a howl at finding us there. As it was, he yipped a bit and wagged his tail before he went on his belly and crawled inside the thicket and licked my face.

"Get him out of here!" Edna Rose hissed.

I patted him a couple times and then whispered, "Go get 'em, Rusty." He looked at me, puzzled, but after a moment he wriggled out and trotted off looking for something to get.

Soon we could hear Missus K. calling him, and then the square of lamplight from her doorway disappeared again. Both me and Edna Rose breathed a sigh of relief and went back to creeping until we came to the place where our stuff was hid.

She checked over the grips and the two big canvas bags we was somehow going to strap on our backs. Then she gave a low whistle.

"Tarnation, Billy, I must've left the ax and bucket in the cabin. You'll have to go fetch 'em."

I argued that what she forgot, she should get. But my sister had taken it on herself to be boss of this project, so I gave up jawing and crept back to the tent cabin. I had just got around the corner and was reaching up to push back the flap and crawl in when there was a fierce hand on my shoulder, and a second later I was lifted right up into the air. 

It was Missus K. She had a shotgun under one arm, too, ready for action.

"Hey!" I said. "Leggo, Missus Kettleson. It's me, Billy."

"Was that you sneaking along the side of the road a while back?" she asked, giving me a good shake before she let me down.

"Yes, ma'am, it might've been." I was thinking fast. "Edna Rose has misplaced something and sent me back to see did she leave it here."

Of course, Missus K. wanted to know what it was, and still racing along in my thoughts, I said it was a trinket that had belonged to our ma. In that case, Missus K. said, she would fetch a lantern and help me look.

I barely had time to duck inside and grab the ax and canvas bucket and race back to where Edna Rose was figuring what clothes to wear. When I gasped out my story, she jerked off the locket she was wearing under her plaid shirt. "Good thinking, Billy. Take this and hide it quick before she gets back."

Our luck held. I had just got into the tent cabin when there came Missus K. with her lantern held high and Rusty barking happily beside her.

Me and her commenced to crawling around the dirt 
floor, upturning stumps and the packing-box table, searching for a thing I had in my pocket the whole time. I let a few minutes pass before I called out, "Bring the lantern. I think I see something shining in this corner here." 

Missus K. was so pleased—"Gratified" was how she put it—at finding our dear ma's locket that she took me to her place for a cup of hot cocoa, made with a powder she'd brought up from Frisco and mighty tasty, too. Then she insisted on walking with me nearly all the way back to the wharf.

I had to wait an age to make sure she had got home with Rusty and was most likely asleep before I walked clear around west of town and came into our spot from the back. I was tired by that time, but Edna Rose was chomping at the bit, ready to take to the trail. She had dressed herself in the fellow's clothes, padded underneath with strips of cloth to make them fit and with the trouser legs rolled up. She was a sight, more square than ever with all that padding and one of Pa's old hats jammed on her head with the brim turned down. She had got most of the outfit into the two canvas sacks, and the rest we stuffed into the grips and Ma's old carpetbag. That left a kettle and some pans that we had to carry to keep them from rattling until we got out of earshot. After she tied the bundle on my shoulders and handed me two grips and the kettle, I felt like I couldn't go more than a short ways. When I began to whine, she cut me short.


"This is the way it'll be from now on. So hustle, Billy. We've lost half the night already." 

We set off north following close to the Skagway River. Folks called it a braided river because it split and twisted back and forth across the valley like the thick strands in Edna Rose's braids that used to be. At the north edge of town, I turned off on a path leading eastward.

"Where you going?" Edna Rose hissed at me, but she knew perfectly well, and after a bit I heard her clanking along behind.

We came to the slope where Skagway's burying ground had been laid out and to the corner where our ma was buried. A rocky mound was all there was—no sign to give her name or say when she died, let alone a stone marker. We stood for a while, looking at it in the moonlight.

"Who will know this is the grave of Rose Ellen McGee, after we're gone away?" I asked my sister.

"When we strike it rich, we'll have a stone put up."

"With her full name and where she was born in Oklahoma Territory?"

"Sure, Billy. We'll put everything on it you want. Now, let's get a move on. It's a long way to Smuggler's Cove."

The thought of a stone for Ma cheered me, and I walked along pretty well for some time, thinking about what I would get carved on it—a rose, maybe, to go with her name, and "Gone but not forgotten," like I 
saw in a book once. Ma and me both liked book stories, almost as much as the ones you tell out loud. 

"Don't you miss that, Ed?" I said. "Ma reading with us at night?"

Edna Rose just stalked along with the tin pans bouncing against her pack and didn't bother to answer, but saved her breath for the hike over the first ridge and then the second. By that time, I was panting and groaning from the weight of the pack.

Edna Rose scoffed. "This ain't nothing," she said. "You'd do better to just keep marching instead of wasting your breath rattling on about something or other."

We hiked along the ridge until we found the trail that went down toward Smuggler's Cove, which lay between Skagway and the Dyea inlet. You might think going down would be easier than going up, but you'd be wrong. It was different, but it wasn't no easier.

It was beginning to get light. The pack thumped against my back at every step, and the grips in my hands swung forward as though to make me fall on my face. When I stumbled, Edna Rose would turn and give me a hard look before going on. Her pack was so big, her head was all I could see of her—that and two legs coming down below, trudging on and on. By the time we reached the near edge of the cove, the sun was well up.

"Now, here's my plan," Edna Rose said, as she helped me off with my pack. "We'll look for a fisherman to take us over to Dyea in his skiff. When we find 
one, I'll let you do the talking. Only be sure to call me Ed. If you don't, I'll make you sorry." 

"Okay, okay, but couldn't we rest a little first?"

Ed agreed, only the way she said it, you'd think she didn't need a rest herself. We ducked out of sight behind some boulders and she parceled out some of Missus K.'s biscuits. Then we both fell asleep.

The sun was high in the sky when I woke to the sound of a boat hull scraping against the rocky shore. An old fellow with nearly white hair was hauling his skiff up on the beach.

"Who is it?" Edna Rose hissed.

"Well," I said, "he's probably a smuggler, this being Smuggler's Cove." She did not appreciate that and gave me a hard shove.

"Go ask him for a ride over to Dyea. Say we can pay as high as three dollars."

At first, the old fellow didn't answer, but just kept right on making things tidy in his boat. Then he shook his head. "Sonny, I been out on this bay half the morning and I'm not likely to go out again for three dollars."

Well, now, that surprised me, but I trotted back with the information. Edna Rose's face reddened. "Offer him five dollars, then," she said, and I knew that the trip over from Skagway hadn't been as easy for her as she let on.

The old man wouldn't budge for five, nor for six, neither. Said it wasn't worth it to go out again. Edna Rose had come out from behind the rocks, but still kept 
her distance. "Well, then," she said in a gravelly voice, "I reckon us boys'll have to hoof it to Dyea." 

"I suppose you can do that, young fella, if you've got plenty of time. There's not much of a trail between here and there. Most folks go to Dyea direct or hire a boat in Skagway. How come you two hiked this far?"

I could see that made Edna Rose nervous, like she thought he might know we was going against the rules, so I put in hurriedly, "Isn't there something you'll take in trade for a ride, mister?"

"What ya got, sonny?"

"We have our outfit here. Might be something we could give up."

Edna Rose began to shift around, even more nervous at the notion of letting that old man look through our packs and big old grips, but she needn't have worried because it was pretty clear he didn't think he'd see anything of interest.

"You boys wouldn't have some reading material, would you? A magazine with stories? Now and again, I get a hankering for something fresh to read."

"Oh," I said, very casual, "we might." I turned my back so as not to see my sister's face as I dug into one of the grips and came out with the three books I'd hidden there.

I laid them out on the top of a rock. "This first one is pirates mostly, and this one is a story about a boy in England, and this one is old-time stories—you know, Greek tales and the like." I turned again to sneak a 
glance at Edna Rose. She looked fit to bust, 'specially when she caught sight of the size of that second book, so I added, "My ma gave these to me." 

He said he was sorry to take something my mother had given me, but he had his lip set for reading and the old tales looked good.

"All right," I said. "I know most of those by heart anyhow."

All this while, Edna Rose was standing back, with her head half lowered like she was ready to run one of us down for cheating, but there wasn't much she could do except follow along as the old man—his name was Tom Thunder, he said—helped us carry our outfit down to his skiff. He was a strong oarsman, and pretty soon we was sitting easy, watching the wooded ridge above the shore slip away.





It was long after sunset when we came into Dyea inlet. In the twilight gloom, the town looked even more ramshackle than Skagway. Shacks and tents were scattered among scrubby trees at the head of a wide and shallow bay. There wasn't no wharves that we could see, and, it turned out, none that we couldn't see. Gold hunters coming in by ship had to pack their goods on rafts or lighters, if there was any around. The big boats had to anchor a ways out, Old Tom told us, and some people just threw things overboard, planning for the tide to carry them in. Horses and mules were pushed into the water and had to swim for shore. People yelled furiously, as if they was in a temper fit, throwing their stuff into the water all around every which way. Lanterns were already flickering on the bows of little boats, and bigger lanterns glowed from the masts of three ships anchored some distance from the shore. 

Old Tom rowed us all the way to where his boat scraped the sand and then helped us unload and carry our stuff up the beach to a dry place. It was pretty tough going. You didn't know if you was bumping into a pile of goods or a person already bivouacked for the night. When you heard cursing, or someone whacked your leg, then you knew. Old Tom had a lantern, and I kept pretty close to him. We found a clear place finally and foraged for scraps of wood to build a little campfire. Tom made tea in one of our pots, and we all shared the rest of the biscuits and some cold bacon.

After he drained his cup, he said he was going to sleep in the boat and would set out for Smuggler's Cove at first light.

"This place is too durned crowded for me. Folks packed cheek by jowl, suckers and thieves, no way to tell which is which. You boys take my advice and turn around and go straight back."

"We're bound to find our pa," I said.

"Well, good luck to you." He nodded and off he went, with his lantern bobbing along, down to the shore.



3. DYEA BEACH

NEXT MORNING when I poked my head out of my bedroll to take a look around, I could hardly believe my eyes. Edna Rose and me were lying in the middle of the biggest camping out since the world began. Nearly the whole wide beach at Dyea was covered with tents and outfits and people. Some folks were still in their bedrolls, while others crouched by breakfast fires. All around them was piles and piles of goods—some laid up neat, but most just dumped higgledy-piggledy—boxes and barrels, canvas sacks, stoves, wheelbarrows, bedsteads, wagons, sleds, and carts. Our pile looked somewhat puny compared to the others. It had been a terrible load coming over the ridge, but here, laid out on the sand, it didn't seem such a much. 

Edna Rose peered out from her blankets and got her hat fixed good on her head before she stood up. 
"Get some more wood, Billy. We'll have ourselves a hot breakfast before we pack up." 

The beach and way beyond it had been nearly stripped of driftwood and dead branches, so I had to go quite a distance, working my way amongst tents and outfits, before I found enough scraps for a decent fire. Folks hardly seemed to notice me or each other or anything other than their work of sorting and packing and hefting loads to see how much they could carry. Some were dressed in brand-new clothes, mackinaw jackets and wool trousers and colored suspenders, while others looked as if they had just got up out of a flophouse and come straight to Dyea for a better chance in life, like our pa was looking for. There was a few women, most of them wearing big-brimmed felt hats and long skirts already mud-streaked above their boots. There was even some children who looked as if they had been hauled out of bed too early. But mostly it was men hustling around, intent on their work.

When I got back, a young fellow with a blue enamel coffeepot in one hand was standing by our last night's fire, addressing some remark to Edna Rose.

"Hullo," I said, dropping my load of sticks.

He turned toward me with a grin. "Hullo yourself." He was hatless and had light hair that stuck out all over his head. A sort of pinkish yellow it was, and he had the white lashed eyes and eyebrows that go with it.

"I come over to offer you boys some hot coffee since it looks to be a while before your fire gets going. 
But I can't get much comment out of your partner here." 

That was true. Edna Rose had her chin tucked into her chest and she was studying the ground as though she thought fire might spring up if she stared hard enough. She growled something in her Ed voice that meant no.

"Then how about you, sonny?" the young fellow asked, and when I nodded, he poured me a cup of hot black coffee and one for himself and then produced a can of evaporated milk from his back pocket. He hunched down beside me while we watched Edna Rose lay the fire.

He said his name was Jack Purdy. He'd come up to Seattle from Frisco and then on to Dyea with another fellow. They was headed for the gold fields, just like everyone else, but his partner was having second thoughts.

Jack shifted on his haunches and looked around at our grips and canvas sacks. "Where's the rest of your outfit, boys?"

"That's it," I said, "and it's plenty to carry. We hauled it on foot all the way from..." Edna Rose gave me one of her glowering looks, and I let the rest of the sentence die off.

"Who told you this is enough gear to carry you into the Yukon?"

"The fellow we got it off was headed there, and this was his outfit."


"Maybe half his outfit," Jack said. "This don't look like enough gear and grub for one prospector, let alone two." 

Edna Rose growled, "It'll do."

"Well, from what I hear, the Canadian Mounties check everyone that goes over Chilkoot Pass, to make sure they have enough grub to last through the winter, on account they don't want a lot of starving stampeders drifting around their territory. I doubt they'll let you boys through."

Edna Rose slammed down the fry pan she was getting ready for pancakes and then picked it up and whacked it
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