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 Chapter 1

Finally my mother won't be disappointed.

This one thought had come closest to bringing
Carol contentment since Brad had agreed to accompany her home
during the Thanksgiving break. Carol was now absent-mindedly
navigating her Volvo through the slush from the last snow as she
played, edited and replayed the greeting scene when they arrived at
her house. She had it all planned out and wanted it perfect. Of
course her mother would be disappointed if she knew what she’d been
doing in bed with Brad. She’d always heard college swimmers had the
best bodies and she wasn't disappointed.

There was a parking spot in front of Brad's
house. This is something only a holiday in a college town could
account for. She pulled up to the cleanly shoveled walk. Brad's
neighbor loved his snow blower and always kept Brad's walks clear
no matter how little it snowed.

The door was open.

"Brad... Brad where are you?" Carol called
out loudly as she entered the front hall. She mentally ticked
another thing off the detailed checklist in her head when she saw
Brad's bags were by the front door.

"I'm back here." Brad called out from the
immaculate and precisely organized TV room. The scent of the
perfume Carol usually wore, Brad’s favorite, carried on a draft of
cold air from the door, arrived before Carol.

"Have you got Oprah on again? Are you ready
to go?" She asked without a pause. She was anxious to get on the
road and be one step closer to going home with a boyfriend. Brad
noted the rising level of tension in her voice. She was tense and
it showed.

"Well, yes and no." Brad replied flatly as he
hit the remote to turn off TV. Carol wasn't sure what in his tone
made her cheeks flush as a pang of fear lightly washed over her
body and settled in her belly. "I'm ready to go but I'm not going
with you." Carol was speechless. "I got a call from the PI this
morning and he has positively located my father up on the North
Slope in Alaska working for Alco Oil. I got a ticket and I'm
catching a flight out there this afternoon. I was hoping if you
weren't too pissed you could drop me off at the airport."

Carol’s heart stopped and she stared at
Brad.

"Brad you promised to go home with me. I've
made all the arrangements and I'm not taking no for an answer." The
momentary vision of her mother, spitting out those very same words,
flashed through her mind. It both surprised and revolted her.
"Besides I can't even believe you’d go on another wild goose chase
to try to find a father you’re not sure even exists." She’d touched
one of Brad's hot buttons. Brad cut her off, her mouth open ready
to launch her next tirade. After a fierce argument and two weeks
without contact they had both solemnly sworn not to talk about
Brad’s need to find his father ever again. She stepped over the
line and Brad wasn’t in a forgiving mood.

"What do you know about not having a father?"
Brad stated with a surprisingly even tone. "You're the one who has
lived the Ozzie and Harriett life. You're the one who knew which
college she was going to before she was even 10. You're the one who
drives the Volvo because of its safety features."

Brad was on a roll now and his pent up
emotion about this issue was going to spill out and be dumped on
Carol. “I can't take the chance of missing him again because you’ve
got this desperate need to please your mother and show up with a
boyfriend for the holidays. I don't know exactly when I was born,
what my real name is or why I have these scars on my head. I don’t
know why I was left at the orphanage. Have I been blind all my life
or do the scars have something to do with it? How the hell else can
I get the answers to all the questions I've got. Yeah the PI has
jerked me around and sent me on wild goose chases before but this
one is for sure. I confirmed my father is there with the personnel
office at the oil company. I sweet-talked a secretary there to tell
me his schedule. I've got to go now or risk the chance of missing
him while he's off at Christmas."

There was silence. Carol said nothing more.
She turned on her heel and left knowing once Brad had come to a
decision he is determined to see it through. Carol turned again and
retraced her steps to where Brad was sitting.

“You’re blind Brad.” Carol offered
calmly.

“You think I don’t know that?” Brad matched
her tone.

“No, I don’t think you understand me. You’re
such a self-centered prick I don’t think you really know how blind
you are. We’re through. I don’t ever want to see you again and I
know you’ll never see me.” Carol turned and ran to the door
slamming it behind her to punctuate her feelings.

Brad was silent as she left knowing their
relationship had probably suffered irreparable damage. He mentally
put contacting Carol on the top of his things to do list when he
got back. Right now he needed to find a ride to the airport since
Carol was clearly too pissed to give him a one. He started calling
cab companies. They all knew him.

The knock at the door startled Brad.

“Taxi!” he heard the driver say outside the
front door.

Brad managed to get the door open and hand
his bags to the cabbie.

“You need help?” The driver called back over
his shoulder.

“No, I’ve got it.” Brad replied as he made
his way down the sideway to the cab.

Brad got inside and got settled.

“You’re headed to the airport, right?” The
cabbie called back over his shoulder.

“Yup, I’m leaving from Logan on Delta.” Brad
reached back and touched his back pocket to reassure himself he had
his wallet with him.

“What time is your flight?” The cabbie
asked.

“1:30” Brad called up to him from memory.

“We better get a move on. If the tunnel is
backed up you might not make that.”

Brad felt the cab accelerate.

The tunnel wasn’t too bad but Brad was still
running late. Making his way inside he was slowly finding his way.
Brad hated airports and flying, the noise, the crowds, the baggage
strewn all over the place. It lacked the order and precision he was
used to. It always put him a little on edge.

"Anyone going to Salt Lake City step up to
the front of the line" The commanding voice was right behind
him.

"I’m going to Salt Lake," Brad said, before
he even had a chance to turn around.

"Which bags are yours?"

"The blue one and the purple one,” Brad
said

“Follow me the best you can."

Brad followed the best he could. He only
tripped on errant bags a couple of times, while following the
click, click, click of the woman’s heels, before he gently collided
with the ticket counter.

"Ticket?" the voice from across the counter
asked. The woman was wearing Carol’s perfume.

"Here's my I.D. I've got an e-ticket. I made
my reservation this morning."

"You must be some lucky person. These holiday
flights have been sold out for months. I don't know how you managed
it."

"Some people say I'm lucky, what do you
think?" Brad tried to sound cheery and not too anxious.

"Sorry." The tone of the agents voice
communicated much more than the word.

"That's O.K. what kind of seats have you got
left?" Brad was picky about which seats he liked to sit in, he
liked having enough space.

"All I've got is a bulkhead."

"Great!" Brad was feeling a little lucky. It
wasn't as much room as the emergency exit row but he was never get
one those for obvious reasons.

"You should have plenty of room. How many
bags?”

"Just two, a blue one and a purple one and
they both have name tags on them." Brad was happy he packed
light.

"O.K. here you are Mr. Smith, your boarding
passes for here and for Salt Lake City are tucked inside the ticket
jacket. You’ve got the same seats on the Salt Lake Seattle leg. I checked the connections for you
and everything is running on time so you should have plenty of time
to get to your next gate. Check with the gate agent when you exit
the Jetway in Salt Lake City. You'll need to check in at the
Alaskan counter before your flight tomorrow. Have a nice
flight."

"Thanks, which way to the gates?" Brad wanted
to get moving.

"Turn left and go through security to
concourse C. Once you get through security it's gate 33, it’s to
your right and all the way at the end of the concourse. You can't
miss it. But ask any ticket counter if you need help."

He made his way through security with the
usual hassles about his carryon stuff and made it down to the gate.
His timing was perfect. Boarding started as soon as he arrived at
the gate. Once he was in the Jetway the rest of the pre departure
routine went exactly as Brad had expected. There were no surprises,
the questions and assistance were the same, and the taxi and
takeoff was smooth and uneventful.

The flight was settling into its expected
routine. The captain made the announcement they had reached
cruising altitude. The flight attendants came by with the beverage
service and things were calming down in the cabin. Brad had finally
relaxed a little now that all the details of getting on the flight
and getting settled had been attended too.

Brad found he was slipping into a
retrospective review of the events in his life that had gotten him
to this point. This had happened to him before on long flights. He
wasn't sure why. Is it once you’re strapped in no one has any
expectations of you other than to sit there as the plane hurtled
toward its destination, boring a hole in the sky at over 500 miles
an hour? Maybe it was the expectant unintelligible chatter of a
plane full of people headed to their holiday destinations? Maybe it
was the white noise of the hiss of the air slipping past the plane.
Maybe it was the rarified air of the cabin. Whatever it was, Brad
found himself mentally reviewing all he could remember about his
life up to this point.

His earliest memories, at least the ones he
could actually associate with anything, were of Mt. Olive Orphanage
and all of the tests and the probing questions still unanswered
today. They were never able to identify the causes of his
psychological and physical problems but there was a lot of interest
in the scars on the back of his head. Adjusting to the orphanage
seemed interminable to him, at least until he discovered his love
for swimming. The taunts of the other teams meant nothing when he
was walking away arm in arm with his teammates and the trophies. It
was a long haul with lots of emotional swings. Friends came and
went, some sooner than others. He never seemed to interest those
who came to adopt children. Maybe this was subconsciously
intentional on his part. After all, he never knew if he would be
able to swim competitively if he were adopted. His grades were
great and his athletic skills superior but his fear of the unknown
took a long time and a lot of determined effort to push to the
farthest depths of his consciousness.

It wasn't until he got a full ride to UMass
on a swimming scholarship that he realized what he’d accomplished
and started to come to terms with his earlier years. It wasn't
until he discovered the Internet that he really started to search
for the information to allow him to track down his past and put it
all together. Finding his asshole private investigator had been
both a stroke of luck and a curse. The bastard had alternately
raised and then dashed his hopes of finding his biological parents,
all the while taking money Brad couldn't really afford to pay. His
despair, when he learned his mother was dead, was followed with a
long period of withdrawal and reclusiveness.

The elation of meeting Carol at the pool,
their tentative first dates and then the no holds barred
lovemaking. And now this, he may have thrown away his relationship
with Carol on another wild goose chase. It was hard to make other
people understand he needed to, no, had to know, the piece of the
puzzle denied to him. Why was he left at the orphanage? Who are the
people who he sees over and over in his dreams? What caused the
scars, those damn ugly scars that made people gasp when they saw
his shaved head at a swim meet?

Brad's reverie was abruptly broken by the
captain's announcement they were going to land in about ten
minutes. The announcements always annoyed Brad because they were
either at a volume so loud a deaf person could hear them or so low
nobody can make out what’s being said? Brad decided loud is
probably better. He would want to hear it if the plane is going to
crash. You don't want to be surprised when it hit the ground. It
still made Brad jump in his seat. Brad folded up his armrest and
let thunk into its slot in the arm of the seat. He then went
through his ritual of checking the things he routinely checked
before he set off anyplace. Being on an airplane made this
especially annoying since nothing was where it usually belonged.
All of this was quite premature since the pilot spent another 30
minutes turning and banking through the sky before landing in Salt
Lake City.

"Connections... connections..." The agent
sounded like he was peddling peanuts or hotdogs at the ball game.
Brad walked up to him and waited until he thought it was his
turn.

"Seattle," Brad said, in the general
direction of the voice.

"Seattle, right next door at C-12"

Brad found a seat and waited for the flight
to board.

The flight to Seattle was as uneventful as
the first flight had been. Brad was glad he’d thought to get
something to eat in Salt Lake City since the only food he got was
peanuts. Seventeen peanuts exactly, he liked to count them and it
never varied by more than two or three. He sat back and relaxed as
much as he could in these awful coach seats and went over his plans
for Seattle. Once the plane got to the gate and everyone had
politely pushed and shoved their way out of the plane he would make
his way from the satellite terminal to the main terminal. This was
always a hassle. Down the escalator to the shuttle stop waiting
with all the businessmen and casual travelers who were trying to
get to the main terminal. The ride had everything, rapid
acceleration and deceleration that made everyone hang on or wish
they did, hard plastic seats and destination announcements in four
languages to benefit the international travelers who frequented
SEA-TAC. The arrival at the main terminal was almost a reverse of
the departure. Off the tram, up the escalators and follow the noise
of the strung out crowd of fellow passengers to the baggage
claim.

It went off without a hitch. Once he arrived
at the baggage claim he gave his baggage claim stubs to the first
skycap who approached him and let him get his bags. He told him he
was headed to the airport Marriott and the skycap informed him the
shuttle stopped out front every ten minutes. He followed the skycap
out to the curb holding onto the handle of the cart the skycap was
using and they both waited for the Shuttle from the Marriott to
arrive.

"Where you headed?" The skycap was trying to
fill the time while they waited with a little conversation.
"Staying here in Seattle or catching another flight out?"

"I'm headed to Alaska, the North Slope." Brad
tried acting as casual about it as he could be.

"A man like you got balls if you're headed up
there. I was in Alaska once when I was in the military. We stayed
for a week in October and I thought I was gonna freeze my ass off.
Alaska isn’t the place to be and especially this time of year."
Brad must have tripped a trigger with this guy because he kept
going without even taking a break. "I see the guys coming down from
the oil fields up there trying to get a little R and R. It's hard
to find a one of them with all their fingers. Sometimes it's from
the work they do on the rigs but others talk about having them
frozen off. I've seen more than my share with parts of their noses
or ears frozen off. Alaska... I hear it's wonderful in the summer
but you can keep the whole damn place this time of year and I hope
you plan to buy some better clothes to wear than what you've got
on. Those raggedy ass jeans and sneakers will keep you warm for
about 30 seconds once you get outside in the cold."

The skycaps litany about Alaska hadn't
bothered him until he started talking about Brad's clothes. Brad
hadn't given this much thought. He'd just thrown enough stuff in a
couple of bags for the week he planned for the trip. Nothing he
could do about it at this point even if he had the money to buy
warmer stuff.

The hotel van arrived and the driver asked
for Brad by name. Brad tipped the skycap, feeling each bill as he
did. The skycap threw a "good luck brother" over his shoulder as he
headed back to the terminal. Brad made his way onto the van. The
warm air from the heater felt good. Brad hadn't realized how far
the cold had penetrated in the few minutes they waited for the van
in the damp chilly Pacific air. Maybe the guy was right about his
clothes.

The girl at the front desk sounded about 12,
smelled very good and was very efficient with the check in process.
She called Brad by name which made Brad feel especially welcome
even though he knew she’d done this a thousand times before.

"Here's your credit card Mr. Smith." She put
his credit card on the smooth marble counter top with a little snap
along with his room key. "If you need anything, dial zero and ask
for Tina at the front desk." Brad's ego wanted to let him think she
actually meant it and she would meet any of his needs.

It only took two tries to get the flat
plastic key to open the door to the room. Brad bent a corner so he
knew how to do it next time. The room smelled faintly of furniture
polish and strongly of bathroom cleaner. Brad turned the dead bolt
on the door and flipped the “U” shaped safety latch over the stud
on the door for good measure. Brad's budget didn't allow him the
luxury of staying in too many hotels but he’d learned from
experience the front desk could screw up and someone might appear
in your room by mistake. He put his bags on the floor next to the
wall and a tour of the room revealed it was pretty standard.
Bathroom on the right and a clothes hanging rack on the wall
opposite the bathroom door. A king sized bed, a table on each side
with a lamp, a clock radio on the table on the side closest to the
television. A working desk with a rolling chair, the television,
with remote on top, in an armoire over a mini-bar, Brad had
declined the key.

As was his habit, Brad started his ritual of
preparing to leave. It gave him a feeling of control, and in
strange surroundings, comfort. On this occasion he had an early
flight he wanted to make sure he didn't miss. He dug out his alarm
clock, set it to match his watch which he’d set to the correct time
when they landed, and placed it on the table opposite the TV side
of the bed. The side opposite the TV was usually the more
comfortable side of the bed and he wasn’t planning to watch any TV
tonight. He got out his toilet kit put it in the bathroom, got out
a clean pair of underwear and a clean tee shirt and socks and put
them on the corner of the low four drawer chest along the wall next
to the TV. Next he took of his sneakers and socks stuffing the
socks in the pocket of his bag where he usually kept his dirty
clothes. Then took off his jeans and placed them next to the clean
cloths. He wasn't particularly sleepy so he retrieved the remote,
figured out which buttons did what and went through all the
channels twice. Nothing sounded interesting to him so he clicked
the TV off and laid there. Once the distraction was gone he
realized how tense he was. Travel always made him tense. He lay
there planning how he was going to get back to the airport and
catch the Alaska Airlines flight. This always helped distract him
and let him relax. His door was right across from the elevator and
its comings and goings provided something to focus on while he
relaxed.

Without thinking about it he knew the
elevator on the left was running more often than the elevator on
the right. There was a ding and the elevator doors opened and two
people got out. The noise from the shoes on the tiles in front of
the elevator told him one was a woman with only one shoe on. They
were talking to each other in hushed tones. A minute later the door
to the room next door slammed shut. He could hear muffled voices
and wasn't sure if it was from people talking or the television.
The last thing Brad remembered was the muffled rhythmic thumping
against the wall from the room next door.

The alarm went off in what seemed like a few
minutes. Brad reached for it and pushed the snooze. Brad knew he
had two more to go before he had to get up. He liked to wake up
slowly and pushing the snooze button twice was about right for him.
Carol hated it. It made him think briefly of her before he fell
back to sleep.

The whole process of getting back to the
airport checking in and getting to Anchorage went exactly as Brad
had envisioned it. The next part would be a little more difficult.
He had to find the charter outfit he’d talked to on the phone two
days ago and get up to the North Slope before his father had a
chance to leave on his holiday break. The timing was critical, he
wanted to show up after his father got off the rig but before there
was any way for him to get off the slope. The only way to
accomplish it was to charter a plane. It’d cost him every last cent
he had but it was worth it if he could get the answers he was
looking for. He really should have told Carol about this when he
was making the arrangements but he wasn’t sure he would actually
make take this trek until the last minute when she walked in.

While Brad waited for a cab to show up he
thought about the difference in the quality of the air. It was the
first time he’d been to Alaska but the air here didn't seem much
different from Seattle. Humid, smelled like the ocean with a hint
of pine and a little bit colder. Couldn't tell you were in Alaska
from those smells.

"Where to bud?" The cab driver surprised Brad
and sounded impatient.

"Lake Hood International Charter Airlines."
Brad had memorized the name.

"Shit." The cab driver muttered under his
breath.

"Is there a problem?" Brad asked a little
concerned.

"No problem man. It's a short trip. You sit
out here, sometimes for hours, and hope you get a decent fare but
all you get is a trip around the block and then you go back to the
end of the line and start waiting again."

"I was told the best way to get there from
the airport was with a cab." Brad threw this in trying to keep the
driver from blaming him for his bad luck. "You're supposed to take
Satellite to De Havilland to..."

"Yeah, yeah I know the way," the driver said,
cutting him off. "It's over off Lakeshore on Floatplane someplace.
It's been a while but I've been there before. Are you sure that's
where you want to go?"

"I've made arrangements with them for a
charter on one of their planes to the North Slope this
afternoon."

"You're the fare." The driver gunned the cab
and they were off. Brad hoped they’d make it. The cab sounded awful
and the jolts from even the smallest bump or pothole were
transmitted right to Brad's ass.

"This thing got any shocks?" Brad hollered
over the roar of the exhaust.

"If you wanted a smooth ride you should have
gotten a limo!" The driver shot back over his shoulder.

Doubt had started to creep back into Brad's
consciousness. Maybe he should have gone with Carol, was he
actually going to find his father...

"This is it..." “...or was it." The cabby
added brakes screeching as they stopped.

"What do you mean?" Brad’s heart skipped.

"What I mean is, this is where Lake Hood
International Charter Airlines has a hangar. I thought it rang a
bell. Heard it over the cab radio yesterday afternoon while I was
waiting in the lot at the airport. The guy flying their airplane
hit a moose on the runway in Unalakleet and a moose usually puts
the plane out of commission. Pilot's in the hospital and damn lucky
he’s alive." The cabby sounded pretty confident about it.

"I'll go in the office and get them to take
me in one of their other planes," Brad said, optimistically.

"Listen kid." The cabby's voice softened a
bit. “I can tell you ain't from around here. Most of these outfits
only got one airplane no matter how fancy their name sounds and
when they smack a moose with it they’re definitely out of business.
Besides there ain't no office. There's just the sign on the hangar
door and the door's paddle locked shut."

Brad was silent. His careful plans had fallen
apart and in his haste to get up here before his father got away he
hadn't bothered to make, or even think about, backup plans. Briefly
lost in thought Brad hadn't noticed the cab had been slowly
creeping along until its grinding brakes loudly announced it was
stopping again.

"Kid. If you gotta be somewhere and you need
a plane to take you there this place is probably your best shot."
Before Brad could respond the driver had come around to his door,
opened it, grabbed his bags and headed off. The blast of cold air
brought Brad back to reality. Brad stepped out of the cab and
stopped by the door.

"Hey, where you going?" he hollered.

"Straight in front of you up the walk." Was
all Brad heard before the door slammed shut.

When Brad got in the office the cabbie was in
the middle of a rant.

"...thinks he can catch a plane to the North
Slope. Had something lined up with the outfit that smacked the
moose yesterday. I'm gonna leave him in your hands missy and get
back to the airport before I miss the international arrivals from
the Orient. Those folks always take a cab and tip good too." Brad
paid the cabbie who let in another blast of frigid air when he
departed.

"So you need a ride to the North Slope?" Brad
made his way over to the counter where the voice had come from.

"Yeah, I’d arranged for the moose killers
down the way to take me." Brad tried to lighten the mood with a
little humor.

"Well the good news is the moose wasn't
banged up too bad so it went to the food pantry and the pilot
survived. The bad news is you aren't going to get to the North
Slope anytime soon. Up here we like to try to look at the bright
side of everything. I'm Gwen," she said, grabbing Brad's hand off
the counter with both of hers.

"It's nice to meet you Gwen. Where you from
in Georgia, would it be Macon?" Brad was pretty good with accents
and thought he had this one nailed.

"Wow, you’re pretty good. Actually it's a
little town named Lizella west of Macon." Her drawl had intensified
a bit.

"Well Gwen it's a pleasure to meet you but I
need to know why I can't get to the North Slope?" Brad was in
planning mode again. He needed to know why he couldn't get there
and needed to start making arrangements to go home or find an
alternative method of getting to the North Slope. He didn't have a
lot of time or money to work with and he didn't want to miss this
chance of catching his father.

"You can't get there because there is a storm
in the area and all our pilots are grounded up there." Her tone was
filled with finality.

"Well, the storm can't last forever and your
pilots will get back here someday, won't they?" Brad was probing to
find the depth of her knowledge on the subject.

"Well, yes and yes. The storm should be over
there soon but the problem is it’s headed this way and once the
pilots can leave the slope the storm will be here. So you can get
to the slope just not anytime soon."

"What do you mean by soon? I'm trying to meet
someone up there who doesn't know I'm coming and I'm afraid he’ll
leave soon after the storm breaks. Is there any way to get there?”
Hearing it said out loud made Brad sound a little bit desperate
even to himself.

A metal door slammed and the scent of old
motor oil and grease intensified and the scuffing of boots came in
his direction and then stopped.

"Hey Bob," Gwen said, talking to the source
of the smells. "This guy wants to get up to the slope and sounds
desperate enough he might even fly with you."

"He's either brave or a dumb shit. Which is
it young feller?"

Brad wondered why everyone was referring to
his age.

"I'm both a dumb shit and brave and usually
in that order." Brad shot back. “You can fly me up to the slope?"
Brad was hopeful.

“Nope, couldn't fly you nowhere. Your arms
would probably give out before we got outta town." Gwen and Bob
both laughed like they thoroughly enjoyed putting one over on the
newcomer. "I could give you a ride up there in my plane as soon as
I get it ready."

"How long before it’s ready?" Brad was ready
to leave now.

"I've got one more snow ski to get the rest
of the way installed. It’ll take me about an hour to finish it.
Then I would have to check the weather, another 15 minutes. Push it
out of the hangar and get gas. I expect I could be ready to go in a
couple of hours." Bob made it sound pretty routine.

"How you going to deal with the storm that
has everybody else grounded?" Brad was having second thoughts about
this.

"Last I checked it was an intense but fairly
compact storm. You can sometimes fly through them but I've been
flying the bush long enough to know better. Keep in mind there are
no old, bold pilots. I've made it to the old part by not being bold
so I'd fly around it. If the storm changes course on us too much
there are a couple of strips where we could set down and weather it
out. I don't expect that will happen." Bob sounded very
confident.

"Sounds good to me. Can I do anything to help
you?" Brad wanted to get to the slope.

"I don't think so. I need to get the coffee I
came in for and get back out there and get it done. You have a seat
and let Gwen take care of you."

Gwen helped Brad get settled. She directed
him to a seat by the heater, put his bags behind the counter, got
him a cup of coffee and told him where the men’s room was. All
there was to do now was to wait for Bob.

"I'll be back in a minute. I'm going out to
see if Bob needs anything." Brad heard the metal door slam loudly
shut behind Gwen.

"Bob?" Gwen hollered out as she walked
through the cold hangar with the orange lighting toward where Bob's
plane was usually stored. She’d only been in there a minute but
wished she’d put her coat on over her vest. She found Bob hunkered
over the right main gear of his otter. "You really going to take
money from a blind guy and take him up to the slope and drop him
off?" Gwen sounded incredulous.

"Well, it's none of my business Gwen what the
boy wants to do. One of the things you need to learn about being up
here is to not question everyone's motives. I don't have any idea
of who or what the kid needs up on the slope. I don't need to know
either. I'm going to mind my own business and give him a ride where
he needs to go. It's his business not mine."

"Are you going to tell him you failed your
physical and you’re supposed to turn in your license?" Gwen was
starting to sound a little irate.

"Gwen, you know I'm the best pilot there is
available. Besides it's just my heart and the doctor said it was
borderline. The doc's had it out for me ever since he accused me of
cheating when I won his dog team in a poker game. Nobody has been
flying up here longer than I have and nobody is a safer pilot. If
you don't want somebody to really take advantage of the poor blind
kid you better let him go with me."

"I'm holding you responsible for him until
you drop him off on the slope." She turned on her heel and started
to stomp off. Gwen came to a halt less than a step later with Bob
holding onto the back of her vest. When she spun her head around to
see what was going on her hair brushed a propeller above her line
of sight in the dimly lit hangar.

"At the rate you were moving when you hit the
propeller it’d have knocked you on your skinny little ass and left
a bump the size of a golf ball. Don't worry about it. I'll take
care of him until I drop him off on the slope." Gwen knew Bob meant
it.

"Hey wake up." Gwen was shaking Brad's
shoulder trying to get him to wake up from his impromptu nap.

"I must have dozed off." Brad mumbled sitting
up in the cracked plastic chair.

"It's the time zone thing," Gwen said. "We
got all your stuff in the plane. I also found an old parka and
parka pants in a locker in the back of the hangar. I threw them in
the back of the plane for you. They might be a little big on you
and they smell a little but it beats the hell out of freezing to
death up on the slope. Those jeans you're wearing won't count for
much up there. Bob's got the plane ready and gassed up. He says if
you want to go you'd better get out there before he has to push the
plane back in the hangar to warm up. He said if he has to push it
back in you might not be able to get out of here before the storm
arrives." Gwen was filling Brad in on the details as he came to
life.

Gwen escorted Brad out to the plane and
helped him get in and get seated. Bob helped him get his seat belt
and headphones on.

"Can you hear me OK?" Bob's voice was as
clear as a bell in the head phones.

"Yeah, I can hear you fine."

Bob reached over and adjusted the Brad's
microphone. “Try it again."

"Testing, testing..." It was all Brad could
think of to say.

"OK we can each hear each other. When you
hear someone else talking on the radio be quiet so I can hear what
they’re saying. Once we're out about 20 minutes we probably won't
hear anybody. I've got to prime this thing to get it going. Once I
give it a few shots of gas with the primer she should crank right
up. Only got a couple of hundred hours on the engine since it was
overhauled." Brad could hear Bob grunting as he did whatever pilots
had to do to get their airplanes going.

"Clear." Brad heard Bob holler.

Brad heard the whine and felt the torque of
the starter turning the engine. The engine fired on one cylinder
and then after what seemed like a very long time it fired one more
time. Bob was muttering something under his breath that sounded
like, ‘come on baby’, to Brad. A moment later another cylinder
kicked in and then they both chuffed for a moment or two and the
rest of the cylinders started kicking in and the syncopated shaking
of the plane smoothed out.

"Now we're getting someplace." Bob's voice
startled Brad. "Now that the engine is running we'll get the heater
going and it'll warm up in here in a few minutes. Ya know it's a
shame they stopped making the 985. I think it was the best round
motor Pratt and Whitney ever put together."

Brad was glad to hear the heater would be
going soon. The meager clothes he had on weren't doing much to keep
him warm even though it hadn't been too long since the plane had
been pulled out of the hangar. The muscles on the backs of Brad's
arms had already started to quiver from the cold. He was glad Gwen
had found some clothes to keep him warm on the slope. Bob had been
doing something with the radios and Brad heard a recorded voice
tell about the current conditions at the airport. All Brad got from
the recording was that the barometer was "Two niner point
five."

Brad sat back and let Bob take care of all
the details of getting them where they needed to go and off the
ground. Bob was professional and efficient on the radio with
whoever he was talking with. Bob explained what he was doing with
the controls as they bumped and thumped while they were taxiing
out.

"I'll try to let you know about any surprises
before they pop up. I fly lots of people who have never flown in
small planes before and it makes things nicer for both of us if I
tell them what to expect if I see it coming. It keeps to screams to
a minimum." Bob was laughing. “We’ll be taking off on runway three
one. Officially it's twenty two hundred feet of gravel.
Unofficially there is another couple of hundred feet of grass and
mud that’s frozen over at the other end this time of year. The
frozen stuff has come in handy a time or two when I was way over
gross. It won't be a smooth takeoff either. Like I said, the strip
is gravel and even after it's been graded it’s not smooth. With the
snow pack on it, it can be really exciting.

After what seemed like an hour more they were
off the ground and headed to the North Slope of Alaska. Brad knew
the reality was it only took about fifteen minutes to accomplish
this feat, he’d been checking his watch.

"Flaps are up, autopilot is on and we’re
climbing out on course. How about some coffee?" Bob was moving
around in his seat.

"No thanks, coffee runs through me like water
and I don't like being uncomfortable and have to hold it until we
get there." Brad was wondering what Bob would think of him.

"It's OK if you don't want the coffee but
don't let the lack of facilities hold you back. I got a pilot's
friend back there too if you can't wait. The only time we run into
a problem is when we fill it up. Can't pour it out since it'll
freeze to the outside of the plane. I've seen it eat the paint off
too." Brad wasn't sure if Bob was telling him the truth or not.

"Sit back and relax, this is a pretty easy
flight. I've flown it a couple of hundred times. I just checked the
weather and the storm is moving south southwest and it should be
clear enough for us to land by the time we get there." Bob made
this sound like a routine flight.

Bob looked over and studied Brad. He hadn't
said anything for the last ten minutes and it seemed like he was
sleeping or at least he seemed pretty relaxed. Bob checked his
knees and his fingers. Both were still. Bob had learned he could
tell how nervous someone was by watching their knees and their
fingers. With some people the more their knees bounced up and down
the more nervous they were. With others they touched all of their
fingers to their thumb one at a time over and over again. Brad was
had none of the signs.

Bob reached up to the control panel and
flipped one of a line of little toggle switches turning off Brad's
headset. Brad didn't seem to react to the change even though Bob
knew from experience the amount of sound coming through the headset
would change. Then he reached out and moved the heading bug on the
autopilot a few degrees. The auto pilot gently banked the plane to
put it on its new course. This didn't seem to rouse Brad so Bob did
it again and this time the plane banked a lot steeper. Bob hadn't
told Gwen or Brad about the little side trip he was going to make
along the way. Bob reached for the CB radio he had in the plane. He
turned it on and picked up the mike.

"How about you mountain man you got your ears
on?" Bob checked the switches a second time to make sure Brad's
headset was off. He knew Brad couldn't hear him but he still turned
his head away from Brad when he talked.

"That you flyboy?" the voice sounded far off
in Bob's headset.

"Roger. I've got a package. Can you start the
relay and let them know I’ll be there in a little over three. I’ll
try to raise them on the CB as soon as I’m in range."

"Ten forty Flyboy. Will do."

Bob waited a minute and then flipped the
switches so Brad's headset was on again. The deed was done. This
last delivery to his contact in Canada should give him enough cash,
along with what he could get for the plane, to let him retire and
not worry having to fly with a bad heart to make a living.

"We there yet?" Brad had come to from a sound
sleep. Airplanes have a way of making people so tense they can't
sleep a wink or the drone of the engine puts them right out.

"It'll be another few hours. Want a sandwich?
I had Gwen get us something delivered so we wouldn't starve to
death along the way. Beside you need to keep the fuel going in so
you can stay warm."

Brad checked his watch and thought they’d be
closer than they were based on the flying time the other charter
operator told him. He was hungry and would try to figure it out
after he had something to eat and maybe some of the coffee if there
was any left.

"Yeah, I'd love one."

"We got tuna, ham and cheese or roast
beef."

"I'll have the ham and cheese if it’s OK with
you." Brad really didn't want the cheese on the sandwich but
thought better of complaining since he hadn't thought to plan ahead
for food.

"Works for me. What you studying?"

"What?" Brad was a little confused by the
question.

"What you studying in school? You were
talking in your sleep. The boom mike picks up quite a bit. I was on
the radio a couple of times did it bother you?" Bob was
probing.

"You didn't bother me. I didn't hear a thing
and I'm almost done with a masters in recreation with an emphasis
in park design." The sandwich tasted better than Brad had
expected.

"Park design, huh who’d have guessed
that?"

"Got any coffee left?”

Bob put a cup in Brad's hand and then showed
him where the cup holder was. The plane droned on through the
grayness. They were flying in between two layers of clouds that met
at the horizon. If it wasn't for the instruments in the plane
telling Bob they we right side up you wouldn't be able to figure it
out from looking outside.

Bob had finished going over his plan in his
head. He would tell Brad they had to set the plane down for him to
check a problem with the engine. He would land, get out, hand over
the goods and collect the cash and be on his way again in 10
minutes. He wasn't even going to turn the engine off. He'd tell
Brad he opened a panel, saw the problem and saw nothing to worry
about. It wasn't a perfect plan but what the hell Brad wasn't going
to see anything. How would he know they were hundreds of miles off
their planned route? Even if he could see he wouldn’t be able to
tell anything since from the air the terrain looked the same mile
after mile.

"Hey have you ever flown a plane?"

Brad was used to these kinds of cruel jokes
but he thought he’d put them behind him when he left the orphanage.
"What do you think asshole?" Brad was a little pissed and didn't
mean for his response to sound so sharp.

"Hey, hey. I wasn't trying to yank your chain
I just wanted to know if you had ever flown a plane. So… you want
to fly this thing or not?"

"Sure.” Brad’s tone had changed. “I don't
think you'd risk your life and let me do anything stupid. We won't
end up like the kid in Hatchet will we?"

What's Hatchet?

"It's a book where a kid is riding in a small
plane, a Cessna I think, that crashes. The pilot dies and the kid
has to live in the woods on his own for a long time."

"First, I don't have time for a crash. I
gotta be back in Anchorage tomorrow. Second, this ain't no goddamn
toy Cessna airplane. It's a De Havilland and is built like a brick
shithouse. Third, if the crash don’t kill us, in this weather,
we'll probably die of exposure in less than a day, maybe two. If we
crash you'll be dead so you won't have to worry about learning the
finer points of living in the woods. Scoot your seat up and let's
get you started on your first flying lesson.”


 


 Chapter 2

The old trapper had learned to pay close
attention to his dogs since he’d lost a lot of his hearing. They,
meaning Matilda his lead dog, had saved him from imminent doom on
more than one occasion. They’d sometimes stop before continuing on
a trail into woods. Usually it was a moose on the trail up ahead.
He would carefully look for the prints as they proceeded slowly and
carefully after one of these unannounced stops. This time it was
different. He’d finished inspecting the last of his traps and they
were headed home with the disappointingly empty sled on a trail
they had traveled many times together. He patiently waited looking
around. He watched their ears and looked in the direction they were
pointing. He saw nothing unusual. He had a clear view of the trail
ahead. It lead down a short easy slope to the river below, followed
the river for about a hundred meters and then headed up the other
bank into the woods.

"Hike" Jacque called to Matilda. She stood
her ground. He was patient but the sweat from his previous exertion
was starting to cool him off too quickly in this unusually cold
weather. They needed to get going soon. As he was about to call out
again he saw the plane break out of the low hanging clouds with one
wing pointing almost straight at the ground. It leveled off and
looked like it was trying to pull up as it slammed into the frozen
river. It bounced once and almost cleared a boulder that cleanly
sheared off its left wing. The right wing dropped to the ice and
spun the plane around acting like a drag anchor as the plane
continued speeding down the river like a toy plane thrown to the
floor by an irate child. The boulders from a small rapid ripped out
the landing gear. It continued on its underbelly spewing debris
until it came to an abrupt halt slamming into the riverbank where
the river curved to the north. The impact dislodged the snow on the
overhanging bank above and the plane was buried. If he hadn't seen
it they could have gone right by without knowing what had
happened.

"Hike" He pushed off with his right leg as
Matilda got the team going. Jacque was evaluating the situation as
they headed down the frozen river toward the plane. He didn't think
he would get the sled too close to the plane because of the
boulders and the high river banks. Matilda responded to his
commands and guided the team down to the boulders and around the
parts of the plane strewn on the ice. He pulled the team up so
they’d be able to easily get off the frozen river. Jacque was off
the sled, flipping it on its side, before it had come to a complete
stop. He covered the distance to the plane quickly for a man over
eighty running on ice.

When he reached the plane he wasn't sure
where to start digging. As he ran up the packed snow covering the
plane his foot slipped on the edge of a piece of metal barely under
the surface of the snow and sank in. He pulled his boot out and a
felt warm air on his face. He dropped to his knees and started
digging here. The bent wing had protected a small cave like area
from the falling snow. It took about two minutes of digging before
Jacque was able to crawl into the space. He got off his gloves and
pulled at the cord to the flashlight he always had hanging around
his neck. He wished he had the headlamp on he used for sledding at
night so his hands were free. He stuffed the flashlight in his
mouth, crawled and pulled himself toward the place where the right
door had been. The smell of gas was strong and he knew he wouldn't
be able to stay in here long with the strong fumes. When he reached
the opening he immediately knew the pilot was dead. Having seen
death many times before and knowing he had to get out before the
fumes overpowered him he reversed his course and crawled out of the
opening he’d dug to the fresh air. He sat there and rested for a
few minutes. The flashlight was cold against his chest when he put
it back in its usual spot. His hands were warming with his gloves
back on and his head was clearing after breathing the gas fumes. He
briefly considered the danger of an explosion, stood and headed
slowly back over the snow toward the sled.

The winter twilight was starting to darken as
Jacque headed back up the river toward the trail. He was going
slowly looking at different pieces of the wreckage to see if he
could easily spot anything to identify the plane. If he did, he
would make a note of it in his journal and report it to the
authorities when he made his annual supply run next fall or if a
Mounty stopped by the cabin, which they sometimes did. He always
enjoyed their company when they did stop. Matilda stopped again.
This irritated him. He was tired from the exertion and wanted to
get back before the fire went all the way out in the cabin. He
really hated starting one from scratch.

Some movement caught his eye. It looked like
two legs sticking out of a pile of snow. When he got to the man he
wasn't sure if he was alive in spite of the movement he thought
he’d seen. He freed the man from the snow and rolled him over
carefully on his back. His face was covered with blood. His nose
was broken; forehead slit open in two places and a huge lump on the
back of his head where snow had gotten packed in wounds. Jacques
felt for broken bones. He wasn't sure if there were any but it
didn't make any difference. He had to get him in the sled and back
to the cabin before he died of exposure. He pulled him to the sled
him by the hood on his lightweight jacket while guiding him past
the biggest boulders trying not to inflict any more damage to his
broken body. Once he got him situated in the sled he straightened
him as best he could, covered him with anything he though would
help keep him warm and lashed him securely to keep the injured man
from moving as they made it back to the cabin.
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