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Prologue
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He closed the last box of books and carried them out to the old truck. With the box in the bed, he had finished what he’d started two days before. The last of the old man’s treasures were on their way to the secondhand store. 

The library didn’t want the old paperbacks, but took the hardcovers. One more thing remained, but he figured he’d take care of that later, after he turned the keys to the old truck over to his father’s girlfriend, Adele. She could use the old Ford. It wouldn’t make the trip he planned to take. 

Not that he hated California, as some now claimed they did. He hated the loss of the wild areas. Hated that the rich and famous were buying out the places where people like his father used to live and turning them into resorts. He didn’t care for the way the small town’s population swelled in the summer until you could hardly walk down the road without hitting someone. 

With his size, he was constantly telling some idiot he was sorry because they couldn’t dodge him. Too many people and too little wild space left for normal folk. He had to get away. 

He would miss the tall trees, the lazy summer days he and the old man used to enjoy. His father picked up the pieces when his mother died and soldiered on. Eventually, Adele came into their lives. They got along. She never tried to be anything else than his stepmother and Alex’s main squeeze. That worked for all of them. 

Come evening, she and Dick would drive up into the hills and scatter Alex’s ashes before anyone found out about it. He didn’t want to answer questions nor get told disposing of his father’s remains in that manner violated some regulation. Not all his dad’s ashes would go into the high country. A small vial would go with him. 

The last night in the small house he’d called home for most of his life didn’t get spent sleeping. Instead, he thought about what their life had been like when his mother was still alive. Her death affected the old man, diminishing him somehow. 

It wasn’t as if he broke, more like he’d been a joy balloon that burst open. The joy left forever. What remained was a skin inhabited by a reduced spirit of who he’d been. Alexandre Dumas Jones carried on. He had a son to care for. The infectious joy his parents had. The love that seemed to feed off each other vanished. 

Adele came along after Dick moved out and tried the community college. It didn’t work out for him. Forest management or something to do with the environment had appealed. What didn’t was the sheer volume of people. All the chaos confused him. Being perpetually short on cash didn’t help.

Not that he lacked intelligence. Every test he took in high school placed him slightly above average. He did better when class sizes were smaller and the students were attentive instead of a bunch of chattering crows. The almost constant buzz of people in motion destroyed his concentration. 

Things might have been different if the county hadn’t decided to raise the tax rate a couple of years back. That put the squeeze on his father’s fixed income. Alex hadn’t paid the taxes for two years running. The county intended to foreclose. Which settled it for Dick. Come morning, he and Adele would say goodbye. Then he planned to head north. As far north as he could go and still stay in the United States. 

He considered emigrating to Canada, but he didn’t have any skills they wanted. One option existed. Alaska called, and Dick hoped he could make it his home. 
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Chapter One
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“Lila.” A hand shook her, bringing Lila awake instantly.

“Yats’ae, Come, eat. Irv say hurry.” Her great-grandmother lifted the quilt and accordian folded it at the foot of her bed. 

Her feet touched the cool floor and Lila’s toes scrabbled for the moose hide slippers. Feet encased in the warmth, she stood. “Why is he in such a hurry? He’s not working today. There’s lots of time to get the fishwheel in the water.”

DeDe Gunther chuckled. “Tha Sam girl. He hurries there. Irving gonna marry her. Watch.”

While Lila grabbed thermals and got them on, her grandmother made the bed. Getting out her old pair of work jeans, Lila pulled them on over the thermal underpants. A ratty old pullover sweater followed, and a ragged flannel shirt went over that. 

“Sit.” The old woman waved a hand at the rickety chair pushed under the desk that held Lila’s school work. The very last she would ever do after school ended. 

Granny DeDe eased the pile of books to one side and took the hairbrush in hand. Lila kept her head still as her grandmother unbraided her hair and ran the brush through it before separating the strands and beginning a new braid. “What you think bout college in Fairbanks? Less people than Anchorage.”

Every night Lila thanked God for her grands. They’d taken over when her parents divorced. A messy, guilt-trip laden forest-fire of a divorce that burned everyone. Them, the grands, and all three children. The few times her mother called; Lila refused to speak with her. 

Randy Gunther, her father, once tried to take Irving and Matthew away with him. When the four grandparents refused to let the boys go, Randy walked away and hadn’t been heard from since. Lila had witnessed the confrontation between her father and the four grands. When his father, Erik, refused to support his efforts to separate the children and threatened to leave him tied in the woods for the bears, Randy gave up. That his father held a shotgun holding a couple of light bird-shot loads didn’t hurt. Randy realized he’d pushed too far.

Fingers of her left hand wiggling in front of Lila’s face, Grandma DeDe wanted the hair tie. “Yats’ae. She called. You can go Kodiak for summer. Visit, meet other brothers.” 

“No. I’m not ready for that.”

“They family. Lila, unforgiveness like walking through woods come fall eating berries an no lookin. Gonna kill ya sometime.”

“I can’t do it. Not yet. Maybe someday. And I’m not college material.”

“Ya got tha smarts.” Granny DeDe patted her shoulder. “Done. Come, eat. Gonna be cold on tha river.”

Lila turned to give her paternal grandmother a hug. “It’s not that. I just don’t want to go. I don’t like studying. I’d rather be in the woods with you and Granny Alva Mae.”

“You good girl, Lila. Now, come. Irv be here soon. Alva Mae already woke him an Matt. Soon tha wheel in tha water, you three come home. Get dry an us go town.”

“Copper Center or Glennallen?” Lila asked as she pulled on rubber boots.

“Glennallen. Need flour, sugar, coffee an tea. Stop Copper Center way back. Check mail an get paraffin. Let Matt drive comin back. He needs time tha learn.”

Lila held the old blanket aside that separated her cubby from the main cabin and the loft bedroom her grandparents slept in. Both Irv and Matt slept in a similar addition in the Rudikoff cabin. The scent of bacon and eggs filled the area. 

Grandpa Erik hurried in with an armload of wood and kicked the door shut behind him. With it dumped in the box, he poured himself a cup of coffee and sat beside her on the bench. “Gonna be cold getting tha wheel in tha water. Don’t like tha three of ya doing it alone. David an me need ta help.”

“Don’t worry, Grandpa. You’ve got the meeting at Ahtna. We’ll get it done without losing anyone to the river. Promise.” 

He grunted, then took another gulp of coffee. “‘Atna’tuu ah mean bitch. River, it grab ya, maybe we find something in Cordova. Maybe not. Tie up ta tha wheel afore pushing in water.” His hand squeezed her shoulder for an instant. “Watch tha boys. Irv ready ta go sniffin after tha Sam girl. Make him watch out.”

“I will, Grandpa. I promise.”

“Good, good.” He left the table, empty cup in hand. In the kitchen area, her grandfather drained his cup and put it in the sink. 

Granny DeDe reached out to touch his hand. “Don’t take shit. We got rights.”

Erik Gunther grinned at his wife. “Him an me ain’t giving away nothing.” Then he shrugged. “Anyway, we don’t do it way you like, you and Alva Mae fix later.”

“Not if you sign. Don’t care what they read, you bring copy home. Lila read and tell where traps hide.”

“Good plan. Young ones gonna whine. Too bad.” 

With a chuckle, DeDe Gunther agreed. “Go now. Caribou stew tonight. We eat an go over papers.”

Lila understood the old folk’s hesitation about signing anything. The original Gunther who gave his name to this branch of Athabaskans had homesteaded one hundred sixty acres, married an Athabaskan woman and stayed in Alaska as had his friend, Kodiak Rudikoff. Their homesteads sat side by side, giving them a huge chunk of frontage on the Richardson Highway. The four elders knew what they had and took great pains to hold on to it. 

Because their fathers were White, the children avoided being sent off to mission schools. David Rudikoff and Erik Gunther were all that remained of their brothers and sisters. Accidents and disease having claimed David’s two sisters and one brother and Erik’s sister. 

If a baby was born at home back then, and the parents didn’t bring it to the attention of the government, no birth certificate got issued. Lila guessed all four grands were in their late sixties, at least. They were all shrewd and had little time for nonsense. 

The two men had been friends and hunting partners from birth. When she asked who was the elder, they laughed and said neither of them remembered. Nor did it matter. Erik was the better shot and David the better tracker. They worked together with few words. It wasn’t necessary. They easily expected the other’s need. 

When their offspring, Elle Rudikoff and Randy Gunther, insisted on marrying, their elders tried to talk them out of that. Granny DeDe said all knew it would end badly. It had. Randy lost interest in his family before Matthew’s birth. Other women and excessive partying was the catalyst. It all went to the devil from there, or so said Granny Alva Mae. 

When they both left, dropping the children on the grandparents, the two boys stayed with David and Alva Mae. Lila with DeDe and Erik. Lila remembered the fear she felt when Randy tried to take the boys away. 

Elle came home the year Lila turned five. Her big belly proclaimed her purpose in coming for Lila. She whined and cried about how alone she felt. How she needed Lila. Alva Mae gave her a slap and a shake. She left in tears. The children were never bothered again. Something all three were grateful for. The grands loved and cared for them. Irving, Lila, and Matthew showed their appreciation by staying in school, getting decent grades, and on Irving’s part, a good job after graduation. 

She popped the last bite of breakfast in her mouth as Matthew pushed through the door. “Hey! You ready? Granny A made lunch. We’ve got it and soda in the truck.”

“Wait. I got cake. Jug coffee. You take.” Granny DeDe shoved a milk crate at Matthew. “Bring box tha jug back.”

“Thanks, Granny. What kind of cake?” No one with any sense turned down one of her cakes. Granny DeDe baked like no one else they knew. If one of her creations was at a function, all they ever got back was the crumbs. 

“One with carrots, potato, cranberries. Last of dried stuff. Go. Take care. Ya fall in, get em out. Build fire, get warm. Two blankets in box. Don’t lose.”

“Yes, ma’am. Got it.”

“Love you, Gran.” Lila called out as she grabbed her jacket from the hook by the door and followed Matt out to the truck. 

Early spring, the air held a mild chill by her family’s standards. The color known as robin’s egg blue, and the clear sky promised a warming day. To the east, the Wrangells stood tall against the nearly blue white of the sky. From the Richardson Highway, they would take the Edgerton Highway roughly thirty miles east to Chitina. Their fishwheel waited on a gravel bar on the eastern bank of the Copper River. 

With the ice gone, they needed to get the wheel into the water, ready for the first salmon run of the season. Lila hoped it would be a good one. They needed to fill the freezer again.
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He could take the bus as far as Seattle, but Dick wanted to save money. What he’d read said Alaska could be expensive. He’d never had a hard time finding work before and didn’t figure it would prove any worse in Alaska. However, his father always said to be careful with money. Things could go to hell faster than you could blink. If it took money to get you out of the hole, it was best to have a stash. 

Trying to hitch a ride on the freeway could get a person a ticket or in jail for vagrancy. Something he couldn’t afford. He’d had success hitching rides from truckers before by asking at truck stops. 

He knew what the Department of Transportation said about that. Written permission had to be obtained from the owner of the trucking company. He always looked for independent owners and operators. More than willing to work for his keep, in any way the driver wanted except driving, he usually found a ride. 

Confident he could find something, Dick hitched a ride to Redding. The first one he got, a trucker just getting ready to roll at a truck stop on I-5, took him into Oregon. During that ride, his job was to listen to the driver vent his frustration with women. 

Dick knew it wasn’t all black and white, right or wrong. Adele was what she called a trucking widow until she became the real thing. Adele was the trucker’s second wife, the first one left and took the kids. When Adele laid down terms, he agreed. There would be no children. She would make a life for herself, and he could come and go out of it without making her feel abandoned. 

The dry landscape gradually gave way to higher elevations, all while the man complained. Then came the questions as they climbed into the foothills of Mount Shasta. “Where you going, kid?”

“Seattle. I hope to hitch a ride through Canada to Alaska. I don’t have enough money to fly.”

“Why the hell are you going to that cold hole? Buddy of mine’s been up there a few times. The main road they use has nothing and no one on it other than a couple of Indian villages. He has to fill up before he starts at the bottom at some damn place called Kit something or other.”

“Do you think he’s got a load going that way? I’d sure appreciate catching a ride.”

“First, why up there?”

Dick shrugged. He might as well give the man the whole story. They probably wouldn’t see one another again. “Mom’s been gone a while. Dad died, and the county is taking the property for back taxes. I couldn’t afford to catch them up and if I managed it this year, I doubt I could pay the next. I might as well try somewhere new.”

His story elicited another diatribe. This one on how the government fucked the little guy. Finished, they sat in silence for a little while as the miles rolled away. “We get to Portland, I’ll see if I can roust him. If he’s not headed that way soon, he’ll know someone who is. You’d best do it now. Otherwise, you’ll need a passport. Another damn way to take bucks out of your pocket. It’s all around the industry lately. The Canadians will want you to produce a fucking passport to get into Canada. It’s not enough to prove you’ve got enough money to go straight through and not cost their government a damn dime, like before.”

“Well. Guess the time is right. I’d appreciate it if you’d try reaching your buddy.”

“Sure, kid. No problem. Us poor folk got to stick together, or they’ll run roughshod all over us.”

The man’s irritation about everything and maybe everyone rolled off his back as Dick daydreamed about what he might find in Alaska. Reading about a place and looking at photos never gave an accurate picture of it. Huge, there were microclimates in the state. 

He knew the North Slope was colder than he wanted to experience. Southeast, the panhandle didn’t get those bone chilling temperatures. Still, he wasn’t going there. Not at first. He’d be seeing either Anchorage or Fairbanks. Two of the largest cities in Alaska, he stood a better chance of finding work there. 

The summers were short. Another thing he’d learned. Going up in spring might give him time enough to get something together before winter hit. Dick mentally crossed his fingers. After California, he’d supposed the learning curve might be a little steep. Still, if he made it through the first winter, he could decide from there what he could and couldn’t deal with.

High desert is what his father always called the country he now rode through. Glad the sun was still up, he watched it all through the window of the big truck, happy to be above the level of the smaller vehicles. Dick wanted to remember it, as there was a better than even chance he’d never come this way again. 

Grievances aired, like a helium balloon devoid of air, the man fell silent. Content to be left to his thoughts, Dick leaned against the window frame and watched as they sped up I-5. The semi crossed the Sacramento River, and the driver asked if he’d ever driven over Siskiyou Summit. 

After replying he hadn’t, Dick didn’t bother telling the man he’d never been farther north than Redding before. He could see no point in explaining he’d traveled no farther south than Sacramento. To this date, he’d never been much of anywhere. 

When he was a kid, right after his mother died, they moved as far from Los Angeles as his father could get. The sale of the house down there provided the funds to buy a little place in Ruth. They lived on his father’s disability money and the extra he got for Dick. 

They never went hungry, nor did they have steak often. The two of them got by. Every summer from the time he was sixteen, Dick hitched rides into the central valley and worked at whatever odd jobs he could find that paid cash. If the government got wind of him working, there would have been questions neither of them wanted to answer. 

A tiny part of him bounced around gleefully inside. The other part felt scared spitless. With any luck, he’d soon be seeing all of Oregon and Washington. Dick prayed he’d find a ride through Canada. 

If that didn’t work, he had one more option. He had just enough money to take a deck only passage on one of the Alaska Marine Highway ferries. It would take every penny he had to make it happen. A ride is what he needed, prayed for. 

The road stayed parallel to the Sacramento River for a while. The driver pointed it out to Dick. A little thrill shot through him when they crossed the border into Oregon. At long last, he was out of California. The cautious part of him whispered probably forever and asked if that didn’t scare him.

He could get another ride back the other way. Then what? Adele offered to put him up. For how long was the question? Dick straightened and firmed his will. There was no going back. He had to go forward. It was north to Alaska for him. Time to stiffen his spine and stop acting like a weak Willy. 
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Chapter Three
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Irv stopped his truck at the woodlot. Neither Lila nor Matt had to ask what he stopped to get. They each grabbed a pealed log and tossed it in the pickup's bed. One more each and they got inside. Irv pulled around and started down the driveway. 

They bounced down the drive to the Richardson. A big semi with ‘Safeway’ on its side blazed past on the way to Valdez. Between where they were and the end of the road, the only place it could go was to their store in the small town where the oil pipeline ended. 

Pulling out behind it, Irv reached out to turn the volume down on the cassette player he’d installed. “Let’s get this done quick.” He glanced at Lila in the back seat of the crew cab truck. “We need to be careful. I got the same lecture from Granny Alva Mae. We will. Tish is supposed to meet me back at the cabin. I’m taking her for an early dinner in Valdez.”

“You gonna marry her?” Lila asked before she checked herself. Her older brother might not answer.

“I’m thinking about asking her. Yeah. I’ve got a line on a place I think I can make work for a house without taking every penny I’ve got saved.”

“How the hell are you going to work that? Where are you planning to live if she marries your dumb ass?”

“Please, Matt. Can you tone it down a little?”

“Oh, fuck! Come on, woman. Lighten up with that prissy shit.”

“Is that what you call it? Granny DeDe catches some of your light talk and you’re gonna have a soapy mouth.”

“I’m too old for that...”

“Shut it, Matthew Gunther.” Irv reached out and cuffed his younger brother’s head.

“What the hell?”

“Like she said, watch your mouth. You talk like that around Tish, and I’ll wash your stupid mouth out. See if I don’t. As for raising a hand to one of the grannies, try that and both grandpas will teach you a lesson you’ll never forget. Don’t push it. And what’s with the bad boy shit, anyway? Trying to show someone how tough you are?”

“Just because you’re trying to be Mr. Goody Two Shoes...”

“You’re hanging with that loser, Neff. I told you to stay away from him.”

“I’m old enough to pick my friends. You don’t get to tell me who I can pal around with.”

“Maybe I can’t, but the grands are a whole other ballgame. Let me warn you right now, you disrespect either of those old folks and retribution will be headed your way.”

Lila leaned over from the back seat and touched her younger brother’s shoulder. “Listen to him. Please, Matt. I’ve heard some bad things about the Neffs. Don’t get tangled up in their business. Before you know it, you’ll be drinking hard, the same as Father did. Don’t disrespect the grands like that.”

Wise enough to realize Lila’s approach might work better than nagging, Irv backed off. Relieved, Lila leaned back in the seat. Time to change the subject. Matt would appreciate having the spotlight somewhere else. “Irv, when do you think you and Tish will get married?”

“Before summer is over, probably.”  

“Where are you planning to live? I’m not giving up my bed.” Matt grumbled.

Something in her younger brother’s tone caught Lila’s attention. She resolved to talk to the grannies about the situation and hoped she could keep Matt’s involvement with the Neff family quiet. It wouldn’t do her any good if Matt found out she’d said anything. But hanging with that bunch wasn’t normal for him. 

“Oh! Turn that one up.” A song came on the three of them liked. Matt cranked the volume up and soon the three of them were singing. At the end of the song, she and Irv raised their voices to drown Matt out. 

“It’s ‘feel’. When are you two going to clean out your ears?” Matt slammed both hands over his ears. “You two deaf?”

“It’s two against one.” Irv winked at her in the rearview mirror. “Majority rules.”

“Nope. The lyrics they wrote are correct. It’s their frickin song. We should sing it right.”

At the disgusted look on Matt’s face, they burst into laughter. 

“Okay. We’ll stop messing with you.” Irv said. “I’m not planning on taking your bed. Tish gives me the go ahead and I’m angling for a place up closer to Glennallen and work. If it all works out, I’m going to need help from both of you. The school district is thinking of turning loose of a place they used to house teachers. It’s a double-wide trailer on three acres. If I get it, I’ll need to put up posts on the outside, spray foam the thing about five inches thick all around and cover it with siding. The thing needs new skirting, too. Matt, if you help me on the weekends, I’ll pay you for your time.”

“Nope. I’ll help for free. Then you’ll owe me a bundle when my turn comes.”

“Works for me. You’re on. I’ll set it all in motion if Tish says yes tonight.” 

He took the truck over the bridge and drove down on the gravel bar that edged that side of the river bed. “Let’s get that wheel in the water. Matt and I will push. Lila, you take care of slipping the rollers under the thing.”

They piled out of the truck and inspected the wheel. Lila bent down to check the four fifty-gallon drums supporting the deck. “I don’t see any holes,” she reported.

“The frame looks good. Both baskets are just fine. The catch bin could use a nail or two, but that can wait until we’re in the water. Let’s do this.” Irv called out. The three of them turned to the truck to off load the logs they planned to use as rollers. 
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At the truck stop outside of Portland, Dick followed the driver of the semi inside. Timms pointed to a booth. “Order me coffee and the lunch special. Get whatever you want. It’s on me.”

No matter what the man said, Dick didn’t plan to order anything more than what his benefactor chose. The lunch special would do, along with coffee. He placed the order, then watched as the driver walked over to a corner table that had five men digging into a meal while they talked. 

The men greeted Timms. A few laughs prefaced their craning their necks to look his way. Dick acknowledged them with a small nod. They exchanged a few more words before Timms walked back to the table. 

Seated, he took a good swallow of the coffee and then leaned back against the cushion with a smile. “Bobby D was in here five days ago. Said he had a load going to Prince Rupert. That’s in Canada. Those guys gave up long hauling for pushing a delivery van around Oregon and sometimes up into Washington. That doesn’t keep them away from home as much. They still come in here to keep up with shit. As for Bobby D, his being gone that long means he’s probably on his way back. Soon as we finish here, I’m going to make a call and see if I can round him up.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

Timms smiled at the waitress who loaded their food on the table. Then he cut a bite of the chicken fried steak. After swallowing, he pointed the fork at Dick. “Listen, one of these days someone you meet is gonna need a little help. You help them and pass it on. Much as I bitch about it, driving makes me a good living. I wouldn’t be here if someone hadn’t given me a break.” 

Dick nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll do that.”

Without saying another word, the man started eating. Dick followed his example. As he got the food down, he said a quiet prayer that Bobby D would be receptive. Realizing what he was doing, Dick wondered why. His father wasn’t exactly a religious person and hadn’t raised him to be, either. 

He’d read somewhere that there were no atheists in a foxhole. To him, it meant desperate times called for desperate measures. Calling on a god he wasn’t sure existed hardly equated with being under fire with your life in danger. Not in danger of dying, he still felt anxious. Maybe he shouldn’t be asking for help from an entity he’d never acknowledged before. A presumptuous attitude, maybe. Still, he would take any help he could get. 

Apple pie with ice cream rounded out Timms’ meal. With a grin, he leaned back against the back of the booth. He used the metal toothpick he carried on his keychain for a moment before speaking. “You hang
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