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For those hardy individuals who have chosen
to live in the Yukon and Alaska, past and present.







You road I enter upon and look around, I
believe you are not all that is here, I believe that much unseen is
also here.






Song of the Open Road, by Walt Whitman







CHAPTER ONE – – – – –






Near Johnson’s Crossing in the Yukon
Territory, October 30, 1972






“I brought food for the dogs. Looks like
they haven’t been fed since before the snow fell. ” The man
gestured toward a sled behind his snowmobile. It held two tubs with
frosted chunks. “Whitefish,” he added.

Hunter could hear barking and howling, and
saw the movement of grey and black fur between the tree trunks a
hundred yards or so from the cabin. From the noise and movement, he
could tell there were about half a dozen dogs in the dog yard, each
tied to their own dog house with a chain. Whoever lived in the
cabin used a dog team to get around in the winter.

“These your footprints, Mr. Klimmer?” he
asked the man.

Fred Klimmer took a step backward, and RCMP
Constable Hunter Rayne could see that the prints he had just
stepped out of matched those leading to the front porch of the
cabin. Klimmer’s pant legs had ties at the ankle to keep the snow
out of his boots, and he wore a thigh length grey parka which hung
open due to the relative warmth of the mid-day sun. He was taller
than Hunter, and big boned but lean like most creatures who subsist
in the north, where fats are a rare luxury. His parka hood was off,
a knitted black toque pulled down over his ears. A coarse black
beard concealed his lips and chin, revealing only his dark eyes
above the ruddy skin of his cheeks and nose.

“Did you touch anything inside?”

Klimmer shook his head. He looked as if he
hadn’t trimmed his beard in a couple of years, a contrast to Hunter
himself, who always felt uncomfortable going more than a day or two
without shaving. “I hollered, but there was no answer. I could tell
by the snow and the open door that no one had been in or out since
the snow fell last Monday and I figured it wasn’t my place to go
inside. That’s why I called you guys. With the door open and no
heat, not likely there’s anybody in there alive.”

Hunter nodded. It had dropped to several
degrees below freezing during the night, and even now in the early
afternoon was below freezing unless in direct sun. Klimmer had
radioed the Whitehorse RCMP detachment who in turn had dispatched
Hunter to investigate a likely death at the scene. Hunter found it
odd that way out here, far from any emergency services, Klimmer had
hesitated to go inside himself, but then again, he did the right
thing in not contaminating the scene with his presence. From
Hunter’s perspective, it had been a good decision.

It had been a relatively heavy snowfall for
so early in the year, leaving over six inches of powdery snow on
the frozen ground, with drifts over a foot deep. The isolated
trapper’s cabin was not far from the small community of Johnson’s
Crossing, on the bank of a creek leading to the Teslin River. The
nearest vehicle access was a narrow, rutted dirt track off a gravel
road that started at the Alaska Highway. Hunter had left his
Suburban where the gravel road ended, and hitched a ride the last
few miles with Klimmer on the back of Klimmer’s snow machine,
carrying a pack slung over his back.

He dropped his pack beside the snow-covered
steps and opened the flap to pull out a flashlight and his Polaroid
camera. If there was death involved, he wanted to document the
scene just as it looked when he arrived.

“Go feed the dogs,” he told Klimmer, before
pulling his right glove off with his teeth and stuffing it in his
jacket pocket. “They sound pretty hungry.”

The man just stood there until Hunter turned
around and aimed the Polaroid at him, taking in the man’s Ski-Doo
and the sled full of frozen fish. Klimmer shrugged, then straddled
the snow machine and revved its engine before slipping away through
the trees.

The Polaroid captured the rough wooden
porch, the wisps of snow that had drifted through the open door
into the cabin. The interior of the cabin was dim, the only light
coming from the doorway and a small window above the sink in the
kitchen. The remaining windows were shuttered. The shutters were
designed to keep in heat, not to conceal the inhabitants from
non-existent neighbors. Flashlight in hand, Hunter took a cautious
tour of the cabin’s main room. It was an open space with a kitchen
to the right of the door and a sitting area with a free-standing
woodstove on the left. It was a cut above the usual trapper’s cabin
and it might have been cozy and attractive at one time, but not
anymore.

There was no question that there had been
violence here, violence that could have ended in death. It wasn’t
Hunter’s first such encounter since his posting to Whitehorse as a
rookie in the spring, but the hair stood up on the back of his neck
and his heart began to race. He stuck a four-sided flashcube in the
camera and began to take photos, starting with fresh scratches on
the wooden door. He opened the shutters, and as each of the first
few photos slid out of the Polaroid, Hunter placed it face up on
the windowsill. His breath created small vapor clouds in the frozen
air, so he took care not to exhale before a shot.

It was a chaotic scene. There were plates
and kitchen utensils strewn across the floor. The small kitchen
table had been overturned and one leg was broken off. Shelves and a
small cabinet had been partially ripped off the wall. There were
two metal pails, one upright on top of the woodstove and half full
of ice, the other tipped on its side with a thin film of ice on the
floor in front of it.

Hunter was pretty sure that the culprit who
had ransacked the cabin had left no fingerprints. He did, however,
leave his mark. On what was probably a trap door to a cache under
the floor and on the planks that served as a kitchen counter, there
were the unmistakable parallel scratches of a giant set of claws.
In the sitting area, chairs were upended and a sofa’s cushions were
scattered with their fabric shredded.

Hunter sensed the presence of Klimmer in the
doorway. “Grizz, looks like,” the man said. “Any sign of
bodies?”

“Please remain outside,” said Hunter. He
didn’t like being distracted from his current task, but talking to
Klimmer was also part of his job. “Still have to enter the back
room, but I agree with you about the grizzly. How were the
dogs?”

“Listen.”

Hunter realized the earlier yapping had
subsided into the occasional snarl or growl. He nodded. They were
occupied with the frozen fish. He walked back to the front door and
bent to find a new package of blank Polaroids in his bag. “What
prompted you to come by here?”

Klimmer was leaning against the door frame,
lighting up a hand-rolled cigarette. He waved the match out and
inhaled deeply. Hunter held out his hand for the spent match but
Klimmer smirked and tucked it into his own pocket. “I was out
hunting. I ran across Blake’s trap line, and I could tell it’d been
a long time since he’d cleared it. Remains of a fox in the trap.
Scavengers took most of it. Thought I should come check on
him.”

“Were you and Martin Blake friends?”

The man snorted. “He was an idiot, but his
woman was nice. Pretty, too.” He ran his tongue over chapped lips,
then spat over his shoulder into the snow. “Don’t know why she
shacked up with him, except maybe it’s not a bad cabin to winter
in.”

“Abusive?”

“Unfriendly. Paranoid. Suspicious and
probably jealous. Crazy son of a bitch, far as I could tell. You
figure it out.”

“But you came to check on him.”

Klimmer shrugged. “Unwritten law up here,
kid. Nobody ever told you that? You gotta watch out for your
neighbors.”

Hunter turned away, walked back into the
center of the cabin.

There were dark smears on the plank floor
leading from the door at the back of the room. Hunter suspected
they were a sign of something bloody being dragged to the front
door. A grizzly likes to bury its kill and keep the site clearly
marked as its own for a later meal. Hunter clenched his jaw,
preparing for what he might encounter in the bedroom. Flashlight in
one hand, camera in the other, he followed the smears to the back
room’s doorway and stepped inside.

There was no door, just a ragged grey
blanket hanging from the frame. Shutters on the single small window
were closed; the only slivers of light seeped through their cracks.
The bedding was in a dirty tangled mess half on the floor, the
mattress askew, its blue and white ticking exhibiting several large
dark stains that Hunter knew were blood. There was smeared blood on
the floor of the small room as well as a trail of it leading to the
door, and an area of the log wall beside the bed was visibly
spattered and streaked with blood as well.

Hunter’s flashlight played over a photo on
one wall, hanging straight, looking untouched by whatever violence
had taken place inside the room. He caught his breath. He knew her.
She was young and pretty, a self-professed hippie chick from
Michigan who got stalled in Whitehorse on her way to Alaska. In the
photograph she was grinning and cuddling a Malamute pup against her
right shoulder, her long dark hair draped like a curtain on the
left. He’d met her in a Whitehorse bar during his first few months
in the Yukon. Her name was April and she was waiting tables as a
temporary job. They had flirted a little across pints of beer once
or twice and he had decided that next time he saw her he would ask
her out, but then she was gone. “Cashed her last check here and
moved on,” said the bartender. “Free spirit, eh?”

Hunter swung the flashlight away from the
photo and back to the bloody bed. “Not her,” he whispered, looking
at the blood. “God help me, it can’t be her.” He swallowed hard and
pushed the thought out of his mind. Just because her photo was on
Blake’s wall, it didn’t mean she’d been in the man’s bed. He played
the light over the other walls but there was no sign of other
pictures. Only the one.

By the time he was finished, he had used up
all of the Polaroid film he had brought with him and his fingers
were nearly numb from the cold. He collected up the photos – about
ten of them – and those that had developed he wrapped in a clean
rag and tucked into a pocket in his pack. He stood on the front
porch and looked for Klimmer, saw the man walking through the trees
beyond the outhouse, about forty yards away, his eyes scanning the
snow around him, in places nudging the snow with his boot. Hunter
whistled sharply, and when the man looked up, waved him in.

“What were you looking for?”

“Anything,” said the man.

Hunter assumed he’d been looking for signs
of a body, or what was left of one.

“What did you find in the back room?” the
man asked.

“Nothing,” said Hunter. “Just a mess, like
the rest of the cabin.” He paused. “The woman. What was her
name?”

“April,” the man answered, squinting as he
searched Hunter’s face. “Like I said, she was pretty. Pretty and
nice.” He licked his lips. “It’s too bad.”

“What’s too bad?” asked Hunter, although he
already knew.

“What do you think, kid?” The man’s face
expressed his scorn. “A grizzly doesn’t take prisoners.”







CHAPTER TWO – – – – –






A cabin near Eagle, Alaska – June 1997






Betty Salmon brushed a mosquito off her
cheek and tucked another bean seedling into the sun-warmed dirt.
The growing season in Alaska was short, and she had to make the
best of it. The joints of her fingers were swollen and stiff from
arthritis, but never mind the pain. There were two more rows to
plant in the cold frame before she would go in for tea. The more
food she could can or freeze, the less she had to buy over the
winter and the less money they would need to survive. Betty’s
crippled fingers made it hard to hold a needle, so her income from
selling beaded deerskin purses and moccasins had fallen sharply the
last two years. Goldie was talking about going outside to work, and
Betty didn’t want to lose her. “It would be the death of me,” she
said aloud, with only her aged Malamute to hear, if he were able.
She’d begun to suspect he was going deaf. Hootie lay flat in the
sun, flicking a mosquito off his ear from time to time.

Sometimes Betty would lie awake at night
imagining her life without Goldie. Left alone here in Eagle she
would die, she was sure of it. It wasn’t a physical thing.
Physically Betty was tough as an old grizzly sow. But Goldie was
her only reason to stay alive, except for Hootie, and he wasn’t
long for this world. Once he left it, she would surely follow right
behind him if Goldie wasn’t here. Many of the people who lived in
Eagle and Eagle Village were nice enough, and some of them had
tried to be her friends, but she’d been gruff and unfriendly for so
long, intentionally keeping them at a distance, that now they
mostly left her alone.

She knew they called her the Salmon woman,
instead of Betty. She imagined the woman at the post office
wondering why that old Salmon woman hadn’t come for her mail and
sending someone to check on her. They would find her frozen – of
course she would die during the dark days of winter – frozen solid.
Maybe they would find her sitting in her chair with a frozen cup of
tea on the table beside her, her beadwork on her lap; if the
generator hadn’t run out of fuel, maybe the television would still
be going. Hootie would be curled up at her feet, frozen, too. Or
maybe they would find her frozen under the covers in her bed, the
woodstove long dead from no one to add another log. She would just
go to bed one dark winter afternoon and find no good reason to get
back up again.

“Come with me, Gran. When I find a job, we
could get a little house in Fairbanks, or maybe even Anchorage,”
Goldie had said. “You could still have a garden, and Hootie can
come, too.”

Goldie had said it more than once, and more
than once, Betty had made a sour face and shook her head. She had
wanted Goldie to get an education – as much of an education as a
kid can get in a one room school – so she had moved from the old,
remote trapper’s cabin up the river to this one just a few miles
from Eagle Village, and this was what had come of it. Betty herself
was happy enough seeing the world through the videos Goldie
borrowed from the library and the educational programs the Alaska
government beamed out to villages in the bush; those same videos
and TV programs had made Goldie want to go Outside to see it for
herself.

“I can’t live in a city,” Betty would reply.
“My soul needs to be somewhere wild and quiet and uncrowded. It’s
half Indian, my soul. You know that.”

“There’s lots of houses near town where you
can’t even see your neighbors, Gran. It’s not like you’d be living
in New York or Chicago or somewhere, where it’s all concrete and
glass.”

Betty would grunt, toss her long grey braid
back over her shoulder and say, “You go ahead, child. Don’t stay
here for my sake. I’m old and it’s about time I died anyway.” She
said that, knowing that Goldie couldn’t bear to think of her dying,
because she was all Goldie had, too. Or so she liked to
believe.

“Please, Gran. Life would be easier for us
both. Give it a try for my sake. I’ve got no life here in Eagle. I
want to take courses at a university. I want to stretch my wings. I
want a family one day.” She would sigh and look so unhappy that
Betty felt guilty, but then she would think about what might happen
if they moved to a city.

What if ‘they’ – nameless, faceless people
in government, people Betty had never seen or wanted to see – found
out that Betty wasn’t really Goldie’s grandmother, wasn’t even
related in any way to the only family she had? Goldie was in her
twenties now, so it’s not like she would be taken away, but that’s
not what worried Betty. If ‘they’ found out, then Goldie herself
would know. She would learn the truth about her mother, and maybe
even find out about her father, and worst of all, she would lose
faith in her Gran, and she might turn against the brittle old woman
who loved her more than life itself.

Betty straightened her aching back and
rubbed her eye with the back of her hand. Her fingernails, even her
fingers themselves, were black with the dirt from her garden plot,
made richer than the poor Alaskan soil around it from years of
composted leaves and chicken manure. The half a dozen chickens she
bought each spring were a major indulgence on her part – almost her
only indulgence – as feeding them properly wasn’t cheap, plus they
required a good deal of care, and protection from predators. She’d
developed a taste for eggs many years before, and powdered eggs
just weren’t the same. She was able to sell or barter some during
the summer, and the least productive chickens that survived until
the fall were killed, boiled and canned to provide meat for winter.
Any leftover fruit or vegetables that wouldn’t be boiled for soups
and jams went to the chickens. It was in her genes to make use of
every last bit of food, just like the Athapascan people on her
mother’s side had always made use of every scrap from the
barren-ground caribou, from its eyes to its four-toed hooves.

Where was Goldie? Betty looked toward the
narrow dirt driveway that led to Eagle Road. Goldie was supposed to
be home by now. She helped out with the cleaning and cooking at
Yukon Sally’s Lodge in the busy season, got paid in cash, or
sometimes in groceries if there were more leftover supplies than
cash at the end of the week. You had to take what you could get.
Betty listened for the sound of the old Mercury pickup coming up
the road toward the cabin. Neither she nor Goldie had a driver’s
license, but nobody seemed to care since they never drove anywhere
but the five or six miles between the cabin and Eagle. The Merc – a
robin’s egg blue speckled with rust spots where the paint had
chipped away – was parked after the snow came, usually by
mid-October or early November, when you only needed a snow machine
to get around.

Goldie was spending more time in Eagle or at
the Lodge these days, less time home at the cabin. That didn’t bode
well. Betty wiped her hands on her pant legs, slapped and killed a
mosquito on her neck, then bent down to lift another bean seedling
from the tray to plant. “We have to live in the moment, don’t we,
Hootie? Right here in the sunshine.” She smiled fondly in the
direction of the old dog, who was panting from the heat of the sun.
“The future’s gotten to be a scary place for old creatures like
us.”











“You need help with that?” Goldie smiled at
the new guy at Yukon Sally’s Lodge. She figured him for
mid-twenties – about her own age, maybe younger – and too tidy to
be a bush Alaskan. He was clean shaven, his hair a glossy brown, a
wavy lock of it falling over his right eye. He wore work jeans and
a black tee shirt, sleeves tight around his biceps. It looked like
Yukon Sally had started him with an easy job – splitting firewood
for the lodge’s big fireplace or the outdoor fire pit – but he was
swinging a light double-bladed axe. “You’re from Outside, aren’t
you?” she said. “From someplace warm, where you don’t burn
wood?”

The young man’s smile was more like a
grimace as he picked up the log, still intact, that he’d just
managed to shake off the axe blade. He replaced the log on the
stump and straightened up. “I’m okay,” he said with a quick glance
in her direction. He tossed his head to get the hair out of his eye
and was preparing to swing the axe again.

She shook her head. “You’d do better with
the maul,” she said. “It must be in the shed.”

The young man swung the axe and, not
surprisingly, it embedded itself in the log again and he struggled
to work it loose. A flush rose up his neck into his face. Goldie
ducked into the shed before he could see her smile, then emerged
with the maul just as he managed to free up the axe.

Goldie strode forward dragging the maul
behind her. “Here. Let me show you,” she said, grabbing another log
and setting it upright on the stump. “This sucker weighs about five
pounds more than that axe, and it does the work for you.” She wiped
her palms quickly on the thighs of her jeans, then picked up the
maul, raised it above her head and let it fall right in the center
of the log, sending two halves of it flying in opposite directions.
“See? Even a girl can do it.”

The young man didn’t appear to be impressed.
He looked away, his jaw clenched.

Goldie laughed. “I’ve been splitting wood
since I was ten,” she said, leaning the maul against the stump.
“I’m Goldie. Who are you?”

The young man turned to look at her. He
narrowed his eyes and seemed to be seeing her for the first time.
She saw his eyes open wider and a smile play at the corners of his
mouth, and she knew he liked what he saw. It was her turn to blush,
so she dropped her head and kicked at the split log beside her
foot.

“Mark,” he said. “Sally’s my mom’s
cousin.”

“Where are you from?” Goldie asked all the
outsiders the same question. She’d never been anywhere farther than
Fairbanks, and that only a couple of times with a friend from
school and her friend’s mother. Gran didn’t believe in travelling.
Goldie wanted so much to go Outside and see it all. All of the
United States, all of North America, all of the places she’d only
read about.

“Somewhere warm,” he answered, nodding.
“Santa Barbara, California.”

“Nice. I’d love to visit California
sometime. I want to see all the states.”

“You’ve always lived here?” He sounded
incredulous, as if he couldn’t understand how anyone could live in
this part of Alaska for their whole life.

“What’s wrong with that?” Goldie raised her
chin. “This is one of the most beautiful places on earth. Everybody
who comes here says that.”

He snorted. “Sure,” he said, picking up the
maul. “If you like the cold and don’t care much for civilization.
You don’t even have TV here. Stand back.”

“You call television civilization? The
opiate of the people? Most of us have better things to do.” She
raised her chin and looked down her nose at him. “Besides, we do
have TV. Free satellite TV. I bet you don’t have that in Santa
Barbara.”

“Oh, I guess you figure watching ice break
up on the river in the spring is a better way to spend your time? I
hear that’s the biggest show of the year here in Eagle. C’mon, get
a life.”

“So being glued to the boob tube watching
the Simpsons and Seinfeld is better than watching nature? If you’ve
never seen breakup, you wouldn’t understand.” Although a voice
inside of her told her to ignore the insult, Goldie couldn’t help
herself. She and Gran had a satellite dish and often watched TV
during the long winter nights, taking advantage of the four rural
channels supplied courtesy of the Alaskan state government. “Soap
operas and sitcoms. Yuck,” she said, making a sour face.

“Who said anything about soap operas and
sitcoms? I’m talking about real live concerts, live theater,
sporting events. When’s the last time you saw a good band?”

Goldie couldn’t think of an answer. A few
guys from school had put together a rock band, but she would have a
hard time calling it good.

“See? What’d I tell you? In the past year
I’ve been to see Bruce Springsteen, Garth Brooks and the Allman
Brothers – live –, watched the L.A. Dodgers beat the New York Mets,
and attended the Professional Bull Riding finals in Las Vegas.” He
brought down the maul and split another log with an immediate ease
that Goldie couldn’t help but admire. “And that’s just for
starters.”

“Well, I’ve seen several grizzlies – live –
and shot a bull moose in the past year.” She couldn’t think of
anything else to add.

He just looked at her and shook his head, as
if to say, “How pathetic.”

“I’ve got to get back to work,” she said
stiffly, and walked off toward the lodge. She heard the thwack of
the maul hitting the log again, and resisted the temptation to look
back.

“Hey, thanks,” she heard him say. “You were
right. This thing works like a damn.”

“Bull riding finals, big deal,” she said
under her breath. She took a quick look behind her as she rounded
the corner of the lodge. He was standing still, watching her. She
felt heat rise up her neck. He was as handsome a man as she’d ever
seen, and she hoped she would see him again.

And she would, for sure. As long as he
stayed at Yukon Sally’s, she would be able to see him almost every
time she came to work. She knew that Gran was upset with her for
spending so much time away from home, but as much as she loved Gran
and was grateful to her for all she had done, for the past few
years Goldie had felt like a caged bird. It was all very well for
someone like Gran, or Yukon Sally for that matter, who had already
had a chance to live in other places and experience the world
outside of bush Alaska, to say that they wouldn’t want to live
anywhere else. Goldie couldn’t say that. Life in the bush was all
she had ever known.

“I wouldn’t even have known that some people
live in houses with running water and an indoor toilet, if we
hadn’t moved to Eagle,” she had said to her school friend, Tessa
Charlie. “We lived upriver until I was eight. I thought everybody
hauled water from a creek in summer, and chopped a hole through the
river ice every day for water in the winter. I thought it was
normal to freeze your ass off using the outhouse at forty below,
not that we ever knew for sure that’s how cold it was because Gran
didn’t have a thermometer. We still don’t have running water or an
indoor toilet, but at least now I’ve met people who do, and seen
how people live on the Outside. Upriver we had no TV, no radio. It
was just me and Gran most of the time.”

She and Tessa had been sitting on a log in
the woods not far from the Eagle school, sharing a cigarette that
Tessa had stolen from the glove box in her uncle’s truck. It was
the final year of school, and both of them dreamed of going outside
to college, doing some travelling and seeing the world, but neither
of them knew how they were going to pay for it.

“What’d you eat, way off in the bush alone
like that? Long way to buy groceries, wasn’t it?”

“A lot of salmon, smoked mostly. Caribou and
moose meat. Two or three old guys in the area – hunters and
trappers – used to stop by and sleep by the stove once in a while;
they’d usually give Gran some of the meat from what they’d killed
or trapped. Gran had enough dogs to pull a sled then, so sometimes
we would make a trip to Carmacks on the frozen river in the winter.
Gran fished and trapped and hunted herself, too. I was helping her
skin animals when I was just a few years old. She would sell some
of the furs, but all the caribou and moose hides she would tan and
then sew stuff.”

“Like what stuff?”

“Little purses. Moccasins. Vests and jackets
sometimes. A guy would meet her in Carmacks in the spring and buy
all the stuff, then she’d have cash to buy supplies and we’d go
back to the bush.”

“How come she didn’t have a husband? She
doesn’t like men, or what?”

Goldie shrugged. “She was married before I
came into the picture.”

“She must have been if she’s your Gran. What
happened to your mom?”

“Died, I guess.”

“You guess? You don’t know?”

“Gran always said, ‘Best you don’t know now,
child’ and promised to tell me when I grew up.”

“How old is grown up? Like, you’re not old
enough now?”

“Now she says she’ll tell me before she
dies.”

“I wouldn’t put up with that.” Tessa crushed
the cigarette butt against the heel of her boot, then spat on it
before burying it under the dirt. “Make her tell you.”

“How? Twist her arm behind her back?
Threaten her with a rifle? How do you make a granny tell you
something she doesn’t want you to know?”

They had both laughed, it sounded so
absurd.

Goldie entered the lodge’s laundry room,
thinking about Tessa. They had been close friends at that time,
told each other everything and could almost read each other’s
minds. Living upriver in the Yukon Territory, Goldie’s only
companions had been Gran and her dogs. On Gran’s orders, she barely
spoke to the occasional visitors – the smelly, bewhiskered trappers
or hunters – that showed up at the cabin, since Gran somehow never
let her be alone with them and would often give her a quiet chore
to do when they were around. So becoming friends with Tessa had
been precious to her, akin to a first love. They exchanged whispers
before class, passed furtive notes during school hours, and found
secret places to sit and talk during breaks and after school. Then
school was over and Gran kept Goldie busy all summer: fishing,
bringing home firewood, helping with the tanning, cutting and
sewing of skins, tending to the dogs or chickens and working in the
vegetable garden. She only saw Tessa once or twice that last
summer, and that’s when Tessa announced she had a boyfriend.

Her old friend now had two children and
lived with her husband, Sam, in a two bedroom house in Eagle
Village. She and Tessa didn’t have much to talk about when they ran
into each other at the post office. College was never mentioned,
nor was travelling. It was usually just, “How’re the kids?” and
“How’s your gran?” and “Friggin’ cold today, isn’t it?” Funny how
people could grow apart. Maybe if Goldie had a husband and
children, they would have more in common and be close friends
again. But if living here with Gran was a cage, having a husband
and children here would be like a prison, a life sentence. Goldie
shivered at the thought, then opened the clothes dryer to check if
the bed sheets for Yukon Sally’s ‘Caribou Cabin’ were dry.


CHAPTER THREE – – – – –






New Westminster, BC - June 1997






Hunter was scrubbing at dried white and grey
seagull shit, splattered like Rorschach inkblots on the hood of his
navy blue Freightliner, when he heard his dispatcher yell across
the yard at him from an open door on the loading dock. With the
back of his hand, he wiped the sweat from under his brows, but not
in time to keep it from stinging his eyes as he raised his head. It
was early afternoon on an unusually hot day in June and he was
washing his truck in full sun behind the Watson Transportation
warehouse.

“Get in here!” Elspeth Watson had a very
loud voice, and she wasn’t afraid to use it. “Now!” she bellowed
over her shoulder as she walked back into the warehouse, out of
Hunter’s sight.

He sighed and tossed the torn tee shirt he
was using as a rag into a plastic bucket beside the Freightliner’s
front tire. He turned on the hose, rinsed off his hands and
splashed cold water on his face, then ran his wet hands over his
hair to get it back off his forehead before heading around the
building to El’s office in the front. She was on the phone when he
walked in the door. There was an oscillating fan on the front
counter, so he stopped it from turning and aimed it straight at his
face and neck while he waited for her to finish the call.

“I’ve got a load for you tonight,” she said
as she slammed down the receiver. “Good one.”

“Tonight? You told me this morning I was
leaving for San Jose tomorrow morning.” He tried to remember if he
had a clean pair of jeans, and hoped he’d have time to do his
laundry before the pickup.

“That’s not your fuckin’ fan, it’s mine.
Turn it loose, would you.”

Hunter frowned. “The load? Tell me about the
load and I’ll give your fan back.” The breeze on his face was a
relief from the afternoon heat and he was loathe to give it up.

El growled and raised a sheet of paper off
her desk. “Pays good. Good weight. Good client. Could be the start
of something profitable, you know what I mean?” She raised her
eyebrows and nodded, as if waiting for him to agree.

“What’s the catch?”

She cleared her throat. “Alaska,” she
said.

Hunter moved closer to the fan. The Alaska
Highway was hard on trucks. Hard on trucks and on truck
drivers.

“Haven’t you got anyone else for that
run?”

“Like I said, Hunter, this client could be a
money maker. I need an experienced, reliable driver with a reliable
truck. You’re not only reliable, you’re the most respectable
looking driver I’ve got. Besides, you told me once that you used to
live up there. You’ll know your way around.”

“What is it? The load?”

“Some kind of mining machinery. Guess
there’s still gold up there.” El raised her eyebrows again, her
mouth frozen in a hopeful little smile.

It had been over twenty years since Hunter
had been north of the 60th parallel. He didn’t think of those days
often, but when he did, he felt real affection for the Yukon and a
cautious nostalgia for the time he’d spent there in his first years
with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. How would it feel to go
back? he wondered. It might be a mistake. “Where in Alaska?”

El’s smile widened. “He said it was
somewhere around Fairbanks. You know the area?”

“Yes, I know Fairbanks.” He had done a lot
of exploring during his years in the Yukon. Those were the days –
the early 70s – when ‘going for a drive’ was still a common form of
recreation. The best drives were those that he and a fellow RCMP
rookie took together. He and Ken Marsh had been through the depot
in Regina together – the Mounties’ boot camp – and became close
friends. Some of the ‘drives’ up north lasted for days. Whitehorse
to Dawson was over 300 miles, Dawson to Fairbanks was almost 400
miles, Whitehorse to Skagway a mere 100 miles or so. And there
weren’t a whole lot of towns in between, just miles of unpaved
road, trees stunted by the long cold winters, limitless wild vistas
fashioned out of earth, rock and water that took your breath away
and were sparsely inhabited by tough, sometimes dangerous
creatures, both animal and human.

“You’ll take it?” asked El.

Hunter took a deep breath and gazed out the
front window toward the street. The air above the asphalt shimmered
in the heat. The north had been good to him. He had been young and
strong and they felt they would live forever, he and Ken. The north
must have changed in the past twenty-five years, and he wondered
how much. He’d like to see it again, and now was as good a time as
any.

He nodded.

“Good man,” said El. “Go home and pack, and
be back here by four thirty.”

“You betcha,” he said, and headed out the
door.

“Wait,” she hollered. “Wait, you
shithead.”

He turned and glared at her. She was half
way out of her chair, glaring back at him.

“Please,” she said, with a phony smile that
lasted less than a second. “Release the fuckin’ fan.”











Hunter knocked on the front door of the
house he lived in, on a residential slope below Grouse Mountain in
North Vancouver. He rented a suite in the basement – a modest but
comfortable one-bedroom suite with a bachelor’s kitchen and back
door entrance – from a retired medical doctor named Gord Young.
Gord was a widower, and shared the upstairs with his bachelor
brother, John, who spent most of the summer at Eagle Bay on Shuswap
Lake. Hunter had seen his landlord’s Siamese cat sunning itself in
the backyard so he knew Gord was home.

The old man opened the door and invited
Hunter in. He was barefoot and wearing baggy denim shorts and a
white tee shirt with blue bicycles silhouetted across the
chest.

“Can’t stay,” said Hunter. “Just wanted to
let you know I’ll be out on the road again for a couple of weeks,
if you could bring in my mail.”

“Where are you off to now? Back to
California?”

“Heading north this time. Through B.C. and
up the Alaska highway, then across the Yukon into Alaska.”

The old man raised his eyebrows above the
rims of his glasses. Hunter noticed a fingerprint smudge on one
lens. “That’ll be quite the trip. You used to live there, didn’t
you?”

“Back in the seventies. It was a wild place
then, with wild people. Be interesting to see how it’s
changed.”

The old man nodded thoughtfully. “You were
one of the wild ones? You must’ve changed since then yourself. I’m
sure it will look different through older and wiser eyes.”

“Older, for sure. But wiser?” Hunter smiled
at his landlord, then turned and walked to his car. He threw his
duffle bag on the back seat.

“Have a safe trip,” said the landlord,
waving from the doorway.

Hunter thought about what Gord had said as
he headed east on the Upper Levels highway. The midday traffic was
light, scattered with summer travelers in motor homes and pickup
trucks with campers. Was he so different now, from the idealistic
young police constable who’d moved to the Yukon? There he’d met the
girl who would become his wife. He’d left the Yukon, married,
raised two daughters – although his ex-wife Christine would dispute
how much he’d contributed to their raising – worked in
investigations with the RCMP and become a seasoned homicide
investigator, been through a painful divorce and lost his best
friend to suicide. Yes, he had to be different now.

The traffic bottlenecked briefly at the
Second Narrows Bridge, and as he inched forward, it occurred to him
that the idealistic young police constable he used to be would
never have believed that he would one day walk away from his dream
career in law enforcement to become a long haul trucker. It was the
solitude of the job that had appealed to him, the solitude and
simplicity of life on the road, something that his wounded psyche
had craved then, when he resigned from the force, and still needed
now, some five years later.

A young girl in a VW Cabriolet cut him off,
then turned and smiled sheepishly at him when traffic brought them
both to an immediate stop. She had a bouncy blond pony tail, and
reminded him of his youngest daughter, Lesley, who hoped to one day
join the RCMP herself. He truly wished she wouldn’t – it was a hard
road for a young man to travel, and no doubt even harder for a girl
– but at the same time, he was proud of her choice, and it touched
him deeply that she wanted to follow in his footsteps.

He reminded himself to call and let her and
her sister know he would be away again, for a couple of weeks at
least. Summer in the north. Everyone should experience it at least
once in their life. Would Lesley be free to go with him? Would it
be wise to even ask her? There was always the risk that she would
fall in love with the North and want to stay, like other young
girls with adventurous spirits had done before her.

Unbidden, he saw in his mind’s eye the image
of just such a young woman he’d known briefly during his first year
in Whitehorse. He saw her waving to him with a cheerful smile from
behind the wheel of a 1964 Volkswagen bug, strands of her dark hair
blowing around her face. The bug was a dull white, with
hand-painted pink and yellow daisies on each side. The memory was
tinged with grief, and accompanied by a sense of unfinished
business. She had disappeared – presumed dead, although there was
no way to know for sure. He had never wanted to accept that such a
vibrant spirit had been extinguished, so he had looked for her as
long as he was in the North, and even after.

He decided not to call his daughters until
he was on the road.











“You cannot just quit a job because it’s
boring to you, mon cher. You have two young children. They need
clothing and shoes, and they want things like their friends have.
You promised we would save up to buy a house – our own house. I
don’t want to live every month worrying if we can pay just the
rent. Daniel!” Simone Beliveau Sorenson stamped her foot. “Are you
hearing me?”

Dan Sorenson couldn’t help admiring his
wife’s pretty foot, which was right in his line of vision given his
head was bowed and his eyes were trained on the scuffed linoleum of
the kitchen floor. She should have been a ballet dancer, the way
she moved. Her toes were perfect, her toenails a hot pink, the skin
of her foot smooth and tanned, bare except for a delicate leather
sandal. “I’m sorry, Mo,” he mumbled.

“You are always sorry.”

Sorenson wondered briefly if she was
referring to his nickname, but decided Mo wasn’t in a joking mood.
Her voice, which normally reminded him of a sweet French melody,
was as unmusical as he’d ever heard it.

“I’m sorry doesn’t pay the bills, you know.”
She turned away and crossed her arms over her chest, her shoulders
stiff. She was looking out the kitchen window at the back yard,
where Bruno and little Sasha took turns chasing each other with
water pistols while Doobie the Doberman kept trying to catch the
spray in his mouth.

Sorry felt like a real shit, as he did every
time he lost a job.

Mo turned to face him again. “Go ask your
boss to give you back the job.”

Sorry looked up at her, then dropped his
eyes to the floor again, where a fly was exploring a crumb of
cheese that Doobie had somehow missed. “I can’t.” He had hoped this
wouldn’t come out. “He yelled at me because I didn’t give him
notice so I gave him the finger.” The look on her face made him
tell the whole truth. “And I took off the company hat and pretended
to wipe my ass with it and he told me to fuck off and never come
back.”

“Daniel!”

The look on her face made him take a step
backwards. He’d never seen her eyes flash like that before.

“I think I could learn something from your
boss,” she said. “Fuck off and never come back!”

Sorry almost gasped. He’d never heard her
talk like that either. “Mo… I…”

She turned away again and stomped –
gracefully, as always – out of the kitchen into the yard, slamming
the door behind her. Through the window, Sorry saw the two kids
stop their playing, startled. “What happened, Maman?” asked
Bruno.

Sorry was about to follow her out when he
heard her answer.

“Daddy is going away for awhile. He has some
thinking to do.”

“Can’t Daddy think at home?”

“No, Bruno. It seems that he can’t.”

“Where’s he going?”

“Away.”

“For how long?”

Sorry saw her shrug.

“Will he be back for my birthday?” Sasha
would be eight – Sorry did a quick calculation – in about three
weeks.

“Maybe,” said Mo, and Sorry’s mouth fell
open.

He was shocked. Shocked and confused. Mo had
never been angry like this with him before. She couldn’t mean it,
could she? Was she kicking him out? How could she do that? Yes,
he’d screwed up yet again, but she loved him, didn’t she? She was
his woman. He had even married her.

Sorry took a few deep
breaths, debating whether to go out after her. He knew if he did
something stupid, like maybe roughed her up, he would lose her and
the kids forever. But she was his woman. His woman. He wasn’t a ‘yes, dear’
type of guy, and besides, he’d already said he was sorry. He began
to think about what his biker buddies would say if they saw him
crawling to her. Worse yet, if they knew he’d gone crawling back to
his old boss.

“Fuck it,” he said aloud, but not too loud.
Then, “Fuck it!” loud enough that he saw her shoulders stiffen
again. Then, “I’m outa here, bitch,” and he turned on his heel and
headed for the garage. He grabbed some clean clothes from the
laundry room as he passed by, and stuffed them in a canvas duffle
bag that he hurriedly strapped behind the seat of his Harley.

Moments later, he was heading for Highway 1,
trying to feel nothing but the wind on his face, to think of
nothing but the road beneath his wheels.


CHAPTER FOUR – – – – –


Hunter was just pulling his rig into the
Petro Canada station south of Kamloops when his cell phone rang. He
frowned as he picked it up and flipped it open. Not many people
used this number. Just El and his two daughters, and because of
them, his ex-wife. “Hello,” he said, wondering which one it was,
and chiding himself for always expecting bad news.

“Hey, man. Where ya at?”

Hunter shook his head. He’d forgotten that
Sorry had this number, too. “On my way to Alaska. Where are
you?”

“Alaska? What a fuckin’ great idea. That’s
where I’m heading, too.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Where are you now, man?”

Hunter paused. Would Sorry want to meet up
with him or what? If he did, would that be such a bad thing?
“Kamloops.”

“Perfect. I’m just outside of Savona, came
up the Canyon. Wait for me, okay?”

“I’ll be in the restaurant at the Petro
Canada station–” Hunter was about to say he’d probably be finished
dinner by the time Sorry got there, but Sorry cut him off.

“Another fuckin’ great idea. Order me a
steak and fries, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

He wasn’t kidding. He must have opened up
the throttle on his Harley, because he slid into the booth seat
opposite Hunter exactly twenty minutes later, almost knocking over
Hunter’s water glass with his German army helmet. Hunter had
managed to snag a booth where he could just manage to keep an eye
on The Blue Knight, as El Watson sometimes called his Freightliner,
which he had fueled up and parked in the blistering sun. Although
the waitress had breezed by with water and coffee, she had not been
back to take his order.

“Put that beanie on the bench,” said
Hunter.

“What’s the matter? Is it being seen with a
biker or being seen with a Nazi helmet that’s got your shorts in a
knot?”

Hunter glowered and Sorry moved the
helmet.

“It’s a fake, if that makes you feel any
better. Some asshole lifted my old one.”

“What’s this about you going to Alaska?”
Hunter asked.

“I could ask you the same thing. Why’s Big
Mother Trucker sending you so far north?”

“Why not?”

Sorry shrugged, batting a salt shaker from
hand to hand along the tabletop like a hockey puck. “Can I go with
you?”

“I don’t need another driver. I’m doing just
fine with single hours.”

“Yeah, but for company. Or just in case you
need help or something.” Sorry kept his eyes on the salt shaker,
but Hunter could read tension in the way the biker’s lips worked
under his blond moustache.

“Why? What’s up with you? You lose another
job?”

Sorry’s broad chest rose and fell with a
massive sigh. “Yeah, but it’s worse than that. Mo kind of kicked me
out.”

Hunter raised his eyebrows and waited for
Sorry to elaborate.

The biker swiped hand across his mouth a few
times, then straightened his moustache with the tip of an index
finger, as if he were debating how much to say. “I lost the job for
being an insolent jerk, as usual, and Mo was really pissed at me.
This thing with Mo, it’s been building for quite a while. Remember
I took her and the kids down to see my folks in Yreka at
Easter?”

Hunter nodded. He’d been pleased to hear
about it, knowing that Sorry and his dad had barely spoken to each
other for over a decade until Sorry took an hours-of-service break
in Yreka with Hunter’s truck back in February and the two started
talking again.

“Things got a little tense again between me
and my old man, and the only thing that seemed to keep us
comfortable with each other was if we downed a few beers together.”
Sorry shrugged, as if to say, ‘what choice did I have?’

“You’ve been drinking again?”

“Yeah. Beer. Only beer. But that got me
doing more weed, too. I kind of got back in the habit and Mo’s been
warning me for weeks that I had to get my shit together or else.”
Sorry’s mouth and eyes got hard. He slammed the salt shaker down on
the table. “Never thought she could be such a bitch.”

“Don’t get mad at her, chief,” said
Hunter.

“Who the fuck else then? Me?”

Hunter paused before he answered, watching
Sorry go back to sliding the salt shaker up and down the table.
“Give your wife a break. Give yourself a break. Your trip to Alaska
might be just the right thing for you two right now.”

Sorry’s mouth relaxed and his eyes
brightened as he sat forward, elbows on the table, salt shaker
forgotten. “It’s not about the money, you know. Maybe with you and
me both driving, we can take a few days up there, be tourists,
like. It’s a win for you, too.”

“And your bike?”

“Got room for it behind your load? Surely
you can spare a few feet in the back of the trailer, strap it down
safe-like. What do you say?”

Hunter was of two minds. A few days’ break
in Alaska and the Yukon might be worth having to put up with the
chatty biker, although he was sure Sorry didn’t have much cash on
him and dreaded having to stop and feed the big man four or five
times a day. If he could help Sorry find a resolution to his family
problem, however, it would certainly be worth the investment. Mo
was a wonderful woman with a gentle and generous spirit. Sorry
couldn’t do better, and without Mo or someone like her – and it was
highly unlikely Sorry would ever find another woman like Mo – his
life was destined to go off the rails.

“You’re on,” he said, just as the waitress
arrived at their table.

“Steak and fries,” said Sorry, grinning
through his moustache, “with a chocolate shake and a big piece of
pecan pie.”



Hunter drove as far as Prince George. Sleepy
after a big dinner, Sorry crawled into the bunk half an hour after
they left Kamloops and Hunter had to shake him awake to take over
at about one thirty Friday morning. They both got out to stretch
their legs and take a leak at the Husky truck stop off the Cariboo
Highway. “Wake me in Dawson Creek,” Hunter told Sorry, handing him
a take-out coffee from the truck stop restaurant before climbing
into the sleeper. “We can fuel up at the Petro Canada cardlock,
then grab some breakfast before hitting the Alaska Highway.”

Two hundred and fifty miles later they
arrived in Dawson Creek at the southern terminus of the Alaska
Highway. By nine o’clock, even Dawson Creek, north of the 55th
parallel – farther north than Ketchikan, Alaska – was warm for the
time of year, and Hunter felt the morning sun’s heat penetrate the
fabric of his denim shirt as he climbed down from the passenger
side of the cab and walked around the trailer to stretch his legs.
The cardlock was smaller than any of those he’d normally pull into
along his usual route up and down the I-5; it was an asphalt lot
with a row of diesel pumps under a high canopy, smaller and without
the usual lineup of big rigs waiting to fuel up. The only other
customer was a dirty red Kenworth pulling a load of logs.

Before heading to the fuel pumps, Hunter did
a quick visual check of his Freightliner tractor. It had been
running well for over a year without requiring much input of cash,
other than regular maintenance. He knew his luck wouldn’t last,
because it was six years old and had eaten up over three quarters
of a million miles of North American highways, more than half of
them since he’d bought it used from a trucker who was fed up with
eking out a living in a cutthroat business.

Hunter heard a hawk and spit from the other
side of the truck, and seconds later Sorry joined him, stretched
his back with a grunt and scratched his belly. “Are we there yet?”
His eyes were squinted to slits against the sun. He pulled a
cigarette out from behind his ear.

Hunter frowned and motioned at the fuel hose
with his head. He was filling up the tank on the right side of the
truck with 120 gallons of diesel fuel using Watson Transportation’s
card. El wouldn’t pay for the fuel, though. She’d deduct it from
his percentage for the job when the time came. After filling both
tanks, the cost of the fill would be over $300 but he wouldn’t have
to fuel up again until he reached Whitehorse.

“You think I’m stupid
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