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What Reviewers Say About Kim Baldwin’s Books

“[Kim] Baldwin and [Xenia] Alexiou have written a
barn burner of a thriller. The reader is taken in from the first
page to the last. The tension is maintained throughout
[Dying to Live] with rare exception.
Baldwin and Alexiou are defining the genre of romantic suspense
within the lesbian genre with this series.”—Lambda
Literary

“With vivid scenes, sexual tension, and gorgeous word
pictures, [Breaking the Ice] is a book that
will glue you to your chair until the last page is
turned.”—Just About Write

“Missing Lynx puts the thrill
in thriller. A dark, edgy, often grisly tale, Missing Lynx has the grit and pacing of a Bourne saga,
but with highly engaging and thoroughly challenging female
characters. Not for the faint hearted.”—Lambda
Literary

“Fast paced, with dazzling scenes that stir the heart
of armchair travelers, Thief of Always
grabs the reader on the first page and never lets go. [Kim] Baldwin
and [Xenia] Alexiou are skilled at fleshing out their characters
and in describing the settings…a rich, wonderful read that leaves
the reader anxiously awaiting the next book in the
series.”—Just About Write

“With each new book, Kim Baldwin improves her craft
and her storytelling. Flight Risk…has
heated action and vibrant depictions that make the reader feel as
though she was right in the middle of the story. …fast moving with
crisp dialogue, and effective use of the characters’ thoughts and
emotions…this reviewer could not put the book down. Baldwin outdid
herself with Flight Risk. …her best
storytelling to date. I highly recommend this thrilling
story.”—Independent Gay Writer

“A hallmark of great writing is consummate
characterization, and Whitewater
Rendezvous does not disappoint…Captures the
reader from the very first page…totally immerses and envelopes the
reader in the Arctic experience. Superior chapter endings,
stylishly and tightly written sentences, precise pacing, and
exquisite narrative all coalesce to produce a novel of first-rate
quality, both in concept and expression.”—Midwest
Book Review

“Unexpected twists and turns, deadly action, complex
characters and multiple subplots converge to make [Lethal Affairs] a gripping page turner.”—Curve Magazine

“Nature’s fury has nothing on the fire of desire and
passion that burns in Kim Baldwin’s Force of
Nature! Filled with passion, plenty of laughs, and “yeah, I
know how that feels…” moments, Force of
Nature is a book you simply can’t put down. All we have to
say is, where’s the sequel?!”—Outlook
Press

“‘A riveting novel of suspense’ seems to be a very
overworked phrase. However, it is extremely apt when
discussing…Hunter’s Pursuit. Look for this
excellent novel.”—Mega-Scene Magazine

“[Hunter’s Pursuit]…a fierce
first novel, an action-packed thriller pitting deadly professional
killers against each other. Baldwin’s fast-paced plot
comes…leavened, as every intelligent adventure novel’s excesses
ought to be, with some lovin’.”—Richard Labonté, Book marks

“In a change of pace from her previous novels of
suspense, Kim Baldwin has given her fans an intelligent romance,
filled with delightful peeks at the lives of the rich and
famous…the reader journeys into some of the hot dance clubs in
Paris and Rome, and gets a front row seat to some very powerful sex
scenes. Baldwin definitely proves that lust has gotten a bad rap.
Focus of Desire is a great read, with
humor, strong dialogue and heat.”—Just About
Write
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Synopsis

 Nothing is easy
about life above the Arctic Circle. Except, perhaps, falling in
love. Bryson Faulkner embraces the challenges that come with making
a home in one of the most beautiful but unforgiving places on
earth: the isolation of the endless wilderness, the harsh and
unpredictable climate, the predators that lurk about her remote
cabin. And even the most perilous dangers of all—those that await
her when she takes to the skies as one of Alaska’s most daring bush
pilots. The only thing missing is a special woman to share it all
with, but she’s resigned herself to the fact that few people can
thrive in such an extreme environment. Everything Karla Edwards
thought she knew gets called into question when a series of events
turns her comfortable and well-ordered life on its ear. Her partner
leaves her, her mother dies, and Karla learns she has a sister in
Alaska she never knew. She takes a leave of absence from her job as
an ER nurse in Atlanta and heads to the far north, seeking answers
and adventure. She finds all that and more when she crosses paths
with a sexy bush pilot who opens her eyes to new possibilities. But
can she open her heart as well and learn to trust again?
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Chapter One

October 21, 9:30 a.m.

North of Bettles, Alaska

 


Bryson Faulkner jerked up the collar of her coat as
she stepped off the porch of her cabin. She lingered there, basking
in the amber light of the late-morning sunrise, surveying her
surroundings for any hint of change. Beneath the rough-hewn table
she’d lashed for cleaning fish and game, she spotted fresh wolf
tracks in the mud, the animals no doubt lured there by the
lingering scent of the sockeye salmon she’d had for dinner. There
was no sign of the lurking predators now. Nothing stirred except
the large raven that took off from a black spruce twenty feet away
and zigzagged past her in an amazing display of aerial acrobatics
to land on the porch railing.

The bird studied her with intelligent black eyes and
let out a raucous croak that ruffled the shaggy ebony feathers of
his throat.

“Mornin’, Bandit.” Even before she reached into her
pocket he was in the air again, beating his wings slowly to hover a
moment before lighting on her shoulder. She held up her hand and he
gobbled the offered raisins, nuts, and sunflower seeds, careful to
avoid pinching the callused skin of her palm with his stout
bill.

As he ate, she looked past him to the white-capped
mountains that surrounded her cabin. Mathews Dome, due north, was
the most photogenic peak in her part of the endless Brooks Range. A
rounded granite crest 4,600 feet high, it was set off from its
neighbors by the Wild River, curving west, and Flat Creek, forking
around its base to the east.

But she used an unnamed mountain three hundred feet
higher to the northwest, a jagged and fiercely sharp pinnacle, as
her weather gauge. The roiling slate gray nimbostratus clouds
blowing past the top confirmed the news she’d just received on her
satellite phone. A fierce storm was headed her way, fast.

The one-room cabin she’d built with her own hands
was nestled in the taiga forest that lined the Wild River at its
confluence with Flat Creek. The valley floor between the mountains
was wide here, nearly a mile across. Built on a rise to shield it
from the high water of spring breakup, the log structure had a
matching outbuilding for her snowmachine and tools, an outhouse,
and a small cache on high stilts to keep her winter supply of game
and salmon out of reach of opportunistic wolves, grizzlies, and
other predators of the far north.

She regretted not refueling the plane after her last
hop, but she’d barely made it home before dusk. Though Bryson had
memorized every boulder and stump that littered her makeshift
airstrip, it was still suicidal to take off or land in the dark.
The gravel bar was less than a hundred feet long. Any slight
mistake and she’d end up in the swift, icy currents of the Wild
River.

Once the river froze and she could land on skis,
she’d have a longer, wider runway, but the daily window of
opportunity to land at her homestead would be frustratingly narrow.
The days were shortening fast. In another two months, at the winter
solstice, daylight would last only two hours in her little piece of
paradise above the Arctic Circle. Almost any job she might take
would require her to remain overnight at the nearest improved and
illuminated runway thirty miles away in Bettles.

She dropped the few remaining seeds on the ground,
and as the raven hopped off her shoulder to go after them, she
headed down the trail to her red Piper Super Cub. While the plane
warmed up, she freed it from its lashings and carefully inspected
the exterior for damage before beginning her preflight checklist.
Though she needed to leave soon, she refused to be rushed through
her meticulous and methodical preparations.

The high wings of the Super Cub allowed her to taxi
close to uprooted trees and boulders as tall as she was, and the
model was one of the best at handling impossibly short runways and
uneven terrain. Like many other bush pilots, she’d had it specially
outfitted for the punishment it endured on a daily basis, with
long, heavy-duty struts, reinforced axles and springs, and a dual
landing apparatus that allowed her to set down on skis or oversized
tundra tires.

The trip to the Bettles airstrip took less than a
half hour. Flying low, she followed the river south as it curved
through steep canyons, the clearance to the cliff faces on either
side of her wingtips a mere twenty feet or so. Though she knew
nearly every mountain, boulder, and tree en route, she was always
hyperalert when in the cockpit, because no matter how clear the sky
above, the geography of the mountain ranges made the wind a
constant and unpredictable threat to small aircraft.

The proprietor of the Den jogged out to say hello as
she filled her wing tanks. The Den was the center of all
socializing in Bettles, with a bar and restaurant on the ground
floor and twenty rooms upstairs to accommodate the hunters,
fishermen, hikers, photographers, and other adventure-seekers who
used the village as a jumping-off point for forays into the bush.
Most were headed to the nearby Gates of the Arctic National Park or
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, which together covered more than
twenty-seven million acres.

“Hey, kiddo, what’s shakin’?” Jerome Hudson was
known by all as Grizz, and it was immediately obvious how he’d come
by the nickname. A big brute of a man with massive shoulders, he’d
had the unkempt silver-tipped brown beard and swept-back,
shoulder-length hair for half his sixty-two years, and his dark
eyes and slightly pointed incisors completed the resemblance to his
wild ursine cousins. Since the death of Bryson’s father, Grizz had
taken it upon himself to look out for her. “Real ball-breaker
coming in.”

Bryson glanced once more to the northwest, to assess
the thick wall of charcoal clouds streaming rapidly in their
direction. “Yeah, I’m headed up past Gunsight Mountain to get that
photographer. He’s not equipped for a long-haul deep freeze.”

Grizz followed her gaze. “Gonna be cuttin’ it awful
close to get there and back ’fore we’re socked in.”

“What else is new?” She unhooked the fuel hose and
tightened the cap on the Piper’s wing. “No worries, Grizz,” she
said, smiling at him reassuringly. “Probably won’t be able to get
home tonight, though, so save me a bed, huh?”

“Will do.” He laid a beefy hand on her shoulder as
she opened the door of the Cub. “Watch yourself up there.”

“Always.”

The photographer’s objective was Dall sheep, which
kept to the higher alpine elevations, so Bryson had dropped him off
at the edge of a glacier three thousand feet up the side of an
unnamed mountain. As she circled above it, she cranked down her
skis and checked the glacier for the subtle color changes that
pinpointed the hidden crevasses that dotted its surface. The
ancient ice inside the crevasses was a deep blue that often shone
through the thin, fragile snow bridges that covered them. The
overcast sky was a blessing, for it helped her delineate the
landscape and calculate her approach. The glare off the snow on a
sunny day often made it impossible to adequately judge depth of
field, let alone any crevasses or other hazards.

After three passes, she chose her spot, a
four-hundred-foot-long expanse of solid white near a moraine at one
side of the glacier. Landing uphill, she braced herself for the
impact of her skis against the uneven ice beneath the snow and set
the Piper down, reducing her speed to thirty-five miles an hour.
When the plane had nearly stopped, she tweaked the throttle and
turned the Cub around, readying for an immediate downhill
departure.

A blast of icy air flash-cooled every exposed inch
of flesh and insinuated itself deep into the open collar of her
jacket as soon as she opened her door. Muttering a string of
curses, she zipped up and pulled on a woolen cap and extra pair of
gloves before leaning out to assess the snow depth. A fine powder
completely covered her skis and half her oversized tires, so she
strapped her snowshoes to her boots before she exited the
plane.

The photographer was nowhere in sight, but Bryson
wasn’t worried. She’d seen his campsite from the air not far away,
and the man had been instructed to hoof it back there, pack it up,
and return immediately to their rendezvous point if he heard her
plane approach before his scheduled pickup. Unless the wind was
fierce and constant, the acoustics in the mountains were
exceptional—you could hear the buzz of a small plane long before
you could see it approaching.

While Bryson waited, she tramped out a runway with
her snowshoes and inspected the exterior of the plane as thoroughly
as she had just ninety minutes earlier. By the time the
photographer appeared with his pack, she was done with her
preflight checklist and had turned her attention to the rapidly
deteriorating weather closing in on them. Dark clouds obliterated
all the highest peaks in every direction, the wind was a steady
twenty-five miles an hour, and the temperature had dropped to a
degree or two above freezing.

“I take it there’s a problem?” her client shouted
over the wind as he neared. A fiftysomething freelancer for Big
Game Hunter magazine, the man wore a ski mask, thermal gloves,
and brand-new Carhart insulated coveralls bulging from several
layers beneath. He was so horribly out of shape he was gasping for
air by the time he reached the Cub.

The plane was idling, and Bryson was standing by the
open door to the cargo space behind the seats. “Big storm coming
in.” She gestured impatiently for his pack.

He frowned and stood his ground. “I’m not done. I
need to—”

“No chance,” she replied curtly and yanked the pack
roughly from his shoulders. “Climb in, we gotta get moving.” When
he still hadn’t moved by the time she’d stowed his gear, she fixed
him with a glare and added, “Now, ’less you want to be stuck
inside your tent freezing your ass off for a couple weeks.”

Normally, she was nothing but polite with clients,
most of whom were middle-aged businessmen from the lower
forty-eight. She was used to the looks of apprehension that crossed
their faces when they realized their bush pilot was a trim and
taciturn five-foot-seven brunette who appeared ten years younger
than her forty years, and not what they’d envisioned: some
larger-than-life Harrison Ford look-alike who oozed machismo and
bragged about his exploits in the air.

But most of her passengers refrained from anything
more than the seemingly casual question about how long she’d been
flying. This guy’s grilling on the way up had bordered on rude and
chauvinistic, and she’d had to force herself to rise above it and
remain professional.

They were airborne in two minutes and only fifty
feet from the surface of the glacier when they got their first hint
of the turbulence to come. The tiny plane shook like it was caught
in a high-speed Mixmaster, then dropped twenty feet without
warning, the ground rushing up at them with alarming speed.

“What the…is this normal?” the photographer shouted
from his seat behind hers. Bryson could picture his expression.
Even the most arrogant, macho guys went lily-white at a time like
this, but she didn’t have time to confirm her suspicions in her
mirror. She was too busy trying to keep the Cub in the air.

“We’ll be fine, just hold tight. It’ll be over
before you know it.” She fought the downdraft, pulling hard on the
controls, but the plane plummeted another fifteen feet as she
curved away from the glacier and over the steep, rocky face of the
mountain. They were so close to it she could see the pale hint of a
trail etched by decades of goat hooves.

“Fuck!” the client yelled, just before losing his
breakfast in a splash of pink-speckled yellow against the
right-side window.

“Not helping.” Bryson gritted her teeth against the
stench as her own stomach roiled, but she kept her focus on trying
to regain control of the aircraft. The wind fought back with a
vengeance, however, straining the muscles of her biceps. For every
few feet of hard-won altitude she gained, the wind reclaimed half
of it again, in bone-jarring lurches that threatened to shake the
plane apart.

Finally they reached a bit of calmer air in a wide
valley between two mountains, but the low, dense cloud cover kept
her flying near the treetops, which did nothing to ease the
unyielding grip her passenger maintained on the strap above his
head. And the reprieve didn’t last. Soon they were back in the
Mixmaster, and thick, heavy sleet began to hammer the
windshield.

It was now a race to get back before ice coated the
wings and cowling, but the steady headwind limited Bryson’s speed
and forward progress. Among the myriad of matters demanding her
attention she added one more: to constantly scout for places she
could safely put down in a hurry, if it came to that.

Her radio crackled to life. “BTT to A2024B Piper.
Bryson, you copy?” The voice, a raspy baritone, belonged to Mike
“Skeeter” Sweeney, a fellow bush pilot who worked part-time manning
the minuscule FAA station at the village airstrip.

“A2024B Piper,” she replied, relaying the
identification tag emblazoned in large black text on the side of
the Cub. “’Sup, Skeeter? Kinda busy here.”

“Grizz asked me to give you a shout. Really
squirrelly here. Ceiling’s down below two hundred feet, sustained
winds thirty and better, and it’s startin’ to ice up like a
sonofabitch.”

A glance at her GPS told Bryson she still had eight
miles between her and the airstrip. It didn’t sound like much, but
it was an eternity in conditions like this, so she kept checking
the terrain below for suitable places to land. “Should be okay.
Dicey, but seen worse.”

“Roger that. I’ve got the strip lights up full, and
I’ll watch you on radar until you get in. Bettles out.”

She spotted another narrow canyon ahead, so she
gripped the controls and risked a quick glance in the mirror at her
passenger. “’Nother roller coaster coming up. Barf bag’s under your
seat.” She hoped the warning would prevent any further splatters on
her windows. Visibility was tough enough already, without another
dose of half-digested powdered eggs and Spam.

As the man fumbled for her stash of bags, she added,
“If you keep from messing up my plane again, I’ll give you a
discount on future flights.” It was an easy promise, because the
greenish tinge on his face made it clear this was the last time
he’d set foot in any kind of bush plane.

Just as she expected, the downdraft in the narrow
canyon was fierce, but she’d gained as much altitude as possible
before it hit them, so when the bottom dropped out again she was
able to keep the Cub from plunging into the river below. More
worrisome now were the cliffs on either side of her wingtips. The
wind buffeted the plane from side to side with alarming
unpredictability, twice putting them within arm’s reach of the
rocky façades.

She ignored the mumbled recitation of the Lord’s
Prayer from her passenger but took a few deep breaths herself when
a subtle change in the whirr of the propeller told her the blades
were accumulating a coat of ice.

It was bare-knuckle flying from then on, a steady
battle against the wind and sleet, and those last few miles tested
every bit of her considerable experience in the air. By the time
she lined up for her approach to Bettles, the ceiling was only
thirty feet, so she was grateful for her GPS and intimate knowledge
of every mile of terrain in the surrounding area.

She cranked the skis back and peered anxiously
through the haze of sleet for the airstrip, holding her breath.
Skeeter had supplemented the dual strip of landing lights with four
blazing fires in fifty-five-gallon drums, two on each end of the
runway, and it was these she saw first.

As she made a mental note to buy him a beer, she
descended the final few feet and made a perfect three-point
landing. Her passenger exhaled loudly in relief, and she glanced in
the mirror in time to see him making the sign of the cross.

“Thank you for flying with Thrillride Airlines,” she
said cheekily as the Cub rolled to a stop at the edge of the
runway. “You can pick up your complimentary beverage at the Den,
since our stewardess was too preoccupied to serve you during your
flight.” If the eclectic group of individuals who did what she did
had anything in common, it had to be their readiness to daily stare
death in the face with a sense of humor.

Still clutching his barf bag, the photographer
staggered from the plane and headed directly to the roadhouse
without a word, oblivious to his gear or the weather. Bryson
chuckled. Grizz would get a few dollars from him tonight, at least
the cost of several glasses of good Scotch.


Chapter Two

October 21, morning

Atlanta, Georgia

 


“Karla? I know you’re there. Come on,
already, please pick up. I’m way past worry and halfway to
panic.”

During the brief silence, Karla pictured her best
friend Stella pacing around the nurses’ station with her cell
phone. She was restless, the kind who rarely lit in one spot for
more than five minutes, and Karla had given her good reason to be
concerned. This call was the latest in a string of messages left
since the funeral, none of which Karla had returned.

“Hon, I know you’re hurting and don’t want to see
anyone right now. But this just isn’t good. I’m coming by after
work, and you’d damn well better open the door this time. At least
let me take you out for a bite to eat or something. Love you.”

Karla had no intention of allowing Stella in, for
even in her fog of grief and confusion, she knew her friend would
be shocked by the state of both her appearance and her apartment.
She didn’t have any energy to fend off well-meaning efforts to
alleviate her downward spiral.

She’d lost so much weight that her pajamas hung
loosely on her five-foot, four-inch frame, and dark circles under
her eyes from too many sleepless nights marred her otherwise
delicate features. Her collar-length, light brown hair was a shade
darker than usual and plastered to her head, and at odd moments
even she could detect the stench of her unwashed body.

Her two-bedroom apartment hadn’t fared the turmoil
any better. Dirty mugs, most half full of cold, stagnant coffee,
littered the living room, some on tables and some on the floor.
Here and there were a few plates of crusted foodstuffs, uneaten and
unrecognizable. The heavy curtains, drawn tight, blocked the sun so
well she barely registered day from night. Only the pale glow of a
single floor lamp saved the room from cave-like darkness.

Scattered around where she sat cross-legged on the
carpet beneath the lamp were a half-dozen photo albums and several
boxes, large and small, their contents in such disarray it looked
as though she’d been burglarized.

The boxes that held memories of her four years with
Abby had consumed the first days of her current despair. It had
been a month since her partner left, but the wound of Abby’s
betrayal was as open and raw as it had been the day she’d announced
she was leaving Karla to follow her heart, having fallen in love
with a coworker at her law firm.

Karla was still having a hard time wrapping her mind
around the abrupt, unexpected ending of their calm domesticity. One
day they were sitting down to dinner together as usual, chatting
about what movie to go see, and the next, Abby was packing her
bags. Since then she’d asked herself over and over if Abby’s
apparent happiness and devotion had been an illusion. Those boxes,
full of ticket stubs and vacation souvenirs, small stuffed animals
and other mementos, held no answers, no clues to how she could have
been so wrong about their life together.

And then, two weeks ago, her mother died in her
sleep, an apparent heart attack. Somehow, Karla had made it through
the funeral, a walking zombie, feeling more alone and abandoned
than ever before. She hadn’t left her apartment since, or spoken to
any of her well-meaning friends and coworkers. She’d opened her
door just once, the day before, only because her visitor from the
nursing home was there to drop off her mother’s belongings.
Fortunately her leave of absence from her job as an ER nurse at
Grady Memorial Hospital was open-ended, because she couldn’t fathom
when she might have the strength to rejoin the living.

Karla hadn’t summoned the courage to examine the
contents of the delivery until now, but she finally pushed aside
the boxes of her life with Abby for a new round of grieving. She
didn’t think she could cry any more, but the tears rarely stopped
as she considered each item she withdrew from the cache of her
mother’s things.

The first box contained jewelry and the few scarves
and clothes her mother had obsessively insisted on wearing after
Alzheimer’s claimed her once-impeccable fashion sense. In the end,
she’d become so agitated if Karla tried to launder her favorite
lavender blouse that Karla had searched the city’s shopping malls
without success for a duplicate.

The blouse was faded and nearly threadbare in
places, but because her mother had worn little else in the months
before her death, it was hard to picture her without it. Karla felt
guilty for not burying her in it, opting instead for the new
cream-colored dress she’d bought for her mother’s fifty-seventh
birthday. She clutched the blouse and held it to her face, inhaling
deeply, seeking the familiar scent of patchouli, but the garment
had obviously been washed. She felt as though she’d been
robbed.

Sorting through the contents of the jewelry box
consumed half the night. Her mother had saved the pearl necklace
for special occasions: her college graduation, birthday dinners,
weddings, holidays. All happy occasions that evoked fond memories.
But her mother had worn the delicate tigereye necklace that matched
her eyes so often it seemed almost a part of her, right up to the
end. Karla stroked her thumb over the cool stone for more than an
hour, lost in the past, sobbing until her sides ached. Then she
tucked the necklace into her pocket, unable to let go of it.

After the jewelry she reminisced through a box
containing a collection of bunny figurines and other keepsakes. The
lopsided clay vase she’d made for Mother’s Day in the fourth grade.
Her old report cards and class photos. A lock of her baby hair.
Several items she’d never seen before: another lock of hair, curly
and red, which matched no one in the family. A colorful ashtray
that looked to be a child’s art project, when neither of her
parents had ever smoked. Why had her mother saved these
mementos?

Finally, about dawn, she began to sort through the
final box, this one full of photos and documents: a copy of the
will, insurance papers, bank-account statements, marriage and birth
certificates, and her mother’s long-expired passport. And beneath
it all, she discovered a sealed envelope addressed in her mother’s
handwriting.

 


For Karla. In the event of my death.

 


Her mother had been unable to recognize words for at
least two years, and it had been four or five since she’d been able
to write legibly, so the missive clearly predated that. It had been
so long since her mother had been able to communicate
rationally—she hadn’t even recognized her in the final months—that
Karla felt as though God had gifted her with one final, bittersweet
reunion. The three sheets of heavy bond paper transported her back
to a time when her mother had still been the vibrant and
intelligent woman of her youth.

 


My darling Karla,

I am watching you scurry about the kitchen as I
write this, putting the final touches on the cake you are making
for my forty-fourth birthday, pausing now and then over your
lopsided creation to smile at me and apologize for your lack of
culinary skills. But all I can think is that I am so proud of the
woman you have become, so thoughtful and kind to all you meet. Your
unwavering moral compass and commitment to helping those in need.
And most of all, I admire your ability to rise to every challenge
you have faced in life with optimism and determination.

You will need all of those qualities in the future.
The inevitability of my decline seems certain, and if we are
blessed to have many more years with each other, I have no doubt
that you will make the right decisions for me when the time comes
and ensure I have the best quality of life possible. I know it will
be hard on you, my darling. I’m so sorry for that.

Take comfort in our many wonderful years together
and view my passing as a blessing, for I will likely have long
abandoned my body and already be looking out for you from Heaven,
happily reunited at last with your father.

I know it will be much tougher on you than on me in
the years to come. I pray as you read this that you are able to
remember me as I am now. And most of all, I hope you will seek to
understand what I have to tell you and forgive me for not telling
you until now.

You have a sister.

 


Karla stared at the words until they seemed to
separate themselves from the others on the stationery, creating
white space around them that wasn’t really there, blurring the
other words and becoming bolder, almost three-dimensional.

 


You have a sister.

 


How had her parents kept this from her? All her life
she’d thought she was an only child, the progeny of two people who
preached honor and truth and the importance of family. As a child,
she’d wanted a sibling playmate so much she’d created an imaginary
one, a little sister she called Emily. Her parents had patiently
indulged her fantasy, tucking Emily in beside her at night and
setting an extra place at the table for her at mealtimes, never
hinting that a real Emily existed somewhere.

The sudden knowledge of their duplicity made her
question everything she thought she knew of them and left her
feeling more alone and adrift than ever.

She read the words a dozen times, then began to sob
again, great wails of anguish that shattered the silence and seemed
to echo off the walls. She couldn’t read the rest for a long
while.

 


Five years before I met and married your father, I
became pregnant. I was only sixteen, still a child myself and naïve
about such things, but I fancied myself in love with a boy at
school named James O’Hara.

After talking with Jim’s parents, mine sent me
immediately to a home for unwed mothers to have the child and
convinced me that it was best for both me and for the baby to
give it up for adoption as soon as it was born. It was what
girls did then, especially those from Catholic families. I knew
from my brief glimpse of her that I’d had a daughter, born healthy
and with curly red hair, like her father. Then the nuns took her
away.

I regretted that decision many times and wondered
what happened to my baby, but as the years passed, I came to accept
that my parents’ decision had been the right one.

When I met your father, I struggled for a long time
over whether to tell him about the baby I’d had. I wanted to, but I
worried that he would think less of me for what I did, and my
parents urged me to keep my “youthful indiscretion,” as they called
it, a secret. Once I’d made the decision to do so, there seemed to
be no going back. How could I tell him after a year of marriage? Or
five? Or ten? Besides, I had no way of knowing what had happened to
the baby, so I could think of no good reason to confess to your
father what I’d done.

It was not until he was gone, and my mother deathly
ill with cancer, that she told me she had known all along who
raised my baby and where she was. She and my father gave my
daughter to a couple they knew, Richard and Joan Van Rooy. The Van
Rooys were unable to have children of their own, but desperately
wanted one.

Unknown to my father, my mother asked only two
things of this couple in return: that they move to another state
but keep in touch over the years. They agreed and sent my mother
photographs of the child growing up, pictures of her birthday
parties and prom dates, vacations. She threw them away as soon as
she received them, afraid that either my father or I would discover
the evidence.

When she knew she was dying, she finally told me the
truth.

Your sister’s name is Maggie. She grew up in Alaska
and married a man named Lars Rasmussen. They are living in an
apartment in Fairbanks. As far as my mother knew, Maggie’s adoptive
parents never told her the truth about her parentage, so she, too,
does not know that she has a sister.

I hope you can find her, so you can finally have the
sister you always wanted. If you do, please tell Maggie I thought
of her often and wished I’d had the chance to tell her I’m sorry,
and that I love her.

All my love to you, my darling. Be strong.

Mom

 


So many secrets. So many lies.

Maggie Rasmussen. If she’d been born when her
mother was sixteen, that meant she was forty or thereabouts, some
four years older than Karla.

She wasn’t alone. She still had family.
Despite the lifelong deception, she felt as though someone had just
thrown a life preserver into her churning sea of despair. What was
this secret sister like? Would she welcome this news? And was she
even still in Fairbanks? The letter was written thirteen years ago.
Maggie Rasmussen could be anywhere by now.

Karla stood, still clutching the letter, and went to
fire up her computer. You could track down almost anyone on the
Internet these days. Couldn’t you?

*

October 21, evening

Bettles, Alaska

Despite the early winter snowstorm raging through
interior Alaska, twenty-six of the twenty-seven residents of
Bettles were happily enjoying dinner, drinks, and an evening’s
entertainment in the Den, provided by four of their own: Grizz on
bass, his wife Ellie on piano, Bryson on drums, and Lars Rasmussen
on alto sax.

The place was a typical Alaskan roadhouse, one large
room with dark oak paneling and a wood floor dotted with peanut
shucks. A stuffed grizzly bear greeted customers at the door, and
the walls were decorated with mounted moose heads and caribou
antlers, neon beer signs and dogsled paraphernalia. A bar ran along
one side, booths ringed the walls, and a scattering of tables with
mismatched chairs filled the rest.

The Bettles Band, as they called themselves, sat on
a small raised platform in the back corner. Their performances were
usually impromptu, dictated mostly by the weather and the number of
tourists in town. If the sky was clear and clients ample, Bryson
was usually flying and Lars was guiding some fisherman or hunter to
their quarry. But oftentimes when a whiteout or fog stranded the
two of them in town, the call went out that the party was on. And
tonight was jazz night, always a popular favorite.

Bryson and Lars were the only far-flung homesteaders
present. It was too early in the season for snowmobiles or
dogsleds, and the weather was too poor for boats, so those hardy
souls who lived off in the bush somewhere were unable to make it
in. But a handful of Athabascan Indians from the nearby native
village of Evansville were here, along with a half-dozen Japanese
tourists who’d come to the Arctic Circle hoping for a glimpse of
the aurora borealis, or northern lights. The only other outsider in
town, Bryson’s photographer client, had spent a long while at the
bar before he stumbled upstairs to his room hours earlier.

The band finished a rousing rendition of “All Of Me”
to wild applause before pausing for a break. Bryson was stowing her
drumsticks when Geneva De Luca, a waitress at the Den, appeared at
her elbow.

“Heya, Bry. You guys are really cooking tonight.”
Geneva was a curvaceous brunette with flawless olive skin, smoky
gray eyes, and full, pouty lips that invited kissing. Bryson had
succumbed to them for three months before she decided it was best
to keep their relationship platonic. Six months had elapsed since
then, but Geneva never missed an opportunity to try to change
Bryson’s mind.

“Good easy crowd.” Bryson got to her feet to
stretch. “Not hard to please,” she added with a smile.

Geneva laughed. “Neither am I, but that’s beside the
point, right?”

“Gen, we’ve talked about this, and—”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. Anyway, Ellie’s getting better.
She’s in here all the time practicing.”

“It shows,” Bryson said. “Her repertoire’s growing.
Bet by spring breakup she’ll be pretty damn good.” All of the
players got exponentially better during the long winter months when
they often didn’t have much else to do but practice. Ellie had only
been playing for about a year. She’d taken up the piano when their
last player, a wilderness guide, had packed it in for easier work
in Yosemite.

“Pity there’s so few outsiders in town, though.”
Geneva scanned the crowd before returning her gaze to Bryson. “I
was kinda hoping we’d be full up and you’d have to stay with me
tonight.”

“Let it go,” Bryson said, not unkindly. “You know
that’s not going to happen again.”

Geneva let out an exaggerated sigh and pursed her
lips in disappointment. “You can’t blame a girl for trying. When I
think back to that last time…”

The last time they were together, Geneva had
surprised her with some new toys she’d purchased by mail order.
Playing with them had been a lot of fun, until Geneva confessed
that she was falling in love with her and wanted them to move in
together.

Lars’s return to the stage with two cold bottles of
Black Fang saved Bryson from a detailed reminiscence of that
particular evening. “Thought you looked like you needed saving,” he
said, once Geneva was out of earshot. “Though for the life of me I
don’t see why. Not like you two have a lot of other options at the
moment.”

“I get plenty of action, thank you very much.”
Bryson’s outward appearance and glamorous occupation were an
unbeatable combination. A high percentage of the town’s female
visitors, even straight ones, flirted with her shamelessly. And if
a ready partner wasn’t available locally, she simply got in her Cub
and made the two-hour trip to Fairbanks, where she could arrange a
quick rendezvous easily.

“Don’t doubt that.” Lars grinned. “Still, she’s a
sweet girl, and it seems a shame to turn down such pretty
company.”

“We have little in common, beyond…well, that.
And while that may be plenty with someone I’ll never see again,
it’s not enough. Besides, I’m not about to create hard feelings
with one of the few women who live within a couple hundred miles.”
Though she was buddies with a lot of the men she came in contact
with, she craved female company, even if for a drink or a movie. “I
don’t want to hurt her, and the spark I need just


























cover.jpg
KIM BALDWIN

BREAKING
o —





