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Nobody’s Fool

Book 4 in the series Talkeetna

Even Heroes Make Mistakes

Lanky Purdue is an Alaskan icon. He's been there forever — the dashing Air Force pilot, the man who flew medicines into villages in dark winters, the man who has rescued more stranded climbers than anyone can count. If you need help, Lanky Purdue is the man you go to.







So when Belle Robards shows up at Purdue Flight Service in the dead of winter looking for help, it's no great surprise to Dace Marshall, his office manager. So yes, she's wearing a skirt, high heeled boots and a fur jacket — in Talkeetna at 10 below — and she won't tell Dace what the problem is. But Lanky wouldn't fall for a pretty face and a bogus sob story.

Would he?
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Chapter 1
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The ringing phone interrupted Dace Marshall’s sleep, and she was grateful for it. She was having a nightmare about dog kennel cages and a man who had kept women locked up in them. Was it a nightmare if it really happened, she wondered. She fumbled for her phone on the bedside table.

“Hello?” she said softly. She didn’t recognize the number. But she assumed that if someone called at 2 a.m. it wasn’t a telemarketer.

“Dace, it’s Marjorie Andrews. They’re at it again. You need to get over here before they wake up the whole neighborhood.”

Dace winced. “Thanks, Marjorie,” she said. “I’m on my way.”

“This can’t continue,” Marjorie warned. “You have to do something different. Or we’ll go to the Community Council and get your shelter zoned out of town.”

“Understood,” Dace said crisply, but now she was angry. She realized no one wanted to be wakened by hysterical shouts from a women’s shelter. But the women didn’t want to be wakened by nightmares that left them screaming into the night either. And truly, she didn’t know what to do. The Alqaq House had seemed like this great idea to meet the needs of the women who had been victims of a sexual predator — the predator that haunted her nightmares too. 

He’s dead, she reminded herself. 

But three months later, she was realizing the magnitude of the task she’d taken on. She got out of bed quietly, although she was pretty sure Paul was awake.

“Do you want me to go with you?” asked Paul Kitka, her fiancé and a lieutenant in the Alaskan State Patrol.

She hesitated. She wasn’t sure there was anything Paul could do for the women. But, she thought, he could do a lot for her. “Yes,” she said. “Not sure your presence will help them. But it helps me.”

He laughed and got up to pull on sweats. She bundled up. It was 10 degrees outside. Paul was pulling on a parka, gloves and boots as well. 

His beloved Corvette was in the garage for the winter. For these cold days, he had a small SUV, a 4-wheel-drive Subaru, also in the garage where he could start it and then return to the house while it warmed up. The Subaru was reliable, with good tires and a fast heater, and it was much more suitable for Alaska winters. Dace grinned as they waited for the vehicle to warm up. Paul’s boss would probably say it was more suitable anytime of the year. Paul’s speeding tickets in the Corvette were a sore point for Captain Thomas Wyckoff.

Alqaq House wasn’t far from the house she shared with Paul — nothing in Talkeetna was. And in daylight she’d probably walk it, even though the temperature wouldn’t get above freezing and daylight was a myth. November got increasingly dark. They were down to about four hours when headlights weren’t necessary to drive. There was snow on the ground, about six inches, and it had been there awhile. It was... grubby, Dace decided, but more was in the forecast. Dace was grateful. It would have to warm up some for there to be snow.

“Let’s go,” Paul said. He got in the driver’s seat and waited for Dace to get in and fasten her seatbelt. It was warm in the car — worth the delay in getting there.

Especially because she was dreading it and wasn’t sure what she could do really. Her presence seemed to help. She wondered if she should stay there, but she didn’t want to give up being with Paul. Their relationship seemed new still, and she felt almost giddy when she looked at him. Like now. He was driving and she could just watch him. 

He was probably the best-looking man she’d ever seen. She acknowledged she was biased, but she didn’t think too many women would disagree. His father had been Tlingit, a tribe in Southeast Alaska; his mother had been white, a professor collecting Native Alaskan myths and origin stories. Their love should have been a myth of its own, Dace thought, but the social and political environment had been too much. Paul had paid a price growing up in it. He said he didn’t consider himself Tlingit, and yet he had too much of that heritage to be viewed as white. 

He was half, he said. Not Tlingit. Not white. Half.

‘Half’ was gorgeous, Dace thought. He had the warm brown skin tones, brown eyes and black hair of his father’s side, and the extra height from his mother to be 5-foot-10. It helped that he stayed fit and strong. Being a state trooper made it a necessity, although Dace was pretty sure he would anyway. Those looks had seduced half the women in Alaska at one time. Now? He said he loved her. 

She believed him. She loved him too. But they faced challenges too. Maybe fairy tale love only happened in fairy tales, she thought now. Fancy that.

They pulled up in front of the log home that housed Alqaq House. It was a large rambling house that had been a bed and breakfast for decades. But the woman who had built it with her own hands had finally called it quits and retired — at 75 — to a small house in Homer where the weather was milder. Comparatively speaking. At least most winter days it got above freezing there.

Dace knocked on the door, with Paul a solid and comforting presence behind her. Backing her up, but not taking over. Although she might not mind if he did on a night call like this. No one came to the door, and she used her key to open it up. 

Inside was a warm and inviting living/dining room with furniture that circled around a big stone fireplace. It wasn’t the only heat in the house — all the bedrooms had electric heat — but the fireplace warmed the whole downstairs by itself.

At the far end of the great room was a large dining table and chairs. Dace was pretty sure Vicky had built the table herself and maybe the chairs. They were plain, made of local cedar, and built to last for generations. The rest of the room was filled with two couches, comfortable chairs, and a coffee table made along the same lines of the dining table and chairs. Vicky Young had been an amazing woman. A nurse by training, she worked for Indian Health Services. But here, at the B&B, she’d taught herself whatever skill that she needed. So far, everything worked smoothly, although a self-taught electrician made Dace pause. She was used to the more regulated ways of the Lower 48.

Huddled on the floor in front of the couches and chairs were six women. A seventh stood in front of the fireplace. She glared at Dace when she walked in.

“Busybody call you?” Naomi asked. She didn’t have much patience for the neighbors who complained about screaming nightmares. She thought maybe they should have a few and see how they felt. Dace had sympathy for that viewpoint.

“She called,” Dace agreed. She sat down on the floor with the women there. Paul stood guardian at the door, much like Naomi did at the fireplace. 

The women had been held in dog kennels at the hands of an NSA contractor out in the Chugach forest. One woman had been there for two years. Dace swallowed. She’d been there a day and had nightmares. The contractor was dead; he came back after NSA and the military had cleared him of a security breach. Instead of turning him over to Anchorage police who had outstanding warrants for his arrest, they just let him go. And he came back to Alaska anyway. Someone was waiting for him at the isolated cabin and shot him. 

Dace was pretty sure it had been Naomi.

The women had different reactions to the abuse and torture they’d experienced. Sarah Itee had been there four days. She was back at college in Anchorage and came here on the weekends to help run the Alqaq House and to provide some of the health care the women needed. They’d been starved for a long time; their torturer had fed them dog kibble. Just reintroducing them to regular food was a major task. 

One woman had returned to her family and village. Dace got regular emails from her. It was going well. 

Some of the women had been able to be angry when they were released. Dace thought that was healthy. She would forever cherish the memory of two of them destroying the predator’s big screen television as he roared with rage and lost all common sense during their escape. He had raced up the hill and Naomi had shot him — only a leg wound unfortunately. It would have been easier on everyone if she’d killed him outright and they could have avoided the politics to come. At the time, Dace thought it was important he stand trial. She had been naïve.

But three of them still huddled and shivered. And even the angry ones had nightmares. They’d been there so long that the kennels felt like safe zones. The predator couldn’t rape them when they were inside them. Couldn’t torture them. Couldn’t make them torture someone else for his amusement. Couldn’t make them kill. 

Being out of the kennel felt risky. Dangerous.

Dace just sat with them now. 

“Tell us the story about Mary Ayek,” whispered one woman. Naomi translated. Dace knew what she’d been asking — the name was one to be reckoned with. Most of them had known English, but they’d come to associate English as the language of the predator. Well they weren’t wrong. Both in this personal story, and in the story of the Inuit people. She was learning their language. And in the daylight? They would speak English to her and help her learn Yupik. 

But at night? There were monsters, and the monsters spoke English.

“Tell us the story of how she told Paul Kitka to find us.”

Dace nodded. Stories had power. 

“The predator had chosen his prey carefully,” she began. “For three years, once a month, he took a woman from the streets of Anchorage. Poor women. Native Alaskan women. Women he knew no one would look for. And then he made a mistake. The quiet young student he had spotted working at Indian Health Services had someone who did care. She was blessed to call Mary Ayek grandmother.”

“Sarah Itee,” a woman whispered.

“Yes. Sarah Itee. Mary Ayek is a power in Alaska. A village elder, a director of the Bethel Native Corporation, someone who walks the halls of power in this state. She flew out to Anchorage to see what the police were doing about Sarah’s disappearance. She found they were doing nothing. And they didn’t intend to do anything more than add Sarah’s name to a file of other Native Alaskan women who had been reported missing.

“And Mary Ayek was angry. There were 18 names already in that file. So, she came out to Talkeetna, and she met with Lieutenant Paul Kitka, who also calls Mary Ayek grandmother.”

She paused because someone always said it at this point. “He once called her something else,” cracked Naomi.

Paul snorted. And the women grinned at him and laughed. Dace took courage from the sound. Women who could laugh could also heal, she thought.

“And Paul said Anchorage wasn’t his jurisdiction, it was the jurisdiction of Anchorage police, not Talkeetna’s. 

“‘You are a Native Alaskan,’ Mary Ayek told him. ‘This state is your state. You belong to it and to its people, and its people and this state belong to you in ways that the Anchorage police can’t begin to understand.’

“And Paul Kitka bowed his head to the woman he calls grandmother — now.” And there was more laughter. Dace grinned.

“Find my granddaughter,” Mary Ayek ordered. “And bring her home. Bring them all home.”

Paul spoke and it startled her. “And Dace Marshall who is my fiancé accepted that mission with me, and when the predator and his Air Force liaison kidnapped her, Dace found you. And she stole a plane — not her first either.” 

There was more laughter, and Dace grinned and laughed with them. True, she acknowledged.

“And Candace Marshall brought you home. And Mary Ayek calls her friend.”

The women made approving sounds. That was a new way of telling the ending to the story.

“Mary Ayek found a way to bring us home,” said one woman. 

“She did,” Dace said. She’d learned that there were people who were respected, almost revered. Their names were something to be reckoned with. Mary Ayek was one of them. So was Paul Kitka, but she didn’t think he knew it. And probably it was best no one told him. He wasn’t ready to take up that burden. 

Just the fallout from the predator who had way too many connections in Anchorage law enforcement was too much of a burden. And much of it seemed to be landing on Paul’s desk. It kept him up at nights, talking to people, law enforcement people, who had things to confess, who wanted the immunity he could get for them.

It was eating at him. Dace worried about him almost as much as she worried about these frail and broken women.

“And she still cares,” Dace said, reassuring the women. They would not be abandoned. Not by Mary Ayek.

And not by Candace Marshall either. No matter how many calloused neighbors called her in the middle of the night.

“And we have Candace Marshall, the woman who Mary calls friend,” Naomi said quietly, knowing what they needed to hear. “And she provides a place for us. This place that we might call home. Where we are safe. Alqaq House. Sister House.”

Dace felt almost viscerally the sigh of relief that went through the women. 

“Can you sleep now?” she asked gently. “Sleep heals.”

“Can we sleep here?” one woman asked timidly. “It is warm in front of the fire, and it feels safer to be with my sisters.”

“Of course, you can,” Dace assured her, and wondered if that was the key to a path forward. “It is your home. If you wish to sleep here, of course, you can.”

“I’ll get some blankets,” Ruth said, and she got up from the floor. It reminded Dace of a pile of puppies huddling together for warmth and comfort. It had been Ruth who protected the weakest of the women during their escape. Protected them with a shovel. She was still a protector, apparently.

“And Dace can take Paul Kitka home, the man who — now — calls Mary Ayek grandmother,” Naomi said solemnly, but humor lurked in her eyes. “Tell us, Dace. Did he ever really propose yet? Or did he just say fiancé, and everyone was so shocked, they didn’t ask for details.”

Dace laughed and blushed as she got up and went to join Paul standing at the door. 

“He proposed,” she said and grinned up at him. “Roses, chocolate and a night on the town, no less.”

Paul laughed. “And she made me get down on one knee to propose,” he said. “I told her we don’t do that in the villages.”

Dace grinned. “And I told him the man I would marry someday did.”

The women were laughing now.

“And I can hear a hint when I get one,” Paul said solemnly. “And I knelt and asked the woman I love to marry me. And she said yes.”

There was a collective sigh among the women.

“And then what did you do?” Naomi asked with that wicked grin of hers. Dace wasn’t sure what the woman had been like before she’d been kidnapped. But she was a bold, fierce woman now.

Paul laughed. “Some questions need not be answered, do they?”

“Paul!” Dace said, her cheeks red, and feeling a bit scandalized. And the women laughed at her as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

“Good night,” he said to the women, and he wrapped one arm around Dace as they walked to the car.

“I’m amazed and proud of what you do for those women,” he said as he opened the door for her. “And I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said, still shy about saying it. It required practice, she thought, and she said it again. “I love you.”
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Chapter 2
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Dace was tired when she went into work the next morning. She made coffee from a stash of good beans she kept in the office just for her. Lanky Purdue, the owner of the Purdue Flight Service, and the pilots thought Folgers was fine, especially when she made it. She wasn’t going to waste expensive beans on men who were happy with Folgers.

She was bundled up again. Jeans over long-johns, boots over wool socks over thin cotton ones, because the wool made her feet itch. A long-sleeved wool shirt over a long-sleeved cotton T-shirt. And that was for inside. She had a hat, gloves, scarves, and of course a heavy down parka for outside. She sighed. Dace had grown up in Seattle and then spent her married years in Washington, D.C.; she had never experienced cold like this. She had thought D.C. winters were cold and bitter, mostly because of the dampness and the wind. But a low of 30 was different than a low of 10 below. Much different. The cold made her bones ache. She rubbed her hands together while she waited for the coffee to perk.

She worked shorter hours in the winter. Came in later so that it was almost light out — 9 a.m. — and went home at 4 p.m. She didn’t really need to be there that much, but those hours allowed Paul to drop her off on his way to the state patrol office out on the Denali highway, and pick her back up on his way home. She brought her lunch and ate it at her desk unless the pilots took her to the Lodge for lunch out.

The office was a metal building left over from the military. After WWII? Probably, she thought. It was sounder than it looked, but then it looked like a lean-to cobbled together by kids on a Saturday afternoon. It took a while to heat, although the heaters ran all night. Had to, a pipe might freeze and then burst when it thawed. Paul had to explain that with props before she got it. So, water in the bathroom was left to drip, and the heat kept the building above freezing 24/7. But above freezing and fit for humans was hardly the same. About 30 degrees different, as a matter of fact. So, Dace did chores that required movement, and held on to her coffee mug for warmth as she let the office warm up.

This was her second winter. She had the routines down now. The cold still bothered her, but not as much. The dark bothered her more, but everyone assured her she would get used to it. Dace suspected a lot of the reassurance from Lanky’s pilots happened because they were afraid she’d leave for some place warmer and with shorter nights. She kept the books straight and pilots got paid on time. There were no double bookings. The pilots were grateful. She was the longest serving office manager in the history of Purdue’s Flight Service.

Of course, that didn’t mean a whole lot. One office manager left at lunch on the first day and never returned.

There were some flights going out. Not as many as the rest of the year. But a lot of people were already booking flights for spring when climbers from all over the world would flock to Talkeetna to try their hand at climbing Denali. She could now take reservations in four languages.

This was the time of year when Lanky did maintenance and repairs. He kept the pilots busy enough to justify hiring them year round. For all of his gruffness, he was a good man. A kind one even. He’d hired the Air Force pilot who had been eased out when he refused to fire on Dace’s rescue mission flight last summer. The only person who had lasting repercussions was the man who had refused an illegal order — on the recommendation of Captain John ‘Lanky’ Purdue, retired.

And it was that kind of thing that disillusioned Dace about the whole mess. She found the predator easier to understand than the men who thought they were honorable patriots or proud law enforcement and yet they’d looked the other way for years, and then swept everything under the carpet to prevent bad publicity for the military and the Anchorage police. 

It stank. And maybe this time they wouldn’t get away with it. Maybe. There were people who weren’t letting it go. People like Mary Ayek, Paul Kitka and his boss Captain Wyckoff. 

And Candace Marshall. Dace had inherited her husband’s wealth and his public relations firm. Of the two, the P.R. company might prove to be the more valuable. The Alqaq House Network was pushing for police and military accountability. And Whitaker PR was helping to make it happen.

Ironic. Her husband Stephen Whitaker had been a sociopath himself, and as a young teen had held a local girl in a dog kennel out in the woods near here. It took Lanky Purdue five days to track him down and release his 5-year-old daughter. Stephen’s mother whisked him away from Talkeetna in the guise of getting him help. And Lanky and his wife slowly coaxed their daughter back to normalcy. 

Forty years ago. And Mary Purdue Abbott, Dace’s best friend, still suffered from the effects. No, Alqaq House wasn’t going to be an easy fix for the abused women who lived there. And there were so many more women who needed refuge. The problem was daunting. Some people put the statistics at 90 percent of Native Alaskan women who had suffered abuse or assault. Pretty much all of them. And last summer taught Dace that police didn’t care.

She’d learned that lesson for herself personally before she fled her husband for Alaska. But she thought it was her. That no one cared about her plight, because her husband was powerful and she wasn’t worth caring about. Turned out that it wasn’t just her.

She stopped her thoughts when she heard the crunch of a car pulling up in front. She glanced out the window — a dirty window, and it would stay that way until spring, thank you — and frowned. A rental car? 

The driver got out of the car, and Dace’s eyes widened. A woman, wearing a fur coat over a skirt? In Alaska? She walked briskly toward the door and inside. 

“Cold,” she said. Dace just stared at her. The woman wasn’t young, probably in her 50s. She was wearing fairly heavy makeup — at least by Alaskan standards. Dace thought back to Washington, D.C., to better judge this woman standing before her. A wealthy woman, she decided. A scarf was wrapped around her neck and then pulled up over her hair — a natural-looking brown, but Dace had to believe it wasn’t real. The skirt came to just below her knees, and she was wearing black knee-high boots with a spike heel. 

“This is Purdue Flight Services, right?” she said with a bit of irritation as Dace continued to stare.

She shook her head a bit. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “How may I help you?”

“I need a flight, of course,” she said with an eye roll. “I’m Belle Robards. I need to fly into a fish camp north of Garrison Lake. I’m told that Lanky Purdue is the only person who can get me there. Is he around?”

Now this was a story she had to hear, Dace thought. She called up to the hangar and asked Lanky to come down to the office. She offered Belle Robards a cup of coffee, but she glanced at the Folgers can and sniffed in disdain. Dace could have explained, but she didn’t like this woman, she realized. She just poured the last cup of the good stuff into her cup and made a fresh pot of Folgers for Lanky.

Lanky Purdue had come up with the military as an Air Force pilot, and the old-timers revered Captain John Purdue. Then he got out of the service and flew supplies and medical practitioners into remote villages that desperately needed help. He started his own company here in Talkeetna, and he flew hikers to Mount Denali’s base camp — then rescued the ones who needed it later. He flew tourists around the state, and he still made sure that the villages got their supplies. 

He was a bona fide Alaskan hero and had been for 40 years. Somewhere along the line, he’d picked up the nickname Lanky, which suited the man. He was tall, slim, with thinning gray hair under a Purdue Aviation logo cap. Dace had learned his real name was John because she did the payroll. 

He came into the office dressed like everyone else with any sense, parka, hood, flannel-lined jeans, gloves and boots. Dace poured him a cup of coffee and handed it to him.  He took it gratefully.

“This is Belle Robards,” Dace introduced before retreating behind her desk. “She’s needing a charter flight.”

Lanky looked Belle Robards over, and Dace watched as he stood a bit straighter and smiled at her. Dace had seen that smile before, and she rolled her eyes. Lanky had been married years ago — his daughter was her best friend after all. But he didn’t lack for female companionship —  she had figured that much out.

“How can I help you?” he asked, and she could hear the smile in his voice, a nice rumbling baritone. 

“You could take me up to the Lodge for a cup of real coffee?” Belle Robards said, and yes, she was flirting, Dace decided. “And we can talk there. Privately.”

Her glance at Dace said they weren’t ever going to be friends. Dace smiled at her politely.

Lanky looked at Dace, then back to their prospective client. And let’s face it, in the middle of winter, prospective clients were courted with great care. And that coat was real fur. But if she thought her request was going to be a secret?

Dace knew everything that happened here. She had to, unless you wanted to arrive at the hangar for your emergency flight to find out that Lanky had taken a bunch of tourists up for a flight around the mountain and back.

But she said nothing. Lanky would tell her. She’d had a year now to train him. 

It gave her a certain rep in Alaska — the woman who had conquered Purdue Aviation’s office and made Lanky behave. She grinned to herself.

“Do you have a car?” Lanky was asking Belle. “We can take my SUV, but it will be cold.”

“I have a car,” she agreed, and her smile was charming. Lanky escorted her out. The smile she flung back at Dace wasn’t so charming. It said she’d won.

Dace frowned. Just exactly what had been the contest?

She returned to her work for the day, figuring out all the miscellaneous receipts Lanky and the pilots had left for her, usually after at least one day crumpled in their pockets. She shook her head, reminded herself that if they weren’t so clueless they wouldn’t need her. And she liked her job.
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Chapter 3
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Lanky Purdue let Belle Robards drive, and she did a good, competent job of it. She might look like a tourist, but she drove like an Alaskan. He was curious about her. An attractive woman like her? Alone in Alaska in November? It didn’t really compute. The cold and the dark had chased most of tourists back to the Lower 48. Alaska became a different place without them. He liked it better. But he liked the money the tourists brought in, so he was philosophical about it. He could remember what it was like before tourism became such a big industry. This was better. For eight months of the year, they were a service industry. And then they had four months to be themselves.

But here was a woman tourist showing up on his doorstep. He watched the confident way she drove. Maybe not a tourist, he conceded. But if she’s an Alaskan, she’s not dressed for the weather. And there were few year-round women of her age that he didn’t know. Could be someone who was raised here and left, he thought.

What did she want? She wanted something. Something more than a flight.

That was OK, he thought with amusement. She made him want something too.

She parked the car and got out carefully. Lanky was quick to open the door to the Lodge for her. She nodded her thanks and smiled at him. That upward smile through lowered lashes that was supposed to tug at a man.

And hell if it didn’t work, every damn time. 

The waitress seated them near the fireplace, and Lanky asked if he could take her jacket. She nodded, and he helped her out of it. Real fur, he thought, and handmade. That was unusual, and expensive. He draped it carefully over a chair at their table, and then seated her. She was wearing a brown turtleneck, that fit her closely, and she had both the body and the posture to carry it off. He liked the highlights in her hair that the sweater set off. 

Artifice, all of it. He knew that. But he admired a plane with a nice coat of paint, didn’t he? Say those Alaska Airline jets with the Alaskan Native face on the tail. That was artifice too and calculated. He’d still gone into Anchorage International to see them, when they were first rolled out. They were gorgeous. 

And Belle was much like that. Artifice. A lot of work had gone into that body, and it was all calculated. Didn’t make her less beautiful. 

They ordered coffee, and Lanky ordered a cinnamon roll. She ordered fresh fruit. That would cost more in November than his cinnamon roll. Not that it mattered.

She stirred her coffee absently, as if she was trying to decide how to begin. He didn’t buy it, although it was well done. He thought she had this meeting calculated down to how long to stir the coffee, and when to look up at him again. He found himself counting the beats, waiting for it.

Since his Mary died, there had been quite a few women who had trekked out to Talkeetna. The young ones might come out for Paul Kitka, and it amused him to watch. Learned a few things about women by watching them chase that young man. 

Learned more by letting them chase him. Tourists. Women from Anchorage curious about the ‘Alaska legend’ now single again. He’d found Mary Ayek refreshingly direct. But it was a fling, and she let him know up front. And he’d appreciated it. She had a man back home. He had blinked at that. And blinked a bit more when he realized she was probably 10 years older than he was, and that one of the men who had escorted her not long ago was Paul Kitka, a man only in his 30s now. It set him back a bit; his Mary had been a strong woman, a partner in every way, but she had not been aggressive. Was that even the right word to describe Mary Ayek? Independent? Free?

He shook his head and smiled at Belle. Here he was with a beautiful woman, thinking about other women? Shame on him. And just before she did the look that she’d calculated out, he asked, “So how can I help you, Ms. Robards? You don’t look like the kind of woman who treks out to Talkeetna on a lark in November.”

She laughed at that, and it felt real. A nice laugh, he thought. 

“No,” she agreed. “It’s a nice small town, and I’ve been here before — in the summer, like any decent person does. Long ago, now. And please, call me Belle.”

“John,” he said. He smiled his thanks at the waitress who set down his cinnamon roll and Belle’s fruit, which did indeed look fresh: melons of different colors, some fresh pineapple, a couple of grapes. He could remember when that would have cost $20 this time of year. Hell, he could remember when it would have been impossible to get at any price. Not in November.

She sampled the fruit, nodded approvingly. 

“So, what brings you here?” he prompted, feeling like he’d dropped his lines in a skit that needed more rehearsing.

“I live in Anchorage,” she began. “Well some of the time. I travel a lot, especially this time of the year. As any sensible Alaskan does.”

She had that right. There were a lot of Alaskans who worked hard, very hard, during tourist season so that they could escape the dark and the snow now. He nodded at her, and sipped his coffee, watching her. Letting Belle take her time.

“I have a son,” she continued. “He lives in Anchorage, works for the Indian Health Service. And I usually make it back up here for either Thanksgiving or Christmas to spend it with him. He’s too busy playing the field to settle down and give me grandchildren yet.” She laughed at that. “I fly in, spend a few days, we go out to dinner. I see old friends, and then I’m gone again.”

He nodded, listening. Listening to what she said, and to the nuances. Something was off. Or, well, calculated. 

“So I got a call, two weeks ago, saying he was heading up into the villages and wasn’t sure when he would be back. But to come ahead, and he’d be back when he could be.”

“What does he do for Indian Health?” 

“He was a medic in the Army,” she said. “And he works as a nurse. You know how it is. Kids raised in Alaska don’t do well outside. So he came home after he got out. And nurses are in high demand. He doesn’t lack for work.”

Lanky nodded and encouraged her to continue.

“And then I got an email, saying he was in trouble. He would get himself out of it, but that I should stay away. He’d call me and perhaps Christmas would be a better time.”

“And you immediately booked a flight and came up,” Lanky said, laughing at her.

“I did,” she said, laughing as well. “Mama bear in action. So I got into town a week ago. No one at his apartment. No one had been there a while either. I have a key, you understand. I called out to the Indian Health Service to see what he’d been sent out on. They said he’d quit a month ago. Had a better offer for the winter, but he would come back in the spring, and see if there was work available.”

“There probably will be,” Lanky observed. “Especially for nurses.”

She nodded. “So they explained,” she said. “But they didn’t know much about the job. Said they thought it was up past Garrison Lake.”

Lanky started a bit. Garrison Lake? He set that aside.

“You know it?” she asked.

“I know it,” he said grimly. “And?”

“And I found this,” she said. She opened her satchel bag, and pulled out a manila envelope, and handed it to him. He opened it and slid out two sheets of paper. A map. And a contract.

Someone was opening up a mine up there. In the winter? Lanky winced. Illegal, then. Trying to beat the stoppage on the Ambler Road project. Present a fait accompli with a mine somewhere near the proposed route? Get grandfathered in perhaps. Hell, mines had gone unnoticed before. 

He read the contract. A lot of money, he thought troubled. Even for a nurse who was willing to go out in the Bush in the winter. Native Alaskans out of Kotzebue might try it. He didn’t know anyone else he’d want to risk it with. He glanced at the company name. Not one of the Native corporations. Stupid fools then.

He glanced at the map. It was worthless. A dot on a map of Alaska? He’d guess it to be about a third of the way between Dalton Highway and Kotzebue, but what the hell did that tell him? 

Nothing on the map or the contract said anything about Garrison Lake, however. He frowned.

“Garrison Lake?” he said. “I don’t see that mentioned.”

“The nurse I talked to at Indian Health mentioned it. And it was in his email,” she said. “Said he was going to fly in by plane to Garrison Lake. And they had snow machines to take them in from there. Quite an adventure. He was quite excited by it.”

“How old is he?” he asked and looked up when she hesitated. 

She blushed a bit. “That’s like asking a woman her age,” she murmured. 

He laughed. “We’ll stipulate that you must have had him very young,” he teased. “And besides, compared to me? You’re quite young.”

He felt, rather than saw, her flinch, and he wondered at that.

“He’s 28,” she said. 

“And raised in Alaska?” 

She nodded. “Raised here, then went into the Army, four years and he was back here as fast he could get a ticket,” she said with a laugh. 

“And his father?” 

“Dead.” She didn’t elaborate. Well he didn’t like to talk about Mary’s death either.

So either she was younger than he thought, or she’d had him in her late 20s. He thought he was a pretty good judge of women, so he’d be surprised if he was off by much, and he’d pegged her in her early-mid 50s. 

“And what do you want to do?” he asked at last. “You should take this to the Bureau of Land Management. Let them investigate. Because whatever they’re doing up there, it’s probably illegal.”

That didn’t surprise her, he noticed. And there were no protestations that her son couldn’t be involved in something illegal. So she’d already figured that out, or she had a good poker face. 

“If I do that, he’s going to have a record,” Belle said. “And I hate to see that for being young and stupid. And it’s the kind of thing Native Health isn’t going to take lightly.”

No, pillaging what was probably Native lands would not go over well.

“So what are you asking me to do?” he repeated.

“I want to fly in and pull him out,” she said wryly. “Like any good mama bear would do.”

“You want to go,” he said neutrally. He thought about how she was dressed. Well that was to snare his attention. He assumed she had other clothes for a trip into the Bush.

She nodded. “You can’t go by yourself,” she said. “He’s not going to listen to you, and I doubt the people he’s working for are going to be happy to have been found. But an anxious mother? A bit scatterbrained? Flying in to surprise her son for Thanksgiving? With enough food to feed the whole camp?”

She shrugged.

He was surprised. As off the wall as that sounded, it probably would work. An isolated mining camp, in the cold of an Alaskan winter, and a beautiful woman shows up bearing food for Thanksgiving? They’d think they’d died and gone to heaven. And they wouldn’t question it — not until he tried to leave with their medic at least.

“Does your son want to be rescued?” he asked. 

She pulled out a folded piece of paper. A printout of an email. 

I screwed up Mom, it read. This isn’t what I thought I was signing on for. So I want you to stay out of the state. Go someplace warm for the holidays, and I’ll call you when I’m back to Anchorage. If I get back to Anchorage. I should have done more research. But live and learn. And I’ll be fine. If I just keep my head down and do my job, I’ll be fine. 

But in case I don’t make it back? We’re out past Garrison Lake. We flew in there and took snow machines west. Not much help, I’m afraid, but that’s the best I can tell you.

I love you. Karl

Lanky thought the boy sounded sensible enough. Many a man had gotten out of a bad fix by doing just that — keep his head down and do his job. Asking no questions. 

“Sounds like a sensible young man,” he said neutrally. “Did you email him back?”

She nodded. “Silence. It’s been a week, and nothing. So either he’s in trouble with the company he’s working for, or the whole camp is in trouble because it’s November and only fools would be out there in the Bush in November.”

Point, he conceded. 

He looked around the lodge. It was built from logs cut from around Talkeetna. Large windows, thought to be stupid and extravagant when the Lodge was built, overlooked the lake. The fireplace was built of big river rock, also from the area. He liked this place. If he sat here long enough, nursing a cup of coffee, or in the bar, with some whiskey, he’d eventually see half of Talkeetna and know almost all of them.

But he’d been young and stupid more than once. He sighed. He felt obligated to lend a helping hand to the young and dumb now. Most of his pilots qualified, as a matter of fact.

“Well, no need to rush out tonight,” he said with a smile, and hid his worry and questions. “It will take time to prepare for this kind of trip this time of year. And it’s two weeks to Thanksgiving, and your story won’t work until then. Let me do some thinking on it. And perhaps you’ll let me take you to dinner tonight? I assume you’re staying here?”

There was fleeting emotion that crossed her face that he didn’t quite catch. He filed it away for thought later. He was a patient hunter. He’d eventually track all of the clues until he knew what was going on. 

Really going on.

She offered to take him back to the hangar, but he shook his head. “You’re warm and cozy now,” he said lightly. “No need to go back out. I’ll see you at 7 p.m.?” 

She nodded. 

He stopped at the front counter to make sure she had a reservation. Although it wasn’t hard to get a room this time of the year. “Belle Robards,” the clerk said. “Yes, she made it last week.”

Lanky paused at that, and then nodded, and asked after the clerk’s mother. The woman had broken her leg slipping on the ice last week. She was doing fine, the clerk said, except she was disgusted with herself for falling. Lanky grinned and left. A breeze had picked up, and he almost called for a ride back to the hangar, but really, he didn’t want to go back to the flight service. He wanted to go home. And his house was a quick walk from here. He’d get there faster on foot.

And it wasn’t that cold out. He thought about Garrison Lake, and he shivered. Nowhere near as cold as Garrison Lake had been.

His house was a lot like the Lodge actually. It was built of logs cut from the cedars around Talkeetna. But it didn’t have the soaring open spaces of the dining room and entry that the Lodge had. He hated to think what the Lodge’s heating bill was like. No, his house had 8-foot ceilings. He had electric heat, but he also had a wood stove and that’s what he used most of the time. He liked the feel of wood heat. 

It wasn’t a very large cabin. A kitchen and dining area that looked out into the woods through patio doors. He didn’t have a flower garden, although he admired his daughter’s garden at the old house very much. The woods were beautiful in their own right, he didn’t need to add frills around the edges. Wildlife came, and he fancied that they watched him as he watched them: caribou, a moose, black bear, a family of foxes. Predators. And if you didn’t consider caribou, or a moose, predators, you hadn’t been in Alaska very long. 

The living room flowed out of the dining area and was centered around the wood stove, an old-fashioned cast-iron one. And then there were two bedrooms and a bath. He used the guest bedroom as a home office, meaning that he kept his computer there. There were bookshelves in practically every room. When you were as old as he was, you accumulated a fair number of books.

He’d built the cabin after his Mary died. The old house in town had too many ghosts. So his daughter Mary stayed in that house, and he moved here. Then she met and married Bill Abbott and they were raising a passel of kids. He loved going there for Sunday dinners and any other time he was invited. Mary’s ghost was still there, he thought, but it was a happy ghost surrounded by the love of her daughter and grandkids.

He laughed at himself. No one would believe that the old fart who loved planes was capable of such whimsy. It came from being alone, he’d found.
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