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      As I hastened deeper into the dense forest, what was left of daylight morphed into dark shadows. On one hand, this scared the hell out of me; on the other, it could be used to my advantage to disappear within the foliage. I willed myself not to look back, instead focusing on the uneven track ahead. I knew it would be Gary who would come. And if he caught me, I wouldn't make it back with him. This place would be my final destination; buried in a grave that might never be found or scavenged by forest creatures that would scatter my bones amongst the debris of the forest floor. This was an even scarier thought and adrenaline spurred me forward pushing my body beyond extremes. Never much of a runner, the speed I was moving surprised even me. The possibility of death can do that.

      Pounding feet sounded behind me and I broke my resolve of not looking back. I glanced over my shoulder, almost tripping, but saw no one. My ears picked up the sound of obscenities. Yes, it's Gary and he's gaining ground. My lungs gasped for air. Get off the trail, now. My eyes searched for a place to hide. The pathway rose up a small incline. I flew over the top and down the other side, where the path veered off to the right. To the left, an old game trail barely visible meandered through the trees.

      I slowed and glanced around me. The near darkness provided deep shadows in the trees. A tangle of fallen trees and branches on my left looked like a good spot to hide in. Branches scratched my face and caught in my hair as I pulled myself over the decaying trunks. I tumbled face first into a hollow under a log, filling my mouth with dirt and leaves. The smell of musty, rotting debris churned my stomach. The taste of bile rose into my throat.

      Gary charged over the top of the incline and came to a dead stop. Damn. I hoped he would miss the game trail and keep going.

      “Alright, bitch. Come back now and I'll let you live. If I have to chase you, you're dead! Got it?”

      Let me live? Sure you will. Oh God … I feel like a trapped animal. Terrified he would hear my raspy breathing; I tried to control my gasps. There was nothing I could do about the pounding of my heart.

      Gary studied the game trail, then the path. “Where are you. That's it. I'm done and you're dead.” He took a hesitant step towards the game trail, then turned and disappeared down the path to the right.

      The thought of staying put crossed my mind. No, when he returns he might search for me, guessing that I'm hiding. I waited a few moments until he was out of earshot and scrambled out of my hiding place, tripping and falling, until I finally reached the old animal trail Gary ignored. Girl, you made enough noise to wake up the dead. I bolted down this new track until it merged some time later with a new pathway. Total fear provided the strength I needed to keep going.

      Before long, everything turned into dark, distorted shadows. I stumbled forward in the blackness, tripped over a rock and fell. Okay, I guess this is where I'm spending the night. I felt my way into the trees. Hopefully Gary had given up and returned to the truck. Tomorrow, they might look for me or hopefully they would leave.

      I positioned myself between two fallen trunks and adjusted my gloves and hood, pulling my turtleneck up over my nose to cover my exposed skin. It would be a long, cold night. I chewed on my fist to keep from crying out every time a twig snapped or a night noise sounded. My anxiety increased as my imagination added the four-legged variety to the two-legged ones that already frightened me. With my head resting on my knees, eyes closed, my thoughts wandered over the past few days and all that transpired to lead me into this unexpected and overwhelming circumstance. Was it only yesterday?
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        Twenty-seven Hours Earlier

      

      

      Five months pregnant. How could I have missed the signs? The doctor told me that under normal circumstances I'd have known. My thoughts turned to Colin. I played the scene over in my mind. A definite mindblower. I imagined his anger and could hear him say, “Georgia, how could you let this happen?” Hmm … self-inflicted, like he didn't play a part in it.

      “To hell with him,” I muttered, hurrying along the busy street. Ten years of supporting him through law school, waiting for him to feel secure enough to start a family, and, then, five months ago the bastard left me for Julie Newman, his pregnant assistant. I bet she planned it, the husband-stealing bitch. He said it was the right thing to do—to leave me for his lover, I mean. I wondered if things might be different if he'd known about my pregnancy first.

      Well, she could have him. I didn't want a man to stay with me out of obligation because I carried his baby. A marriage needs more than that. I laughed out loud at the thought of the look on Julie's face when she learns about my imminent childbirth. People on the street stared as I snorted with glee. Let her put up with his selfish ways and wash his dirty socks and underwear. She took him away from me, but now, he'd have to support two babies. Nothing could change that. The more people stared, the more I laughed self-consciously, practically crossing my legs to keep from peeing.

      This baby could be my greatest revenge. I cringed. Was I really that bitter? Who am I? The revelation of my pregnancy still confused me, since I had only found out about it yesterday. However, the baby growing inside of me deserved more than being considered an act of revenge. Tomorrow I was flying home to Vancouver. What a shocker this baby will be for my family and friends. I smiled. As confusing and overwhelming this new revelation was to me, my mother would be happy—her first grandchild.

      The past month had been spent in Whitehorse, visiting my childhood friend. Her husband was away on business, leaving us to reconnect and reminisce. We travelled the Yukon Territory with ease. The roads were quiet. Most of the tourist places were closed for the season. But we'd shopped, dined, and hiked all over this vast area. Marion was the perfect host. Her outgoing personality had pulled me out of my shell. My knowledge of the Yukon had been limited a month ago. Travels with Marion, and nights of reading about the history of the area increased my knowledge base. Adding that to the down-to-earth warmth of the northern people, I felt at home here and began to understand the ways of the land.

      I entered the restaurant where Marion sat waiting for me. She waved from the back of the restaurant and I gestured towards the washroom, heading straight there. Relief! After washing my hands, I held them under the hot water, feeling the heat surge up my arms and through my chilled body. I turned to a full- length mirror and the reflection staring back at me was very serious. My large dark eyes revealed the insecurity I felt about this new direction in my life. I removed my jacket and examined the petite, slim image before me. My hands ran down the sides of my abdomen. A slight bump was the only indication of the new life developing within. My breasts were definitely larger. I stared into my face again and noted for the first time, the glow of a healthy, rosy complexion. My long brunette hair fell past my shoulders in a bounce of curls and waves, framing my cheeks. I ran my fingers through my hair to fluff it up around my face.

      A woman appeared behind me waiting to use the sink. I gave her a smile, grabbed my jacket and left the room.

      “There you are,” Marion chirped. “I ordered the lunch special for both of us. Hope that's okay? We loved it the last time we were here.”

      I settled in a chair opposite her. “That's fine. We're running a bit late because of me.”

      “How did it go?”

      “No problem, they confirmed my flight home to Vancouver tomorrow. I didn't expect the long line- up.”

      Marion studied my face intensely. “So … how do feel about going home with the news of your pregnancy.”

      I let out a long sigh. “It's a little daunting. You know I wanted to have a baby for the longest time, but not alone. Life can really be unfair. My husband impregnated me a mere five weeks after his lover became pregnant. And the whole time he planned to leave me.”

      “Sounds more like a horny bastard than a husband,” Marion said.

      As crude as it sounded, it was the right comment I needed at that moment. We burst out in laughter. The waitress delivered our lunch. “Enjoy,” she said, with a smirk. We laughed again, knowing she'd overheard Marion's remark. We spent the next twenty minutes Colin bashing.

      “Mom will be ecstatic—her first grandchild. It's so hard to fathom I reached five months without suspecting my pregnancy.”

      “Not really. The doctor covered that. You lost weight grieving over 'numb-nuts' and you're carrying the baby to the back, so you hardly even show at this point. Besides, the baby hasn't moved yet.”

      “That's all true. I'd attributed the nausea and lack of monthly cycles to emotional stress. There was some spotting in the initial months. I guess I just wasn't paying attention to my body.

      “Understandably,” Marion said.

      “My suspicions were certainly there since I've been in Whitehorse, but I tried to ignore them. Once the tenderness and swelling of my breasts increased, deep down I knew it was time to deal face it. The doctor said the baby should move anytime now.”

      The waitress cleared away our dishes. “Dessert, ladies?”

      Marion spoke for both of us. “No thanks. Just coffee, please. We have a mother-to-be here.” She nodded at me with a giggle. “We need to watch what we feed her.”

      “Congratulations, how far along are you?” the waitress asked me.

      “Five months.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Really? You don't look that far along.”

      Marion threw up her hands. “See? You don't even look pregnant.”

      “I can't believe a whole month has passed. I hoped the unfamiliarity and anonymity here would help me make some sense of my life and maybe help me find my passion.”

      Marion looked perplexed. “Your passion?”

      “Ya … something to bring the joy and the laughter back.” I rubbed my stomach to ease the tension. “Perhaps, it's this baby. One thing I did find out is there's life after Colin.”

      “Hallelujah! You've done a lot of healing this month and I'm so glad I could be a part of it.” Marion reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

      “I don't have the answers yet about who I am, or the what, where, and when of it all, but I know who I don't want to be.”

      “Who's that?”

      The waitress came back with the coffee pot. I waited for her to leave before replying.

      “A woman who doesn't think for herself, who wears what she's told to wear, and gets coached what not to say at business dinners … can you believe I let Colin run my life that way?”

      Marion put her coffee down. “Yes. You know even as a child, you were always the complacent one who never made waves.”

      “Wasn't I though? I lost myself to Colin because I went along with everything he said. One day, I overheard him joking with a colleague. He told him that the secret to a good marriage was control. He said that everything in my head, everything that I thought, he'd put there. “

      “What an arrogant prick.”

      “Hearing that really hurt me. It was the beginning of my awareness about who I'd become.”

      My best friend stared at me and then squinted. “You need to become empowered.”

      “Empowered—what a great sounding word that is,” I mused.

      We sat in silence, sipping our coffee, lost in our own thoughts. I tried to recall the last time I experienced a sense of power.

      “Do you remember the summer we were five and I broke my arm?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding? How could I ever forget? I was the kid right behind you, chasing you back to home base. I heard the bone crack when you hit that cement sidewalk. I carried the guilt of it for years.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “But it wasn't your fault I decided to take a shortcut and jump over that low wire fence.”

      “Tell that to a five-year-old who could always beat you home,” Marion said. “I was about to pass you when you took that jump. I believed I pushed you too hard.”

      “You should've told me, silly.” I reached over and squeezed Marion's hand. “My arm broke in two places.” I pointed to a spot above my wrist and another below the elbow. “They gave me anesthesia at the hospital to reset it. Mom took me to bed with her that night and when I woke up the next morning, I felt nauseous. My brother and my two male cousins peered at me through the metal bars of the bed frame at the bottom of the bed.”

      “Ah yes … your brother Kris and cousins Jimmy and Kevin. Whenever those three were together, that meant trouble for us,” Marion snickered.

      I giggled. “They teased us mercilessly, didn't they? Anyway, they stared at me with great anticipation, begging to see my cast. I sat up far too quickly, letting the covers fall to expose my arm. With unprecedented accuracy, I projectile vomited in their direction.”

      Marion squealed with laughter. “How come I don't remember this? What did they do?”

      “They ran out of the bedroom screaming. I felt much better and relished the thought that I, five- year-old Georgia, grossed out three older boys.”

      We shared another laugh. “Empowerment!” I said.

      “Ah…” Marion said, softly.

      “Pathetic, isn't it?”

      “What is?” she asked.

      “That I've been sitting here trying to recall when I felt empowered in my life, and the only thing that comes to mind is an incident at five years of age.”

      “Hmm—if you can be empowered at five; you can be empowered at thirty.”

      “Oh Marion, you always find the right words to say. You really are a great friend and I love you dearly.”

      “And I you. Talking about being empowered, think about this. Perhaps you weren't meant to find out about the baby until you were ready to handle it. These past months would have been a lot harder to bear if you'd known.”

      I gave her a pensive look. “You have a point there.”

      We left the restaurant and started towards the costume shop. Today was Halloween. We headed to our appointment to pick up costumes for a party at the community hall tonight. My friend lived outside the city and no one made the long trek up the driveways of their rural neighbors' houses. The small community held a party for parents and kids every year.

      Marion turned at the corner, expecting me to follow.

      “Hey, I'm going to run to the drugstore down the next block and buy those vitamins the doctor told me to take.”

      Marion stopped and looked back. “Okay. I'll meet you at the costume store, one block over behind the drug store.” She turned away and threw over her shoulder with a giggle, “But don't run, mama.”

      “Yes, boss. Shouldn't be more than ten minutes.”

      In the pharmacy section, I found the vitamins that the doctor had recommended for pregnant women, and a pocket book called What to Expect When You're Expecting.

      “Are these for you, dear?” the salesclerk asked.

      I nodded and she added, “Congratulations.”

      I smiled proudly. “Thank you.”

      Wow, in one spontaneous moment, I owned my pregnancy. It actually felt good. I pushed my way through the rear door into the back lane—a shortcut to the costume shop.

      A cold, brisk wind whipped my long hair across my face. A good indication that winter was on its way to the north. The dirty, narrow laneway served as a wind tunnel, and a sudden gust funneled a swirling cloud of grit and papers against my body. I braced myself against its powerful surge and started down the alley. Stuffing my purchases into my oversized jacket pocket, my wallet slipped to the ground and I stooped down to pick it up.

      I heard the sound of running feet and glanced up from where I was crouched. Two men with backpacks wearing ski masks came charging around the street corner at the far end of the alley. I gasped. The taller one held a revolver and I froze. The shorter man pulled off his mask and threw his pack into a parked car. His brown, stringy hair hung to his shoulders and his dark eyes were full of surprise as he noticed me crouched down ahead of them. The two men exchanged looks and nodded.

      “You drive.” The masked man threw his bag to his partner and headed towards me.

      I screamed and pushed myself up to my feet. With little time to run, he caught me by my hood and jerked me to an abrupt stop.

      “Oh no you don't … you're coming with us.” He grasped my hood tighter, pulling my hair as he dragged me backwards.

      “Ow … let me go!” I cried. We struggled and I stomped on his foot. He punched me in the stomach, knocking the air out of me. I fell to my knees clutching my abdomen in pain. Oh no, my baby. Please don't hurt my baby. The man pulled me to my feet as the unmasked driver stopped the car beside us.

      A group of people entered the lane. I screamed. “Help me, please!”

      They began to yell and one of them ran towards us. My abductor pointed his gun at him and the man stopped. They stared as my captor slammed me into the back seat. The masked man jumped in beside me and placed the gun against my head. “And shut the hell up.” His snakelike hiss, made my skin crawl. I curled up as far back into the seat as possible and wrapped my arms around me to protect my aching stomach. I bit my lips to keep from crying out.

      The engine accelerated and the vehicle sped off down the lane. The car turned one corner and then another, until heading south of town. I bounced sideways across the seat into my abductor. Disgust filled me to the core. I pushed myself back with a shudder and snapped on the seat belt.
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      Police sirens sounded in the distance but I never saw the cars

      The man beside me smacked the driver on the back of the head. “Idiot.”

      I cowered in the corner of the seat at the sound of his voice.

      The man next to me yelled at the driver. “I can't believe you could be so stupid. We talked about the masks before we hit the bank. We weren't going to remove them until we were out of the lane. Why'd you do that? Huh?”

      “I'm sorry. The lane looked empty. I didn't see her stooped down on the ground.”

      “You messed up, jerk!”

      “I know … I know.” A silence hung in the air. “Gary, how much d'ya think we got?”

      The masked man started to pound the back of the seat.

      I began to shake and curled myself into a tight ball.

      “You stupid son-of-a-bitch. Damn you, anyway,”

      he said, and pulled his mask off.

      “Why'd you do that? Now she knows your face too.

      Gary sneered. “Because you used my name, asshole. She saw your face and now, knows my name. How long d'ya think it'd take the cops to connect me to you and the bank job? We've done too much shit together, cousin.”

      “So what're we going to do with her?”

      “Keep her 'till we know we're safe,” Gary said.

      “Then what?”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      I stared out the window, wringing my hands together. My ears echoed with the thumping of my heart as my brain seized with fear. At least the pain in my abdomen stopped and I could breathe again. This is a bad situation. Think, girl, think. Don't dwell on what might happen.

      The driver turned up a dirt road and travelled along for a while through a forested area to an opening, until we reached a white Dodge cargo van.

      “Out of the car.” The man called Gary grabbed me by the arm and shoved me through the side door of the van, onto the floor. “Stay put and shut up.” He drew the gun out of his pocket and ran the barrel back and forth along my cheekbone. “Got it?” His blue eyes—glassy and lifeless–reminded me of a doll. I cringed, nodded my head and pressed up against the sidewall.

      “Bobby, bring the bags.”

      My body jerked and I sucked in my breath. Now, I knew both their names and faces. Things couldn't get any worse.

      They spent the next few minutes counting their money. “Wow … eighty thou …” Bobby let out a whistle.

      Gary laughed. “I told you, didn't I? Friday payday they always have more money in the upper vault. The biggest pay check we ever had.”

      The two men zipped up the bags and placed them under a blanket behind me.

      “Bobby … get in the passenger side, I'll drive.”

      The lack of windows and seats in the back made it difficult to see from my vantage point on the floor. The van retraced the route in and turned right, heading southeast on the Alaska Highway towards Watson Lake and beyond to British Columbia. I hadn't heard or seen any police cars since leaving Whitehorse. Since they didn't know we switched vehicles, I didn't expect any help from them. Hopefully, the police would find my wallet in the lane and with the help of the group, who saw us, identify me.

      I studied my two captors. A tall, thin man, Gary wore his hair short to his scalp in the back. His hair hung a bit longer on the top, bleached blond with dark roots. His eyebrows were dark and thick. A gold ring pierced his left ear, with a gold stud beside it. I looked up at the rear-view mirror and caught Gary glaring at me, confident and mean, and very much in control. My stomach rolled over as his eyes pierced mine.

      Bobby, shorter and wiry, fidgeted in his seat, drumming his fingers on the armrests. He tossed his head, swinging his long, stringy hair from side to side. His constant, furtive glances at Gary displayed a nervous disposition, causing me to read him as someone who wasn't too sure of himself or of any of this.

      If things weren't bad enough in my life, now this. I closed my eyes and tried to organize

      my thoughts.

      “Uh-oh! “ Bobby sat upright in his seat. “Flashing lights about two miles ahead. What're we gonna do, man?”

      “Stay cool for one thing. Get in the back. Now!”

      “What?”

      Gary yelled. “Hurry up, man. They don't know what we look like or the vehicle we're driving. But they'll be on the lookout for two men. So get in the back with the bitch, outta sight.”

      Bobby lowered himself on the floor beside me and pulled me down from my sitting position. My nose crinkled from the smell of stale cigarettes and body odor. I turned my head away from him and covered my face with my hand. Gary slowed down his speed. Bobby jerked his head up. “Wh… what's happening? Why are you slowing down?”

      “Stop freaking, man! I'm following the speed limit. Don't wanna attract attention.”

      The sound of the siren grew louder. “Yes—home free,” Gary said. “They whistled right on by, lights flashing and all.”

      Bobby rolled onto his back and howled like a dog, kicking his feet on the van floor. While my two kidnappers celebrated their getaway, I resumed my sitting position and fought the urge to cry.

      Don't let them see you crying. I wrapped my arms around my knees and put my head down, slowly rocking back and forth. Stay calm. If there ever was a time to practice the meditation techniques Marion taught me, the time had arrived. Marion … my best friend, all the way back to primary school. I pushed away the thoughts of how upset she would be at my disappearance.

      The sky turned a dull grey as night approached. Gary made a sharp right and headed straight south. The only road in this direction travelled along the Cassiar Highway, an isolated stretch of road heading south through the undeveloped northwestern part of British Columbia, referred to as the “last frontier”. Towns were few and hundreds of kilometres apart. There were no amenities here like on the Alaska Highway. There was no other traffic on this remote highway.

      My alarm level rose. Focus. No one will help you, except you.

      The darkness came and Gary pulled over, giving Bobby a shove. “Hey, wake up. I gotta take a leak.”

      Gary opened the side door and gestured for me to get out. “I'm sure you need to take a break too.”

      I stared at him with apprehension. The urge to relieve myself was strong, but the idea of stepping out into the dark with him terrified me.

      “Come on,” he barked. “We don't have all night!”

      Get a grip girl. I climbed out and stretched my cramped legs while they stood next to the van and relieved themselves.

      Did they expect me to squat down beside them?

      Gary turned and stared at me. Reaching under the front seat, he grabbed two flashlights and shoved one into Bobby's hands. “Here, take her over to those bushes while I check the fluids. And keep your eyes on her.”

      Bobby led the way and pointed with the light. “You can go there.”

      “Okay, turn the light away,” I said.

      “No can do. Gary said to keep an eye on you.”

      “I'm not going to run away. Where would I go in the pitch dark? You're holding the light.”

      “Fine. Make it quick.” He turned away.

      I squatted. My eyes searched the area. The landscape rose sharply uphill on both sides of the road, no pathways. Running away wasn't an option here. Say something to him; try to personalize your situation. “You know he's going to kill me, Bobby.”

      “No … no … he'll let you go when we get out of this area.” He didn't sound too sure. “And don't use my name.”

      “I'm pregnant.”

      “You're what? Bullshit!”

      I stood and adjusted my clothes. “Five months. I'm done here.”

      Bobby shone the light on me, and stepping closer to him, I placed my hand on his arm.

      “Please, don't let him kill my baby and me.”

      He pulled his arm away and gestured for me to walk in front of him. That went well. My hopes of getting any help from him were dashed. We were back on the road and travelling further into the wilderness.

      Hours later, I opened my eyes and bright sunlight blinded me. A glance at my watch, told me it was six a.m. I must have dozed off. It was cold in the back of the van and I pulled my jacket tighter. Day 2 of my abduction.

      Bobby was driving. My abductors talked in hushed tones, but I could make out the words. “How do you know she's pregnant?”

      “She told me last night,” Bobby said. “When I took her out in the bushes.”

      “What else did she say?”

      “She said she thought you're going to kill her. She's afraid for the baby. Are you? Are you going to kill her?”

      “Jesus, man. She knows who we are. She can identify us. Do you wanna go to jail? I'm not going back.”

      “Shit man, what if we get caught?” Bobby was visibly upset. He ran one hand through his hair over and over. His upper body rocked back and forth in the seat. “I mean, jail time for robbery isn't the same as for murder.”

      “Stop rocking and pay attention to the road. I hate the fact she's pregnant, okay. But she doesn't give two shits about us. She'd turn on us in a minute.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “You know why she told you she's pregnant? 'Cause she knows you're a pushover. She's trying to get between us. Got it? Besides, if we get caught, it isn't just robbery we face, but kidnapping, and weapons charges. Grow the hell up, man. We gotta do this, so shut up about it, okay?”

      “When …” Bobby whispered, “when you gonna do it?”

      A lump rose in my throat, and I swallowed hard to keep from vomiting.

      “When we reach the cabin. We'll hole up for a while, bury her out there someplace. No one'll ever find her.” Gary turned and caught me looking at them. His eyes hardened. Raising his forefinger to his temple, he pretended to be pulling the trigger of a gun.

      My head jerked backward, and my chest constricted. Oh God, I can't breath.

      Escape. That thought repeated over and over in my mind like the rhythm beat of a perpetual drum. But where could I go? Desperation took desperate measures. I would run at the first opportunity. This was a matter of life or death—my baby's and mine.

      Gary watched my every move. Mid-afternoon, we pulled into a gas station at the first town since turning onto this roadway. A place called Dease Lake, surrounded by hundreds of miles of wilderness in any given direction.

      “Hey, bitch …” Gary said, “… lie down. Bobby, you fill up the tank and I'll go get some snacks. Lady, if you so much as twitch, I'll shoot the first person I see in this hole.” He patted the gun in his jacket pocket. “Then, I'll kill you!”

      My heart pounded. There were people here that could help me, but they might as well be on the moon. I crawled up to the front of the van and raised my head behind the driver's seat until I could see out the side mirror. Bobby had his back to the driver's door, watching the gas gauge. I wiggled over between the seats and peeked out the driver's window to the store beyond. A woman stood behind the counter. Gary was nowhere to be seen. A quick glance out of the front windshield told me there were no other cars or people about.

      I inched my way across the passenger seat on my stomach and opened the door. Pulling my legs under the dash and in front of the seat, keeping my body down low, I swung my feet out the door and lowered myself to the ground into a crouch position, and closed the door quietly up to the door jam. Now what?

      I knew if I went around the back of the van, Bobby would see me and if I went around the front, Gary might see me from the store. Instead, I sprinted straight ahead, body bent over, head down low, to the second row of pumps and hid behind them to reassess. One peak back to the van assured me that my abductors weren't aware of my escape. Only one thing stood between me and the bushes beyond—the highway.

      I had no choice but to make a run towards them. I charged across the dirt driveway that led into the gas station, aced the highway, and flattened myself in the ditch on the other side. A visual survey told me that there was a short ten-yard dash to freedom. The negative to that was that it represented a thirty-foot run across an open grassy area to infinity beyond. A quick peek back to the gas station made my heart jump. Gary and Bobby were standing in front of the van talking, Bobby had his back to me and Gary was half-turned. With the seconds ticking away before they discovered my disappearance, it was now or never.

      Up like a shot, I made a dash across the open meadow. The bushes drew closer. No way would I look back. All my energy was thrust into that run. I was almost there, when my foot went into a hole, throwing me off balance. Down I went, sprawling face first onto the grass. There was no time to check for injury. This time as, pushing myself up, a glance over my shoulder sent shock waves through my body. Gary had seen me. I took off running. Pains shot through my right ankle, but that was the least of my worries.

      The bushes were a welcome sight, swallowing me up as I jumped over the smaller ones and pushed my way through the hedge behind them. This wasn't my day. The ground dipped sharply behind the row of bushes and I slid down a muddy embankment, landing thigh deep in a marshy wetland.

      It took all my strength to crawl up the side of the wet bank and push myself into a standing position—only to find myself face to face with a gun pointed right at the middle of my forehead.
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      Gary's hand shot out and grabbed me by the hair, pulling my face close to his.

      “Ow …” I cried out between gasps to catch my breath.

      Spat hit my face as he spoke through clenched teeth. “What did I say would happen if you tried to escape? Huh?”

      He shook my head and I dared not say a word He was in control and I waited in despair for what was to come.

      “We're going to step through those bushes and walk back to the van as casual and quiet as can be. Now march.” Gary spun me around and gave me a push into the bushes. Resigned to my fate, I did as he said. My ankle was aching, but I was able to walk.

      Bobby had driven the van up a dirt road that ran parallel to the open meadow. We reached the vehicle quickly and were heading down the highway in a matter of seconds.

      “Try that again and I'll pop you right there. You're lucky no one at the gas station clued in to any of this or you'd all be dead, like I warned you.”

      Gary threw a can of pop and a bag of chips at me. I finished them off in short order, only to keep up my strength. Great nourishment for a pregnant woman. Not that it mattered. This may well be my last meal.

      “Isn't that the road we go down to reach Uncle Pete's cabin?” Bobby asked.

      “Uh-huh. There's the sign to Telegraph Creek.”

      The van climbed up steep grades and dropped back down to valley bottoms. It was a rough ride on the gravel road, full of twists and turns on a washboard surface. My recent snack sat like a brick in my stomach and once again, I quelled the urge to vomit. Hang on, girl. Now isn't the time.

      The further we travelled, the more apprehensive I became. Now that I'd tried to escape once, Gary would watch me closer than ever. For sure it would be over for me when my captors reached their uncle's cabin. A check of my ankle showed nothing more than some bruising and there was a scrape on my wrist from the force of my fall on my watch. A plan began to hatch in my head. No way am I done yet. Soon, escape must be soon.

      Gary mumbled to himself, leaned forward and pounded the dash. “Stop. “

      Bobby stopped the van in the middle of the road. “What?”

      “We've gone too far. That old bridge up ahead is miles past our turnoff. We'll have to turn around and go back. Keep your eyes open for the turn. These damn logging roads all look the same at dusk.”

      Bobby swung the van around and sped back in the direction we'd come from. Five minutes later, a popping noise sounded and the van veered to the right.

      “Feels like a flat tire,” Bobby said, pulling the van over to the side of the road.

      “No shit.” “You get the jack and tire iron and I'll get the spare.” He told me to get out. I dragged my weary body out the side door and a cold wind hit me in the face. My jeans were still wet from my fall into the marsh. The cold air whipped them against my legs, chilling me instantly.

      The front passenger side tire was flat all right. This was it. There wouldn't be any more opportunities. As I stretched my legs, I walked in a circle deliberately limping.

      Bobby came up beside me. “What's wrong with your leg?”

      “I stepped in a hole and fell. I think it's a sprain.”

      A sadistic laugh came from Gary. “Serves you right for running,” he said.

      Bingo! They bought it.

      “I need a break, please,” I said, pulling my jacket collar up around my neck.

      Gary glared at me and turned to Bobby. “Take her. I'll remove the tire.”

      I followed Bobby up a trail, accentuating my injury, until he pointed out a spot for me and turned his back. “Now, don't you run on me, missy.”

      “Run?” I spat out, with a snort. “With a sprained ankle? Besides it's getting dark.” I squatted down, quickly scouting my surroundings. The path continued into the dense forest.

      Gary cursed down by the van.

      It's now or never.

      “Hurry up! I need you,” Gary yelled.

      “You done yet?” Bobby asked.

      “No, not yet.”

      I could hear metal hitting metal. Gary was having quite a temper tantrum. “Get down here. These lugs are stuck.”

      “Hurry up, lady. Jesus! Gary's real angry; you don't wanna make him madder.” Bobby fidgeted.

      “I'm sorry, you go down and help him. I'll be right there.”

      “What? I can't leave you. Gary'll kill me.” Bobby started pacing in front of me.

      “What're you doing up there?” Gary yelled.

      “I'm not done yet, okay? It's a pregnancy thing. I'm not going anywhere with a sprained ankle. Besides that, it's getting dark.”

      Gary's yelling and swearing grew louder. Any minute he would come running into the bush after us.

      “Okay. I'll go down and help Gary. You come as soon as you're done.” Bobby ran off down the path. “I'm coming, don't have a shit fit.”

      I didn't believe it. He actually left me alone? Go … now.

      Up like a shot, I bolted along the path in the other direction, securing my jeans as I ran. Bobby and Gary were yelling at each other, probably about me. My feet were moving faster than my body. There wasn't much time to put distance between myself and my captors.
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        Present Time

      

      

      I opened my eyes. There was no moon, no light, only blackness and the chilling cold. I rubbed my arms and legs to stimulate circulation and warmth.

      Marion, you'd be so proud of me. I escaped my captors and avoided sure death. I became empowered. Yes. What were the words you said? Life only hands you what it thinks you can handle? So losing a husband to a pregnant girlfriend and finding yourself alone and pregnant wasn't enough? Let's get kidnapped, threatened with death, lost, cold and alone in the wilderness. Of course.

      Marion—bite me!

      I wanted to scream out, What am I doing here? Still, I'd done it. Escaped.

      A few fitful naps and a lot of cold later, a hazy light filtered through the trees and I pulled my cramped body upright to move on. I stretched my limbs and found a spot to relieve myself. Everything looked so different from the night before. A light snow started to fall, making me anxious. If a storm came, I'd need to find shelter. I looked up and down the trail, not sure which way to go. It didn't make sense for my kidnappers to waste time looking for me. But nothing about those two creeps made sense anyway. Besides, another fact needed to be faced: I was lost.

      With no idea how to find my way back, I decided to follow the track in the other direction, forcing myself to believe it was the safest choice.

      The snow came down heavily for a few hours. I wouldn't let myself stop walking and concentrated on counting one step in front of the other.

      One and two, three and four. One and two, three, and four.

      A sharp wind blew the snow all around and I shielded my eyes in order to see. The dampness chilled me to the bone and my feet felt numb. The path ended abruptly on the bank of a stream. I waded across in my socks and shoes, still wet from yesterday. “Oh, shit …” My feet might have felt numb, but that cold water still shocked the hell out of me.

      A well-used game trail followed the stream.

      One and two, three and four.

      The track moved through a tight line of trees and up an incline. I struggled to the top, spying a clearing ahead, and continued across the open field with limited visibility. A dark structure loomed up ahead. The structure began to take shape, and then, I saw it.

      “A cabin … I've found a cabin.” Hesitation stopped me from moving forward. What if this is my abductors' cabin? A furtive glance around told me otherwise. There was no visible road to this cabin, no sign of activity. A recent memory of a conversation between my captors reminded me that a logging road led straight to their uncle's place. No, it's not the same cabin.

      I climbed onto the porch to see a padlocked door, and the windows shuttered and locked on the outside. “Hello … hello?” I pounded on the door until I was exhausted, and then sank down to my knees. I sat with my back pressed against the cabin wall, staring at the storm.

      “Can't go back out there … just can't.”

      A swaying sensation rolled through my abdomen like waves on a shore. My hands flew to my torso. “Oh … sweet baby.” The tears streamed down my face as I experienced my baby moving for the first time. “You're alive, and you're moving.” Determination filled me once more. I went from window to window, shaking the wooden shutters to see if I could break them. Fat chance. They're built to keep animals out. Long nails protruded from the slats of the shutters and I had to be careful to avoid them. Obviously, they were there to discourage bears from breaking in, and they, also, stopped me from getting a grip on the slats. Once again I sunk down onto the porch, accepting my total helplessness. I shook my head from side to side in disbelief. “I'm so sorry little one … so sorry.”

      My head rolled backwards and all hope faded. In a matter of minutes, all feeling left my body. I let go of my reserve with a sigh. Nothing seemed to matter and soon everything began to fade away. I closed my eyes and slipped into blackness.
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      “Georgia, you can't give up.”

      My eyes shot open. What? No one there. I leaned back against the door. Wait … there … someone spoke again.

      “You must get inside the cabin.”

      At that moment, I realized that the voice came from inside my mind. A woman's voice, although soft and gentle, it startled me. The hair rose up on the back of my neck. So weird.

      “How? I don't see how.” I felt stupid, talking to a voice in my head. But then, it really wasn't my voice I spoke to.

      “Go to the back of the cabin.”

      Exhausted but compelled, I pulled myself up to my feet. I labored my way around back, struggling against the fierce wind. An eight-foot wide overhang extended from the back wall and ran its full width. Stacks of cut firewood were piled under the roof. A narrow path between the stacks provided access to another door. It too was padlocked.

      “Great …” My hopes diminished once again.

      “You didn't expect it to be open did you? Search.” I instinctively turned, looking for the person belonging to that voice, but saw no one. I've finally snapped and lost my mind. Still, I scanned the wood in spite of my thoughts.

      A small space gaped between the wall and wood stack to the left of the door. I removed my glove and squeezed my fingers into the tight crevice. Something cold and metallic feeling hung on a hook. My numb fingers shook as I retrieved a key and fumbled with the padlock. The door creaked as I pushed it open, and with a sigh of relief, I entered.

      Blinking, my eyes adjusted to the dim light. I opened the inner shutters on the windows allowing some light to filter in through the outside slats. Dust particles danced in the light beams of this one-room cabin, about twenty feet square. A quick glance around the room, revealed a light switch on the wall by the front and back doors, and two wall plugs. I flicked the switches. Nothing happened. A small electrical box was mounted on the wall by the back door with wires running to the plugs and outlets up and down the walls. I went outside behind the cabin and saw a wire running from the corner of the roof to one of the outbuildings out back. There must be a generator. I decided to deal with that later and went back inside.

      A wood-burning stove stood on the back wall of the cabin, filled with kindling and dried sphagnum moss, all ready to light.

      Matches … I need matches. My excitement at getting into the cabin, and the prospect of heat, left me shaking along with the shivering from the cold. My first priority—get dry and warm. A box of long matches sat on a shelf behind the stove.

      A lit match in hand, I reached out to light the moss. My hand froze in mid-air. What if Gary and Bobby see the smoke? They'd find me. I blew the match out. Instead, I removed all my clothes, wet and stiff from the cold. Leaving them in a pile on the floor, I curled up under the comforters on a brass bed. It was useless. The bed was as cold as I was and the shivering continued. No way could I warm myself. To hell with this. Take a chance, girl. The kidnappers won't be out in this. They're probably long gone.

      Flames shot up immediately. Feeling returned to my icy hands as I held them over the heat, and with it, pain. Tears stung my eyes, mixed with relief. The throbbing confirmed I was still alive. A cardboard box of kindling with firewood stacked in front of it sat to the right, and I placed more wood in the stove.

      Wrapped in a comforter from the bed, I curled up in a rocking chair. It didn't take long for the warmth to make my eyes flutter shut.

      Some moments later I jumped up, choking on wood smoke. “Oh shit.” The damper was closed. Tears stung my eyes, and bile rose up in my throat. Carbon Monoxide. How could I be so stupid as to not check the damper? I soon fixed that and flung the back door to the cabin open until the smoke cleared, then slammed it closed again, shivering. Both doors opened into the cabin. When shut from the inside, a wide wooden bar fell across the centre, locking it in place. I felt protected from the elements for the moment, and settled back into the chair. If my abductors found me, it would be because they came looking for me. It seemed unlikely with the raging snowstorm outside.

      My body warmed and sleep claimed me, only to wake up some time later sweating from the heat. I stepped backwards to the front door and took toll of the interior. A picture window on my right looked onto the porch and across the clearing. A long, wooden table and four chairs sat under the window, with a kerosene lamp in the centre.

      A counter ran the length of the sidewall, centering a window with a view of a stream. Cupboards lined the wall on either side of the window. The sink, fit into the countertop, made me smile. The pipe sat open and drained into a bucket sitting on a shelf under the counter. The rest of the shelves contained pots, pans, and dishes.

      I sank onto a couch on the opposite side wall, flanked by matching bookcases, lifting my bare feet onto an old wooden trunk serving as a coffee table. A large round rug lay in the centre of the room. My gaze caught sight of men's clothes hanging on hooks beside the table. A winter jacket, a pair of brown corduroy pants, and a jack shirt. In a dresser, one drawer contained socks, jockey shorts, and a couple of sweatshirts. I put on a pair of the jocks and an oversized sweatshirt, finishing with a pair of wool socks.

      As the night grew dark and the light faded, I attempted to light the kerosene lamp. It seemed simple enough. After fumbling around with the wick, success was mine. Yay! My search through the cupboards revealed plenty of tinned goods: ready-to-serve soup, vegetables, fruits, fish, and various meats. Labeled storage bins of various sizes contained coffee, tea, baking supplies, dried fruits and some spices. I picked up the bin of raisins and sniffed, and then stuffed a handful into my mouth. Mmm, delicious. My stomach growled, reminding me that a bag of chips and a bottle of coke over two days wouldn't satisfy the needs of a pregnant woman. My hands massaged my stomach. “Oh, sweet pea, let's eat.” I grabbed a can of tuna, quickly opened it, and devoured the contents.

      One last stoke to the fire and the bed beckoned me. An instant later, I got up and moved across the cabin to the counter. My eyes scanned the shelf, searching for one particular item. I tried to stay awake, listening for sounds outside the cabin. Too exhausted to fight my need for sleep, my heavy eyelids closed, the butcher knife safely tucked under my pillow.
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      My eyes popped open. I bolted up, unsure of my surroundings. It was morning and my lengthy sleep surprised me. A chilled cabin greeted me, and I scurried out of bed to refill the box. My warm, dry jeans were a joy to put on. A ring of keys hung on a coat hook and I went outside to remove the padlock off the front door, which gave me easy access to the creek for water. Four inches of snow covered the ground and snowflakes still fell. Trembling with cold, I unlocked the window shutters to let in the morning light, and hurried back to the warmth of the cabin. Thoughts of the kidnappers filled my thoughts as my eyes scanned the meadow through the picture window.

      Where are you, you bastards? Are you out there? Are you coming?

      I shuddered and turned away. The stream beside the cabin was the obvious source of water, and armed with two pails from under the counter, I trudged out once again. A thin film of ice had formed over the stream, but one easy bang with the bucket broke through. I stared at a cup of water that I raised half- way to my lips. Was the water safe to drink? How could I tell? Better boil it first.

      Cooking on a wood stove proved to be more difficult. The heat couldn't be turned up or down with an instant flick of a switch. Within minutes, the porridge boiled over and burned on the bottom. I ate the sticky mess anyway. It was wonderful to have access to this food but the supplies would only last so long. The longer I stayed, the more likely the weather conditions would prevent me from leaving.

      I stood by the window watching the continued snowfall and one thought came to mind. I escaped one hostage only to be trapped by another—Mother Nature. The irony of this filled me with despair. My eyes searched the sanctity of the cabin. It would be hard to leave but I must. Or maybe the owner is a hunter and will be back soon. Certainly, the well- stocked woodpile and food supplies indicated the cabin was being used. Girl, you can't be sure anyone will return to the cabin until spring or summer.

      The battle of whether to go or stay was decided by logic. I was a long way from civilization, but I needed to leave. If I could find my way back to the dirt road, I could make it out.

      “That's it, sweet pea. Once the snow stops, we're leaving.”

      A couple of out buildings stood behind the cabin, as well as an outhouse. The smaller of the two structures contained tools, an axe, more pails, a knapsack, fishing rod, an awl, some shovels, a tarp and various fishing gear. The larger one was a workshop equipped with small hand tools. They were old but well maintained. A late model Honda 3000 Series Inverter Gas Generator stood in one corner. Nosing around, I could see it had an electric start. Looks easy. I checked the gas tank and saw it was full. How long would a tank last? Newer generators were quieter than the old ones, but fear stopped me from trying to start it. What if my abductors were still around and heard it? There were some five-gallon kerosene cans stored in the shed for the kerosene lamp, but I didn't see any more fuel for the generator. The generator seemed to be overkill for two light switches and two electrical outlets, especially since I didn't see any electric kitchen appliances to plug into them. I decided to be cautious and forget the generator.

      I found some paper and a pen back in the cabin and made a supply list of what I should take. On a duplicate copy, my name and telephone number were added to leave for the cabin owner. A sudden thought hit me. What if my kidnappers found this cabin and my note advertising my name and phone number? The second list was thrown into the stove. If I found my way back to civilization, there were other ways to find the owners.

      I spent the afternoon gathering items and added a sleeping bag from the bed. That night I fried some bannock, a heavy bread and a diet staple to Indigenous people. It didn't resemble any bread I knew, but at least it wasn't burnt. I, also, cooked up some rice and placed it in a plastic storage container mixed with canned baked beans. Preparing some plastic bags of dried fruits, nuts, and raisins was a simpler task. I decided against taking any of the fish products in case I came across a bear. Don't want to smell like dinner.

      The next morning, the sky was overcast. The distant horizon promised a clear day.

      “This is it! We're leaving!”

      My knapsack was soon filled with the previous day's gathering of food supplies, some matches and a first aid kit. On the outside of the pack, I tied the axe, a small shovel, the sleeping bag, a bottle of water and the tarp. By eight o'clock the fire was down to coals, the cabin relocked and the key replaced on the hook.

      I took one last glance at the cabin, then walked across the clearing and headed back down the trail that brought me here.

      The snow changed the appearance of the terrain, making the woods unfamiliar. I plodded along on what appeared to be a main trail. The morning wore on and I knew I'd never find the way I came in. The old game trails were no longer visible. Sometimes fresh animal tracks led me for a time until they disappeared into thick brush. I stopped to look around. Lost again. Dease Lake had to be south-east. But when the sun disappeared behind the clouds and the trail veered off, my directions were turned around. I tried to follow the creek, knowing water usually led to civilization. This wasn't always easy to do. Tripping over hidden debris in the snow was dangerous and could lead to injury. So in the end, I chose to follow the fresh, untouched ribbons of snow that filled the trails. Keep moving.

      I stopped at noon to rest and eat, and then pushed forward, singing a hearty rendition of Michael Buble's, 'Home', to create noise for any animal life nearby. But I promptly stopped, fearful that Bobby and Gary were searching for me. I shuddered. It was highly unlikely they were still in the area, but my fear became stronger than my reasoning.

      Dusk came, prompting me to make camp for the night. A hollow between two fallen trees caught my eye. Half of the tarp covered the hole nicely on the ground, with the rest pulled over the edges of the two trees and tied down. My sleeping bag lay over a bed of evergreen branches inside the tarp. I dug around in the snow to retrieve some twigs and debris for a small fire. Some dry sphagnum moss scrounged from the woodpile helped to get it started.

      I was proud of my little camp set-up. Pat yourself on the back, girl. You did well.

      A dinner of rice and beans, followed by some dried fruit, quelled my hunger. By now it was dark. I pulled some branches across the opening of the tarp to protect me from the wind and hopefully from the dangers of the forest at night. In spite of my apprehension about sleeping outdoors again, I fell asleep quickly from exhaustion, warm and cozy in my little nest.

      The sound of snapping twigs woke me. Something or someone was out there. I listened and held my breath as the noise moved closer. My throat constricted. Oh God, here we go. A large shadow loomed on the trail. A smaller shadow passed on the outside. A partial moon illuminated the snow enough for me to make out a doe and a yearling. I breathed a sigh of relief and let my muscles relax. They stopped to feed on the bushes beside the path. I silently watched them, feeling privileged to be so close to two of nature's majestic creatures. They eventually moved on, oblivious to my presence.

      This time, sleep evaded me.

      Every noise kept me on edge. I managed to doze off shortly before dawn. The call of nature, finally, forced me up.

      “Today willl be the day, sweet baby. Today we'll find our way out.”

      I kept moving from path to path throughout the morning, never once seeing the creek. What I did see sent chills throughout my body. Bear scat. Fresh bear scat. My bones ached at the thought. The fall was a bad time to run into bears. My grandfather was a hunter and told me stories as a kid about the dangers of bears when they were in hyperphasia. Bears need to reach a certain body weight to trigger an enzyme that leads them into hibernation. Females were especially dangerous because they can be pregnant and give birth during the hibernation phase. With trepidation, I moved on, pushing the thought of bears from my mind.

      Again, the sun hid behind cloud cover, hindering my judgment. All the paths and trees looked alike. Faced with yet another fork in the trail, a lunch break seemed appropriate. My final decision took me to the left. Thirty minutes later, rounding a bend, I came within twenty feet of a grizzly bear. We both stopped short. He looked as startled as me.

      My heart pounded in my ears. My mind worked overtime.

      Should I run? No, never ever run from a bear, black or grizzly.

      The animal let out a roar but stood his ground.

      Okay … should I yell, appear aggressive and large? No, that's for blacks not grizzlies.

      He started to paw at the ground. Is it a he or a she? A pregnant she? For no logical reason or prior knowledge on the subject, other than sheer size, I decided on a male.

      The bear lowered his head and moved his shoulders from side to side. Uh-oh … this is definitely a bad sign. Maybe I should drop to the ground and play dead. But what if he drags me away and buries me?

      My mind turned to mush. Too many questions, not enough answers. In truth, it didn't matter if I did know what to do. My body felt frozen to the spot. My breathing became shallow. All time felt suspended as I stood perfectly still and watched. I knew that you should never stare a male gorilla in the eye; he would think you were challenging him. Without a clue as to whether this worked with grizzlies, I lowered my eyes to the ground and waited.

      The bear let out a deafening roar and charged. I stifled a scream and closed my eyes tight. Sucking in my breath, I waited with taut muscles. Nothing happened.

      I opened my eyes and watched him retreat to the same spot on the trail, but once again with lowered eyes, using peripheral vision to watch his movements.

      He was only sending me a warning. Maybe, I should back away slowly.

      I placed one foot behind me slowly, then the other. He started to move his shoulders back and forth again.

      Oh my God!

      The huge animal charged again. My heart pounded so hard, I thought it would burst through my rib cage. This time my eyes stayed open, but he only came a few feet. A half-hearted attempt and once more he backed away. All feeling was gone from my body. Images flooded my mind of the bear dining on my broken, bloody body, and the bear curled up in his den amongst my ripped clothes and scattered bones, deep in winter slumber. Would I be the last meal that took him into hibernation?

      While I stood my ground trying to decide if I should attempt to back away again, the grizzly gave a short snort and turned his back on me. He lumbered off down the trail. Backing away slowly, I turned the corner behind me and sank to my knees. My breathing was raspy and my whole body shook.

      Okay, girlie, this is no place to suddenly go weak. Get your ass out of here before he decides he wants a piece of it for lunch.

      I tore back along the path, and when I reached the fork in the trail, I turned right and kept moving. I'd been lucky. Thank God it wasn't spring. I wouldn't stand a chance with a mother bear and her cub.

      Mid-afternoon approached and I finally stopped for a rest. I felt a little discouraged, knowing that I should have reached the dirt road by now. After my bear encounter, I didn't relish the idea of spending another night in the woods. I perched on a stump and stared around me, noticing that the path reached a stream. My heart pounded in my chest as I raced to the water, searching for a spot to cross, rushing through the shallows and up onto the other side. The trail took me to an incline.

      Oh, no.

      Pushing myself up the hill, I followed the path to the edge of the trees and a clearing.

      “No!” I yelled, falling to my knees. “It can't be … no … no!”

      I pounded the ground with my fists until the wet snow seeped through my clothing. My body shook from hysteria and the chilling dampness. The cold finally forced me up. I dragged my weary body across the clearing with a heavy heart and circled to the back of the cabin. The key was right where it should be and once again, I let myself in. The wood stove roared to life when lit. I stripped off my wet clothes and collapsed into the bed, not allowing myself to think about what this meant, or chastise myself for my stupidity in circling back. I wouldn't allow myself to feel! When dusk came, so did a deep sleep.
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        Early November - Georgia's In-Laws Home, Vancouver

      

      

      Alice snapped at her husband. “Oh for God's sake, turn that thing off.”

      Frank Charles glanced at his wife and picked up the remote and hit the mute button. “What are you so upset about?”

      Alice gave her husband a condescending look. “Don't be stupid. What do you think? Story after story. When are they going to let this thing die down? And, then there's that Marion person, blabbing her mouth off all over the place.”

      “How can you be so cold? Georgia was a member of our family for many years. I for one was very fond of her. It's a tragedy what's happened to her.”

      “Well of course it is, dear. But there's nothing any of us can do about it. The more they talk about it and that Marion woman tells all our family business to God knows who, it reflects back on us.”

      Frank moved over to the wet bar and poured himself a scotch. “I see. So this isn't about a beautiful young woman who meets a tragic end and the devastation it's caused her family, but about you saving face with your friends.”

      “Don't be cruel.”

      “That's your job, not mine.”

      Alice bristled. She sat rigid on the edge of the couch. “How can you not see my point here? Our son impregnated two women within weeks of each other. If the mistress disappeared no one would have cared. But no, the wife disappeared and everyone's sympathy is with her. The wronged wife, the unborn child—a great travesty. And do you think any of those news people really care? To them it's a great story.”

      “You certainly have a perverse way of looking at things. Marion said nothing about our family in all of this. Besides, this is Colin's mess and it reflects on him, not you.”

      “Oh Frank … don't be so naive. The sins of the son always reflect back on the parents, which affects the status of our name.”

      At that precise moment, Colin Charles walked into the room. “Mother, whatever are you talking about?”

      Alice was taken back. “Colin, dear … we didn't hear you come in,” she drawled in a syrupy voice.

      “No wonder, with the intense conversation I overheard. What do you mean by the sins of the son?”

      “We were talking about all the news reports about Georgia. I was saying how they've made Georgia out to be a victim here …”

      Colin cut his mother off. “Of course she's a victim. She was abducted and murdered, for Christ' sake.”

      Alice rolled her eyes. “You're as naive as your father. I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about her being pregnant and separated from a cheating husband, and how it affects our family name.”

      Colin seethed. “Sometimes I don't believe what comes out of your mouth. You never accepted her in this family. Now the poor woman is dead and you still blame her for what you think are attacks against the family name. Can't you even let her rest in peace?”

      Alice stood up in a rage. “Don't you talk to your mother in that tone. If she hadn't run off to that ugly, uncivilized northern outpost, none of this would have happened to her.”

      “Alice, I think you've said enough. Calm down,” Frank said.

      She glared at her husband. “Don't you tell me what I can and can't say.”

      It was Colin's turn to rage: “And if I hadn't left her for Julie, she wouldn't have felt the need to go up to the Yukon. So why don't you blame me instead of her?”

      “Oh, don't think I've let you off the hook in all of this. You should have been more responsible before you thought with the wrong head.”

      “I'm out of here.” Colin turned and marched out of the room. A few seconds later, the slamming of the front door could be heard.

      Frank took another sip of his scotch. “That went well.”

      “Oh shut up.”

      “You know what your problem is, Alice? You're a snob. You think you're above everyone else and you can't stand it when they stand up to you.

      “I am not a snob. And I accepted Georgia into this family as Colin's wife.”

      “But you always treated her like a servant who was invited to sit down for dinner with her owners.”

      “Georgia was a nice enough girl, but I believe people should stay with their own kind. She wasn't one of us.”

      Frank downed the last of his drink. “Come on. Both of your grandparents were indentured servants from England. They spent their lives as struggling farmers once they paid off their debt.”

      “And my father made a fortune. He gave us status and respectability, of which I am proud, and I'll do what it takes to protect our name.”

      Frank stared hard at his wife. She hadn't taken his name when they married, a fact he supported. It was the thing to do these days. He never gave it a thought until now. The realization came to him that she hadn't felt his name as worthy as her father's. He rose from his chair and headed to the bedroom. “Be careful of what you sacrifice for the sake of your good name. Good night.”
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      The next few days were a blur, as I fell in and out of consciousness. My body had never been so cold. Concerns about hypothermia forced me to drag myself to the stove to rebuild the fire, making sure to drink water before I passed out again. Thoughts came back to me of looking out the window at the never-ending snowstorms, further trapping me here. I was plagued with dreams and nightmares.
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      The fire in the wood stove flared with each stoke of the iron poker, my body soaking up its warmth. Sudden whispers from the front porch caught my attention. I crept across to the window and peeked through a slat. My heart raced as recognition took hold.

      It was them.

      Oh dear God. What'll I do? I backed quietly away from the window, my eyes glued to the front door. The handle began to wiggle and the sound of someone's weight pushing against the door pounded in my ears. “Uh!” My hands flew to my face, covering my mouth to stifle a scream. My breath caught in my throat.

      I turned and ran to the back of the cabin, unlatched the door and rushed outside. A fierce wind swirled snow all around, chilling me to the bone. Blinded, I raced behind the sheds. I saw an old water tower. A wooden ladder led to the top. My focus became that platform.

      “There she is,” Bobby yelled.

      The climb took away my breath and filled my lungs with cold air. Gary and Bobbie stood below, laughing at me. I wrapped my arms around my body to protect me from the cold … understandable with one glance at my socked feet, bare legs and oversized sweatshirt.

      Gary waved an arm. “Come down, bitch. Don't make us come up there and get you.”

      Tears stung my eyes and froze when they reached my cheeks. “No … no.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. “Maybe I'll use you for target practice from here.” He laughed and pointed the weapon at me, pretending to shoot. “Pop … pop … pop.”

      A voice bellowed from behind the cabin. “No, you don't. Not yet anyway.”

      “Colin?” I couldn't believe my eyes, as my husband walked towards Gary and Bobbie. “How did you get here?”

      Gary spun around. “Who are you? Gary asked. “What do you want here?”

      Colin stared up at me, but spoke to Gary. “Not what I want, who I want. I'm her husband. Georgia, what are you doing? Come down this instant.”

      My body was numb from the cold. I couldn't comprehend his words. Colin wants me? No, I didn't believe that. Still, I asked: “You came for me?”

      He started to snicker. “You? No, not you.” He turned to Gary and Bobbie. “I want my baby. Then, you can do what you want with her.” They all stared at me and laughed cruelly.

      “But, it's not time. She's not ready to be born yet.” I stared into the sky full of stars, trying to sort my thoughts and then, looked down at this man who became a stranger. “Why, Colin … why?”

      Colin just shrugged. “I grew up and you didn't … you live in a fantasy world.”

      My eyes searched the sky again and focused on the Pleiades Constellation, home to the Lemuroids, higher souls who came to live in Lemuria before Atlantis according to mythology. I want to live in their world, to float free, and know their wisdom.

      “One way or the other, you're coming down, bitch. Hard or easy, it's up to you,” Gary said.

      “No … no,” I cried. “You can't have her. She's mine.” The edge of the platform pressed under the edge of my toes, and one push forward propelled my body into the air. The freedom of flying like a bird overtook me and I shrieked with laughter at the shocked look on their faces. The ground loomed closer as I began to tumble and fall, with my body plummeting faster and faster. My light-hearted cries turned to screams of terror.
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      The mournful cries of the wolves jolted me awake. “Yuk!” My bedding and clothes were damp. My fever had finally broken. Combined with the chilled air and the lasting effects of my recent nightmare, I shivered under the blankets.

      My watch revealed that four days had passed. I forced myself out of bed and scurried over to the stove to restart the fire. A change of clothes came next. Moving to the window, I was amazed to see a clear sky, stars shining. The Pleiades Constellation caught my eye, like in my dream. It's believed the Lemuroids went home to the stars when Lemuria sank into the Pacific Ocean. And that today, they are reborn, bearing our world a new generation of enlightened children.

      For the first time since returning to the cabin, the snow stopped falling. In a hollow way, I felt comforted. At least something changed. The clearing in front of the cabin was blanketed with three feet of untouched snow. The evergreens of the forest beyond stood as sentinels, protecting the cabin from harsh winds and the world beyond. Filtered moonlight through the trees cast dark shadows across the clearing.

      The wolves howled again.

      “Oh no, those damn wolves … please … please stop.” My hands covered my ears and my legs shook. It wasn't so much fear of the wolves that I felt, but the feeling of loneliness and extreme isolation that their cries accentuated. When Colin had left me, I'd experienced loneliness for the first time in my life. Surrounded as I was with loving family and friends who cared, I didn't think anything could make me feel worse than I felt then.

      What a joke compared to this!

      Thoughts of death were in my life for a while. Five months previously, when Colin left, I had wished for it. The day of my kidnapping I thought I'd be killed. And now? Now, I didn't want to die. But who was I to think I was in control? My tracks to the cabin were well covered. My enemies would never find me. That meant my rescuers might not as well—if there were any. Was this a sanctuary or a tomb? Stay or leave? I had no idea in which direction to head. Here at least, the cabin provided warmth and water, but not enough food. So—stay and eventually starve to death, or leave and possibly freeze to death. Some choice!

      As I thought of those closest to me, tears wet my cheeks. What a wimp I'd been—selfish and self- pitying. I'd tried to cling desperately to my old existence during those six months. Having never lived alone, my present situation was a reality check compared to the fantasy world I'd been living in. This past week, my shattered world tumbled down around me, with no experience or life skills to deal with the challenges facing me.

      The sky suddenly came alive with light, rolling back and forth across the horizon like waves on the shore. Normally an exhilarating experience, this colorful display of the Northern Lights left me feeling overpowered by its raw energy. I was a mere speck surrounded by a daunting universe.

      Standing by the window, I made my decision to stay. Better to face the small world inside the cabin than face the unknown world outside with its wolves, bears, and who knows what else. Now … did I base this decision on sheer logic or because I was a coward? Whatever my motivation, it was a definite decision and it felt good. I'd been indecisive for so long, running blindly from crisis to crisis. My whole world had been based on sheer emotion instead of rationale.

      Yes, the past eight days were hell.

      My time in the woods and at the cabin were filled with tears, fears, and self-absorbed despondency. One moment I was fearful that my enemies would find me; the next I wished they would come and put me out of my misery. I felt tired—tired of crying, tired of fearing the unknown, and tired of being tired.

      Feeling a decisive kick from within, my hands moved to my abdomen.

      “Oh my God! You're moving. You're alive.” For the first time in days, the baby moved. Look at me. I'm laughing and crying. But this time, they were tears of joy.

      A definite reminder that there was more to consider than my sorrowful life. I knew I must take control. Since my situation wasn't about to change, and since my future was unknown, the only choice left was to take charge of the present, one day at a time.

      I sat down by the warmth of the stove. Relaxing into the hypnotic sway of the rocker, I thought back to the circumstances that brought me to this place— at this time and in this state.

      Why do I think I'm a coward? I've survived a marriage break-up, escaped my kidnappers, survived my encounter with a grizzly, and found shelter and some food.

      I think all the tears and fears I'd been experiencing for so long, right back to the day Colin walked out on me, were accentuated by my pregnancy. Hormones. Through all my suffering, physical and emotional—my baby survived. Her strength and endurance amazed me, and I drew from her strong will to live.

      Her? Yes—her! I knew my baby was a girl.

      I didn't know how, but at that moment it became clear that we would make it. I wouldn't give up. I looked down at my abdomen and felt another wave of movement.

      I'm not alone. You're here with me. I rubbed my stomach and smiled. “Maybe you're one of the enlightened ones, sweet pea.”

      Thoughts of family saddened me. With no way to let them know I was alive and sheltered, their grief would be all consuming. Were they looking for me? Was anyone looking for me? Probably, I concluded, but there were a lot of miles between where I was now and where I was last seen in Whitehorse.

      As the days passed, my concerns of being discovered by my captors lessened. A daily routine developed. Mornings were spent doing cabin chores. Afternoons were spent fishing in the stream for rainbow trout with a rod and tackle found in one of the sheds, adding to my larder. I wrote in a notebook found in the bookcase, keeping a careful record of each day. My evenings were spent reading the selective choice of titles. One book, which became my bible, was on survival in the outdoors. There was a short section on childbirth in the wilds with instructions about cutting the cord and the afterbirth. I reread that section over and over. There were books on the gold rush, similar to Marion's, and an assortment of fiction books. A set of three books in a series of thrillers by Sean Dixon, an author I never heard of, was particularly exciting.

      All I had for clothes beside my one set were the ones hanging on the hook by the door. Another wooden trunk used for the coffee table contained bed linens and towels. “Oh dear, baby girl. This reminds me of your needs when you arrive. I'll cut up the towels for diapers and figure out some nighties for you.” I let out a snort. “This should be fun, sewing has never been my strong suit.”

      There were some doilies, tablecloths, and knickknacks that I placed around the cabin, adding a feminine touch. The routine became important because it gave me a focus and a purpose to each day. When the day ended, I told myself to be proud of surviving another sunset.

      The one constant that nagged at me on a daily basis was hygiene. Daily showers and long soaks in bubble baths didn't exist here. An old metal washtub from under the bed served as the only thing available for washing clothes and for stand-up baths. There was no soap, no shampoo, no hairbrushes, blow dryers, or hair curlers, only a bottle of bleach, which I used sparingly. My biggest chore was constantly boiling water, to wash dishes, clothes and myself, and for drinking water.

      Using an outhouse did not appeal to my delicate senses, including my sense of smell, but that was my only choice. I felt grateful that at least at this time of year, the pungent odour of this necessary outbuilding was not enhanced by excessive heat. At night an old metal bucket served the purpose. No way would I go outside in the dark or the cold for relief.

      As the days passed, my long hair suffered from lack of grooming. I felt unclean. An old mirror hung on the wall with the silver scratched off a lot of the back. But I could still see a broken reflection and my hair looked pretty wild. With a pair of scissors I found under the kitchen counter, I chopped it all off to chin level. Luckily, the water in this area was hard water, meaning it had a lot of minerals in it. My curls and waves all but disappeared, leaving my hair hanging straight. I used a fork to comb my hair and control the tangles. Over time, I became quite adept at this new grooming feat. I used the scissors meant for cutting paper to cut my nails and shape them. It seemed there was always dirt under my fingernails, so a small paring knife served to clean underneath them.

      One day I stood on the outside porch looking in the picture window. I caught my reflection in the glass. My hands flew to my mouth as I exploded in a fit of the giggles. This woman with no make-up, chopped stringy straight hair, over-sized sweatshirt and men's jeans held up with twine, did not resemble the woman I knew.

      If they could see me now.

      If I hadn't looked so ridiculously funny, I probably would have cried. I gave my head a shake.

      Get a grip, girlie. Make-up and clothes won't help you here. This is survival.

      It was now the end of November, and I decided to drag the throw rugs and carpets outside to air and beat with a broom. Pulling the rug that ran along the front of the counter, a new discovery stopped me in my tracks.

      “No way, sweet pea … a trap door.” I talked to my baby constantly. She became my focus and my comfort.

      I stared at the door, compelled to open it, but afraid of what might be down there. Some cabins had trap doors in the floor as a means of escape. However, this cabin was close to the ground with a log skirting. If it opened to a crawl space, it was anyone's guess as to what would be down there. I envisioned rats, spiders and other undesirables. In the end, my curiosity overcame my overactive imagination, and I leaned down and pulled the door open, revealing nothing but blackness. A blast of cold air hit me in the face, along with a cloud of dust, making me cough. I lit a lamp, and lying on the floor, dropped my head and arm into the dark hole.

      
        
        … you cannot run away from a weakness, you must sometime fight it out or perish,

        and if that be so, why not now, and where you stand

        

      

      
        
        Robert Louis Stevenson
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      The lantern light revealed a root cellar with a ladder. There were rows of shelves lining the wooden walls.

      “Oh shit!” My language skills had narrowed since I arrived at the cabin. Talking out loud was normal practice for me. Hearing my voice reminded me I wasn't dead—yet. My expletive outburst was twofold. One for discovering the root cellar, the other for the pain in my swollen, tender breasts. The pain shot through them as I leaned down to peer into the dark hole.

      I placed the lamp on a higher shelf and descended carefully into a six-foot square room with support beams. The room was about seven feet deep. Wood slats lined the floor. Jars of home-canned fish, vegetables and fruits filled the shelves. There were boxes of potatoes, onions and carrots —all well- preserved in this cold storage.

      A huge smile lit up my face. “Jackpot, sweet pea.” I danced a little jig and fist pumped the air, thrilled with my discovery. The necessities to survive were at hand. This well-stocked cabin, closed for the winter, was a mystery, but one for which I was grateful. A sudden thought overwhelmed me. Maybe, the owners are coming back for the winter and I'll be found. Or a mad trapper, someone like my kidnappers. Fear took hold as my mind short-circuited on all the negatives. With a deep sigh, I sat on the bottom step of the ladder and looked at my stomach. “There I go again, little one, fearing things that may never happen.” Instead, I planned a festive night of feasting on my newfound goodies.

      As the days passed and November with them, more negative thoughts surfaced. The extreme loneliness for one, tugged at my heart, especially after dark. I tried to meditate and build my positive reserve. Other fears tore away at my spirit. My growing body, ripening with pregnancy, reminded me that I would be alone during childbirth. So much could go wrong. The thought of giving birth without a doctor stressed me out. What if it was a breach birth? What about the pain without drugs? And after the birth, what about infection? These were only my fears about myself. Then, there was the baby and the medical needs she might require. That really scared me.

      The unknown factors were just as frightening. I worried about the extreme cold of winter— envisioning hungry wolves attacking me when I went for water, or grizzly bears breaking into the cabin for food. My sense of hearing intensified. Every unexplained sound made me jittery. In a state of nervous exhaustion, my mental condition deteriorated to the point that I began to question my sanity.

      It was now early December, and the voice in my head from that first day at the cabin came to me in a dream. In the dream, I slept. A voice as soft as the gentlest breeze willed me to waken.

      “Wake up, Georgia. It's time. Time for us to meet,” she whispered.

      I opened my eyes. Her face filled my field of vision: an aged face at best, but one marked with such peace that she appeared timeless. She sat in the rocking chair by the cook stove. She wore a long ivory dress of eyelet lace and her feet were bare. Her long grey hair hung in waves past her shoulders, a shade of rich smoky grey with a blue tinge. What held my gaze were her eyes; they were the palest of grey with an iridescent shine that was love itself. In her hands, she held a white crystal, its light projecting like a star burst. A shimmering mauve aura glowed all around her. It was a mesmerizing sight, and one that filled me with peace and comfort. It never crossed my mind to fear her or to doubt the reality of the situation.

      “Who're you?” I asked.

      “My name is Kaela.”

      I stared at her in silence, digesting the beauty of her delicate features. She rocked slowly back and forth, her face alight with a serene smile.

      “How do you know my name?”

      Kaela rose from the chair and came to sit on the bed beside me.

      “I've known you for a short time and I'm here to help you.”

      “Help me how?”

      “To know yourself and to know your destiny,” Kaela said.

      At that, I chuckled. I was thirty years old and knew so little about myself. Destiny was something I'd only read about in fiction books.

      “Then you have your job cut out for you. So far, I've been a bad life student. I hope you're a good teacher.”

      “You'll be a student for life. In order to grow, you must change; in order to change, you must learn; and, with knowledge comes choice. Understand I'm not here to teach you, only to guide you.”

      “That's too bad. I thought you might teach me to be wise.” I heaved a deep sigh.

      Now it was Kaela's turn to chuckle. “Wisdom cannot be taught. Wisdom is acquired from experiencing life—good and bad—and connecting with your higher self.”

      “Well, what I thought was good turned out to be bad, and I certainly do not feel any wiser for it.” Wow, did I sound bitter?

      Kaela rose from the bed and returned to the rocking chair.

      “When you start to see from within, through your inner self and not through your eyes, it'll all make sense,” she countered. “And that's why I'm here. But enough for tonight—sleep and I'll return.”

      I woke up in the morning to bright sunshine streaming through the cracks of the window shutters and looked at the rocking chair, recalling every word of my dream.

      How strange.

      I wasn't sure what the dream meant, but somehow it made me feel less alone. I hoped to dream of her again.

      It looked like a good day to shovel a proper walkway to the stream and around the back to the outbuildings. The snow was about ten inches deep. The sun shone brightly, the sky was clear. As I fell into the rhythm of the shovel, I thought about my dream. A sudden rustle in the brush to my left stopped me in my tracks. “Uh …” My head shot up and I listened. Time to get back into reality.

      “Hello,” I yelled, my legs running on their own accord. “I'm going inside now.”

      The rustling became more pronounced, and having made my presence known, I took off under the overhang and through the back door of the cabin. With a slam and a bang of the bar falling in place, I hurried to the front window in time to see a doe run out from the right of the cabin. She sprinted across the clearing, stopped, and turned to look at the cabin. I experienced a sudden kinship. I could feel her caution and vulnerability. Only moments before, I had feared her. It suddenly occurred to me that I, always the fearful child, carried my fearfulness into adulthood. With this came the realization that most of what I spent my life fearing was the unknown …

      Settled in the rocking chair, a cup of tea in hand, I gave thought to the word fear and stood up to retrieve a dictionary I'd seen in the bookcase. The definition read, 'anxious anticipation of danger.'

      Hmm … what a waste of time and energy to anxiously anticipate something that we know nothing about, or that might never happen.

      I grabbed pen and paper and proceeded to write down everything I feared in life. My list wasn't that long. As a child I was afraid of strangers, thunder and lightning, garden snakes and bugs. Was that so unusual? As an adult, I was scared of being alone. “Huh.” A sardonic laugh turned to a snort. Under my present circumstances, what choice did I have? I felt anxious making decisions by myself and was fearful of violence. Was this learned behavior or genetically based? With nothing but time on my hands, I had no shortage of opportunity to figure it out.
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      That night I slipped into an easy, peaceful sleep. I awoke a short time later and rose to build the fire. Turning from the stove, I was startled to find Kaela sitting in the rocker.

      “Oh.” I jumped. “You startled me.”

      “I'm sorry. Please know you have nothing to fear from me.”

      “Somehow, I know that,” I said. “But I don't understand. Last night you were in a dream but tonight I'm awake.”

      “We manifest in many ways. This evening you see me as a vision.”

      I huddled under the warm covers, propped up against the headboard, my hands on my belly. Again, I felt a calmness and ease in her company.

      “You told me I had to go within and see with 'Self'. By 'Self' do you mean 'soul?' ”

      “Soul, higher self, or spirit.”

      I gave her a pensive stare. “How do I know if I'm seeing with 'self'? I don't think I know the difference.” “Seeing only through your eyes comes from a place of emotion, usually negative emotion. When you see from 'within', through the eyes of your soul, you're like an observer, detached and unemotional. You see things as they truly are, not as you think they are, or sometimes wish they were. You do know the difference.”

      I let out a big sigh. “I'm not so sure about that.”

      “This morning you experienced fear. Outside where you felt unsafe, you contemplated the worst. You felt protected when you came inside and realized you need not be afraid. Going within can provide you with a similar security, allowing you to truly see. The realizations you achieved today came from within. You began the journey.” The soft silkiness of her voice comforted me. The simplicity of her words made sense, and instead of sounding like a lecture, they came across as common sense.

      At that moment, the howling of wolves startled me. I cringed and stared hard at the window.

      “Tell me why you fear Mother Nature so.”

      “Well … I'm not used to nature, especially this raw. I'm frightened by strange noises.” Oh come on, you're frightened of everything.

      “So it's the fear of the unknown and the unfamiliar you're experiencing then?”

      I smiled and nodded. Here it was again, slapping me in the face.

      “You know, child, you and nature have a lot in common.” She pointed to my stomach. “You both bear life; you both fiercely protect that life. You both nurture and heal. At this point, I must tell you, you are a healer. Should you choose to follow the path of the healer, you could help humanity. One day, when you are ready, you will remember this conversation. But your path at this time is to heal yourself, so I will not confuse your thoughts.”

      She paused and paced the room before continuing. “You're a kindred spirit with Mother Nature; she's your sister. Don't fear her. Respect her power and when you find your own power, you'll bond.”

      I wondered how she knew about my happenings earlier that day. Perhaps she was a figment of my imagination? Maybe, I had gone mad. “Last night I asked, 'Who are you?' but I think I meant 'What are you?' ”

      A serene smile formed on her lips as she answered my question: “I'm a native spirit, an elder of the Tahltan Band. My mother was from the Crow family and my father from the Wolf family. Native spirits come to help family when needed. I'm with you always, helping when I can.”

      “But I'm not from your family.”

      “You're on Tahltan lands, living in an elder's cabin. I believe your needs warrant my presence.”

      I stared at her in silence, her words hard to digest. “Am I mad—insane?”

      “Heavens no! Madness is born from fear and you do have your fair share of them. But do you feel afraid when in my presence?” she asked.

      “No, the complete opposite.”

      “Then I 'm not madness and you're not insane,” she said.

      “Your eyes—they're grey.”

      Kaela's laughter rang out with a gentle vibration that echoed around the cabin, a sound I likened to the delicate tinkling of expensive wine glasses.

      “It was tradition for the son to be raised by his uncle and if he died, the nephew would marry his uncle's wife and take care of his family. The uncle died while hunting one day but the nephew was still a boy. The uncle's wife, my mother, lay with a white trader. I was born. One day the trader left never to return. When the nephew grew up, he married my mother and became my father.”

      Kaela's eyes glazed as if she were remembering past memories. She shook her head and focused on me.

      “We're of a higher vibration level than humans, which is why you normally cannot see us. Your science has proven some animals and insects have highly developed eyes and see things humans cannot.”

      I shifted my position, stretching my legs. “Then how is it possible for me to see you?”

      “When it's necessary, we slow down our vibration and appear before you.”

      Kaela disappeared into the lavender mist around her. The mist dissipated and I was alone once again, left with lots to ponder.

      It was now the third night since I'd first seen Kaela, and I opened my eyes to see her sitting on my bed. I knew what my first question would be. “Tell me, why do you only come to me in the dark?”

      “Because that's when you need me most.”

      “But how do I know I'm not dreaming? Perhaps if I saw you in the daytime, I wouldn't doubt your existence.”

      “I've come to you many times in the daytime. You never saw me. I gave you energy to run from Gary. The day you found this cabin and slipped into darkness on the front porch—I spoke to you.”

      I twisted my hair around the fingers of my right hand, and tried to remember. “The voice. You told me to come to the back of the cabin.” I sat up straighter and pulled my left arm out from under the covers, grabbed a hold of my skin with my thumb and the forefinger of my right hand, and pinched as hard as I could.

      “What are you doing?” Kaela asked.

      “I'm pinching myself,” I said, clenching my teeth. “If I have a mark there in the morning, I'll know I'm awake and I'll be a true believer.”

      Kaela's laughter rang out. “You silly girl, I'll leave you a sign if that's what you need.”

      Something bothered me here and I found myself frowning at Kaela. “How come I don't

      fear you? Me— who has always been afraid. Do spirits have some kind of control over us?”

      “No. We cannot control your will or your ability to make choices. All of our messages are filled with positive energy and words of love. A spirit encounter leaves you feeling calm, and you most likely experience a change for the better. You turn inwards and learn acceptance and love of self, until such time as you can turn outwards and love the world.”

      “What about people who don't learn and change, or ones who do bad things. Where are their spirits?”

      “If they're not ready to receive our message, there's nothing we can do for them. Such people have spirits who try to reach them. But we're not always successful,” she said somberly. Smiling, she continued. “But you are ready. Know that you and your baby are protected. If you choose to believe that is so, you'll be safe here.”

      The next morning, I addressed the fire and donned my clothes. I was zipping up my jacket to retrieve water from the creek when my eyes fell on the rocking chair. A white object rested in the hollow of the seat, reflecting the light. I walked over and picked it up. It was Kaela's crystal, the one she held in her hands during her first visit. This was her sign to me. I suddenly remembered last night's vision. Stripping off my jacket, I pulled up my sweatshirt sleeve. There in all its glory, sat a purplish bruise the size of a quarter on the inside of my arm, stark against my white skin. It was the mark left from pinching myself the previous night.

      “She is real. Kaela's real.”

      I sat in the chair, rocking back and forth slowly, the crystal cupped in my hands. It was undoubtedly the best gift I ever received. At that moment, I believed.
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      My thoughts were of Christmas, and that old feeling of loneliness welled up from deep in my chest, leaving a lump in my throat. The date on my watch read December 16th. Memories of home reminded me that this was the day we would start to decorate our tree, making sure it was finished for my brother's birthday on the eighteenth. My mother's birthday was the day after New Year's, and the tree would come down the day after that. A family tradition followed for years, the reasoning of which had long been forgotten and no longer mattered.

      I thought of the unique purchases that I had made this year in Whitehorse for Christmas. My eyes stung with tears thinking of the tremendous sense of loss my family would feel this holiday season. A time for good food, family fun and renewal of spirit would be ruined for them. I reminded myself that it would be harder on them because they thought me dead.

      I decided to cut down a tree. Embracing this practice in my world of isolation should give me plenty to do over the next few days and take my mind away from negative thoughts.

      A sudden kick in my abdomen brought me back to reality. I placed my hand on the little foot pushing against its protective cocoon. Many nights recently, I dreamed of birthing my daughter. Smiling, I talked to her.

      “Okay, sweet pea, I know what you want. We're both hungry. Time for food.”

      I bustled around making lunch, thinking how ironic my situation was. I always wanted a Christmas in a setting like this. I remembered a conversation with Colin last year about going away for the holidays.

      We were driving home from his parent's place after celebrating Thanksgiving with a family gathering of thirty people.
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      “Honey, why don't we go away this year?” I suggested.

      Colin glanced at me with a frown. “Away? Where?”

      “I don't know. A cabin somewhere. A place with snow covered trees and a wood stove. We could cut down a tree and drag it back to the cabin. Drink hot wine by the fire.”

      “Are you nuts? You know I hate snow. I like the heat you get from turning up a switch, not a place where you have to cut firewood. That's too much like work.” He stole a quick glance my way. “Why in the world would you want to do that anyway?”

      I stared at his profile for a moment. “I thought it might be good for us to get away from everyone else. You've been working so hard lately, so many late nights. It could be romantic. Just the two of us in the woods.”

      Colin silently concentrated on the road. I waited. “It's not a time for romantic getaways. It's a time for family and friends, parties and such. Besides my parents would be really upset if we broke tradition. You know that. Let's not upset them.”

      He scolded me like a child.

      “We celebrated the biggest family gathering your family ever had tonight. Surely they wouldn't take offence at our missing one holiday with them.”

      “Well, the answer's no. Change the subject! I'm too tired to get into it with you.”
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      Discussion closed. When Colin said no to something, I knew better than to argue. Of course, later I came to realize that one of the friends he didn't want to miss at Christmas was Julie, his lover. Upon reflection, I believe I knew something was wrong. I was blind, seeing what I wanted to see.

      Now, one year later, I'd get my Christmas in the woods but not in the best of circumstances. The strange thing about it was, back home, I'd dreaded my first Christmas without Colin. My thoughts were clouded with visions of family parties where everyone felt sorry for me being single, especially New Year's Eve with my coupled friends.

      It was absurd that I'd been so in need of Colin. Why was it necessary to be seen hanging onto his arm during those times deemed important to be a couple? I'd always believed men and women were only halves waiting to become whole together. What a ridiculous responsibility we place upon ourselves, with such a limiting philosophy. No wonder I never truly knew Colin or myself. What great things could be achieved when two individuals came together as one, but were capable of maintaining their individuality!

      The realization hit me that I could be happy all alone. I'd never have chosen my present circumstances, but it made me all the more determined to make the best of them by acknowledging the season with nature. It might not be romantic in the conventional way, but it would be spiritual.

      I bundled up and went outside to one of those rare December days when it wasn't snowing. Some small trees, rooted in the open where they received enough sunlight to grow even and healthy, sat near the tree line at the rear of the cabin. A spruce tree about three feet tall caught my eye. Perfect. One swift cut with the small axe downed my tree. I shook the snow off of its branches and took it inside. A bucket of nuts and bolts in the shed caught my eye. Too heavy to lift in my pregnant state, I dragged it into the cabin and placed it by the stove to warm up, a perfect stand to hold the trunk in place. “Phew … time for a rest, babes.”

      My pregnancy state began to take a toll on me physically. Afternoon naps became a daily addition to my routine. In late afternoon, a search began for objects to put on my tree. I found some blank paper in a drawer. “Oooh … look at this stuff, sweet pea.” An old wooden cigar box full of old dusty pens, pencils, and some colored pencils, sat on the shelf under the sink. I spent the next hour cutting out squares from the paper, coloring them red. With slots cut in the paper, I folded the paper back and into the slots to form red cylinders. A Santa's head drawn on white paper and scalloped along the bottom of the face to represent a beard served as a template to cut eleven more. A face drawn with a black pencil completed the effect. There was nothing to hold the faces onto the cylinder. A trip to the tool shed produced some fishing line which was threaded through a hole in the face and a matching hole in the cylinder. The result was twelve Santa ornaments with movable faces. So cute.

      With the tree planted firmly in the pot of 'heavy metal', I tried to lift it onto the end table beside the couch. “Uh-oh … this friggin' thing is heavy.” Two attempts later and up she went. It added a cozy dimension to the cabin. The smell of the pine needles filled the room. I quickly added my newly made treasures and stood back to admire my handiwork.

      “So sweet …” My hands came together. Clap clap. I bounced on the balls of my feet like a child.

      A new day dawned and I awoke with a sense of purpose. My morning chores kept me busy. I hurried through them like an impatient kid, anxious to get back to my tree decorating. Aluminum foil molded into the shapes of stars and balls completed my ornaments. An old box of cotton balls were pulled out of shape and spaced onto branches to look like snow.

      My tree needed a garland. After naptime, I decided to make one of popped corn strung on fishing line. A difficult feat soon abandoned, leaving my lap full of the delicate, broken pieces. Popping corn on the wood stove proved to be a new challenge as well, creating a string of multi-shaded morsels shaded from white, to tan, to black. Sleep came with the mixed smell of pine tree and burnt popcorn.

      The sun streamed through the shutters onto my little tree. Today was December 18th and my Christmas tree decorating was nearly complete. Using bolts, washers and fishing lures on threaded fishing line, a unique replacement garland was born. I set out to find a tree top ornament. My search yielded nothing and, in the end, I placed a lace doily over the top protrusion of the tree and tied it a third of the way down with fishing line to form a head. The rest of the doily flared out like a skirt. My make-shift angel completed my Christmas project.

      I retreated to the rocker to examine the fruits of my labor.

      I giggled and then snorted, “I wish you could see this, sweet pea.” First graders could have done better. Regardless, I was pleased.

      Today was Kris' birthday. The tree was finished on time. My thoughts wandered back to our childhood. We were inseparable then. We grew up in the still undeveloped area of North Vancouver, close to Lynn Canyon. Our home boasted of two lifestyles. From the front picture window, the city of Vancouver sprawled before our eyes.

      This urban view saw many changes and we watched the skyline grow as ageing buildings gave way to hi-rises, giving a flattering defining edge to the green acreage of Stanley Park. Gastown was born; a shopping district that allowed the turn of the century landscape and buildings to be refurbished.

      The back of our home sat at the base of the North Shore Mountains and presented a sharp contrast to the urban offerings of the city below. We had a stream running through our property. My brother and I spent many a day wading in that waterway and chasing the abundance of frogs that springtime provided. There were blackberries, salmonberries and wild raspberries to gorge on. We had cougars and bears visit on occasion. As a teenager, whenever I got bored with nature and my brother's company, a twenty-minute bus ride would place me in the middle of civic excitement. But this controlled encounter with nature as a child did nothing to prepare me for what I was experiencing here.

      Kris joined the forces when he grew up, and was stationed at the Comox Navy Base on Vancouver Island. Remembering the words he used to sing to me on my birthday, I rocked back and forth in the chair, and sang them to him.

      “Happy Birthday to you, You belong in a zoo. You look like a monkey, And you act like one too.”

      I closed my eyes and slipped into a meditative state, trying to connect my mind with his. Happy Birthday, Kris.
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      The remaining days to Christmas passed quickly. I had a routine in place. With daily chores finished, I wrote in my journal and followed that with exercises. I walked in a circle around the clearing on sunny days, ending with a stroll beside the steam on the game trails worn by moose and caribou. A black bird joined me on many of my walks, flying overhead and circling the meadow. “Hey, Mr. Crow, why are you always alone?” Many times I found him sitting on the porch railing, watching me through the window. At first, I believed him to be a crow, but I soon realized that he was a raven.

      Decorating the cabin continued. A wreath of pine branches adorned the back door. An aspen log from the wood pile centered the coffee table. Over the winter-white bark, an arrangement of pine branches, sphagnum moss and some pinecones, scrounged from the wood pile, sat creatively.

      December 25th dawned and I arose to find it snowing. “Merry Christmas, sweet pea.”

      I rocked for a time, singing carols and hymns, not allowing myself to dwell on my family. Feeling powerless to help them with their pain, I resolved to stay positive.

      A lot of effort was taken in preparing my Christmas dinner: a canned chicken rubbed with spices warmed in the oven, canned beets soaked in vinegar, raisin and cinnamon bannock with raspberry compote, and rice cooked in the juices of the chicken. I lit a storm candle in the centre of the table and sat down to eat. Most certainly, my feast would feed more than one, but on this day I refused to ration myself. The leftovers would feed me for a few days, and would keep well in the root cellar.

      I gave thanks for the protection that this shelter had provided for my baby and me, and with a sip of tea, I toasted my family: “Merry Christmas, everyone.” An image of them sitting around the dining room table became too much to bear.

      My heart felt heavy. “Damn.” Tears sprang to my eyes. You can't shut them out completely. You're not superwoman. I gave in to my despair.

      “Kraa … Kraa …” I looked out the window and saw the raven sitting on the window sill.

      This was my first chance at seeing him close up, and to my amazement he wasn't pure black. An iridescent blue and green shone through his feathers.

      “Why are you still here with me … hmmm? Are you a spirit? A messenger? Maybe … my protector?” The raven cocked his head on an angle and blinked his golden eyes.

      “Merry Christmas, raven. You need a name … how about Feathers?”

      “Toc, toc, toc,” he said.

      I laughed and toasted him. “Feathers it is.”
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      Later that night, I sat propped up in bed and looked around the cabin. Even though the dwelling was rough, all the feminine touches and decorations I had added these past weeks transformed it from a house to a home—my home.

      “Mom, you'd be proud of me. You would not believe how domestic I've become—or how crazy— talking out loud with no one to answer back.”

      I leaned over and turned up the lantern. Settling back against the pillows, I began reading yet another book from the bookcase. A crime story by an author called Sean Dixon. “Okay, Mr. Dixon, take me away into your world.”

      My lack of concentration kept me from getting into what appeared to be a great thriller. Before long, I put the book down and gazed around my one-room abode. Household chores, even pleasant ones, were never on my list of favorite things to do back home. Now, I treasured them as a means to deal with the ever-increasing boredom, and to keep from thinking about my impending childbirth.

      There were moments of sheer joy when I would talk out names for my child. “How about Sandra after my mother, or maybe Raven after Feathers. That's a pretty name. If Colin were a part of this, he'd insist on calling you Alice. Huh … never,” I chortled. Divorce was good for some things.

      The past two months, talking to my baby came naturally and gave me great comfort. But, the thought of her arrival had been pushed to the back of my mind. My increasing girth, however, reminded me that she would soon be here. “Oh, sweet pea.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Distraction. Distract yourself. Don't think about it. Get a grip, girlie. It's just those old pregnancy hormones acting up again.

      “And where are you, Kaela?” I yelled. “You haven't been in a while. Today is Christmas. I could use a spiritual visitation.”
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      The New Year arrived and my body felt cumbersome as I entered my eighth month of pregnancy. I stood by the stream, exhausted from my fourth trip to fetch water. Each day started with cutting a hole in the ice. It was getting harder for me to swing an axe and to haul water from the stream.

      Feathers sat on a tree branch, watching me. “Hey blackbird, wish you could help me pull these buckets out of the water. My back sure hurts.” I could only fill the pails half-full, which forced me to make more trips. Although it was only a matter of minutes between each trip, a thin layer of ice always formed over the hole, and I needed to break through again. My bulky frame slowed me down—a fact I found frustrating. The bucket handles were tethered with long strands of rope used to lower them into the water, to compensate for my inability to kneel down and fill them.

      My concern didn't lie with my physical welfare. From all I had read in my book, I was progressing normally. My mental condition bothered me. The euphoric state I experienced before Christmas had fallen flat. It had snowed every day since the holiday, a daily reminder of my extreme isolation. New Year's Eve and Day came and passed. I saw nothing about my situation to celebrate, and slipped into a depression.

      Returning from one of my numerous jaunts for water, the sound of a jet caught my attention; it was the first plane I'd seen. It headed northeast. I cupped my eyes with my hands to keep the large snowflakes from blinding me. I jumped up and down, waving my arms. “Hey, down here!” Soon, all that remained was the white jet trail. How could I be so stupid? As if a jet that high could see me. Watching it dissipate, I compared their fate with mine. “Who're all those people, sweet pea: students returning to school, visiting family members returning home after the holidays?” People living ordinary lives, oblivious to what was happening in mine. My body stiffened and without thinking I spat out: “I hate you all.”

      Within the confines of that plane, a tiny spec in the vast sky, were 300 or more passengers. This moving vessel, carrying them to their destination, was capable of catering to all of their needs—food, beverage, entertainment, conversation, companionship, comfort, and, if necessary, a captain who could communicate with the outside world. In contrast, I was one person alone in a remote land, surviving day by day with the barest of essentials. High above me, they were experiencing modern day life while I felt trapped in a world equaling that of our pioneering settlers. I returned to the cabin, completely despondent.

      Another realization hit me: “Oh my God, today is Mom's birthday.” I couldn't stand the idea of my family suffering under the mistaken belief of my death. Pacing the cabin, I ranted and raved about how unfair it all was—their pain, my feeling of entrapment. My hands dropped to my swollen belly, “Oh babes, maybe I should have left when there was still a chance. I'm so messed up.”

      Then, I 'crashed'.

      I removed my outside clothing and kicked it around the floor. My final explosion triggered when my eyes fell on the Christmas tree.

      “Who am I kidding? Carrying on as though my life is normal. I can't do this anymore.”

      One by one, I grabbed ornaments and threw them. Decorations flew in all directions.

      “I'm never going to leave here.” I screamed. “I'm going to die from starvation, childbirth, or in some other disgustingly painful way.”

      In a fit of temper, I threw the treetop angel across the cabin, and with one swift movement, the ravaged tree sailed through the open doorway into the snow beyond. I slammed the door shut and spun around to see what else I could vent my anger on.

      “Oh no.” I grabbed a hold of a chair as my eyes saw spots, and waves of colored light blurred my vision. “Whoa—not a dizzy spell.” I worked my way to the bed and collapsed onto my side in a fetal position—as much as my impregnated body would allow–and fell asleep.

      When I awoke, Kaela sat in the rocker. “I didn't think you'd ever wake up.” She smiled.

      I searched the room and felt my face turn red. Amongst the disarray of the cabin, my ornamental angel lay upside down against the far counter.

      “I know what you're looking at,” Kaela offered.

      “I feel so stupid. I don't know what came over me,” I said, weakly.

      “Look at me, Georgia … please.”

      My eyes met hers and my unease left me. Her face was so full of compassion and love, my whole being felt warmed.

      “You're only human, remember that. No one is perfect. The hormonal changes your body is experiencing from the pregnancy are having a big effect on your emotional state.” She chuckled before continuing, “Adding this to your present circumstances, I'd say you were acting pretty normal.”

      “It's been a while since you came. I missed you.” I knew I sounded like a spoiled child, but I wanted her to feel bad, to cover my feelings of guilt for my temper tantrum.

      “You haven't needed me until now. You must

      look back at the last two months you spent here. You've come a long way.” Kaela stood up and walked over to sit with me on the bed. “You must draw your strength from all you learned. Perhaps if you read your journal, you can find the key. Do you know what brought on this little outburst?”

      “Yes … I do.” I nodded. “Today, I came face to face with my frailties and self-doubts. I was reminded that childbirth is approaching and I'd be alone.”

      “… And?”

      I pushed myself up and leaned back against the headboard. “Today's my mother's birthday. I can't stand the thought that my family is suffering. It's hard enough dealing with my own. I wish I could see her and let her know I'm all right.”

      Kaela stared at me pensively for a moment, and then frowned. She started to say something and then stopped. I could sense it was important, and remained quiet while she stood and paced the cabin. I sat on the edge of the bed and waited.

      “I want you to listen to me carefully, and keep your mind open to what I have to say.

      “Okay.”

      “The Tahltan believe that everything has a spirit and only ones with power can see a spirit. We also believe our Peoples have two souls. A day soul and a night soul. The Peoples believe dreams are really the night soul travelling without the body. They can soul travel wherever they want to without physically leaving.”

      Kaela sat in the rocker and leaned forward, staring at me intently. “You have that power. If you so desire, I'll help you to see your mother.” She paused, but her eyes never left mine. “Do you understand what I'm saying?”

      “I've read articles on the subject. But I haven't mastered the art of meditation yet. Nine times out of ten, I fall asleep.”

      “There are reasons for that. First of all, you lie down to meditate, perhaps you should try sitting up. And try meditating in the daytime, not at night when you're tired.”

      Again, I nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “Another reason may be that you aren't ready to see your inner truth. It'll come if you persist, and happen when you're ready.”

      I remembered having a similar conversation with Marion. It frightened me then as much as it did now. The thought of seeing my mother felt exhilarating, but the old fear of the unknown reared its ugly head. Reading about such things was fascinating; experiencing them would be quite another. It was my turn to pace around the cabin while rubbing my hands together.

      I turned to Kaela and pursed my lips, feeling apprehensive: “How do I know when to come back and how do I find my body again?”

      “You will receive a signal when it's time to return. As you travel, no matter how far, you're still connected to your physical body. When you receive the message to return, think of your body and you'll be back.”

      “What kind of signal?” I sat on the edge of the bed and stared hard at her.

      “You'll hear me call you back. There are some important elements required for a successful trip. The first is relaxation, and the second is clear imagery or visualization. I'll take you through this before you begin your journey. This will keep you from falling asleep. The third element is concentration and control. Again, I'll help you, and when you're ready, you'll go beyond.”

      “I still don't understand how it works—” I said, my voice trailing off. Panic started to take hold. That old 'fight or flight' feeling had a strong grip on me.

      She sat beside me and patted my hand. “Everything is in a state of matter which takes many different forms. Think of matter as the lowest vibration of spirit and spirit as the highest vibration of matter. Remember when I told that I lower my vibration so you can see me?”

      My eyebrows flew up. “That's so simple but makes perfect sense. I understand.”

      “So—are you ready?

      The image of my mother took shape in my mind. In spite of my reluctance, I knew I must do this. But what about my baby? Maybe she comes with me.

      “One more question. What happens to my baby during all of this?”

      Kaela took my hand into hers. “She'll be fine. This is your journey not hers. Your physical body will continue to function normally. She'll be safe, I promise.”

      With a deep breath and a long sigh, I answered, “Okay—let's do this.”

      “Prop yourself up against the headboard and cover yourself with the blankets to keep your body warm.” Kaela rose and sat in the rocking chair. “Now take yourself through your meditation exercises, first the breathing control and then the muscle relaxation. I'll know when you're ready. From then on you'll listen to my voice and follow my instructions.”

      My heart was racing and I found it hard to concentrate. I focused on my breathing. Once it became shallower and the tension released from my body, Kaela began.

      “Your breathing is slow and rhythmic, your body relaxed. Any noises you hear around you will not interfere. You know they do not affect you. The only sound you'll heed is my voice. You'll follow my instructions and know you're safe.”

      She spoke so softly; her words caressed and soothed me. She encompassed my whole being and my mind let go.

      “I want you to visualize a white light all around you, Georgia; a warm, healing light to protect you on your journey. See the inside of the cabin with all its doors and windows. Now I want you to visualize a door you never noticed before. When I tell you to open it, you'll find yourself in a dark tunnel. You won't be afraid.”

      Kaela paused and I released a sigh. “Open the door and step through,” she said.
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      A gasp escaped from my lips when I stepped through the doorway. My body filled with excitement. I could see daylight at the end of a dark tunnel, and I started to move towards the brightness.

      “Keep moving, child. You'll be there soon.”

      My body became lighter and lighter. Halfway to the opening, I experienced the feeling of floating effortlessly. I no longer felt my physical body and flew through the air. Exhilarated, I approached the light—so bright I was blinded.

      “Imagine a beautiful place; a place where you would feel safe and at peace. When your eyes adjust to the light, you will pass through it. I want you to use all of your senses. Through them you will experience the beauty and peace awaiting you. I'll wait for you at the opposite end of your vision.”

      My eyes focused and I caught my breath. “Wow … this is paradise.” I'd envisioned a beautiful garden. A dirt pathway meandered back and forth across the garden. A multitude of flowers lined the edge of the trails. An array of sparkling rainbow colors emanated from the abundant blossoms of roses, carnations, daisies, dahlias, mums, and irises. Their sweet, floral fragrance piqued my sense of smell.

      I floated aimlessly along, a foot above the ground, until reaching the centre of this Garden of Eden. Here, a pond teemed with life. Small fish hit the surface, feeding on the water bugs skimming across the surface. Frogs jumped from lily pad to lily pad, croaking their songs. The heat of the sun warmed my face as I tilted it up to the sky. White, fluffy clouds drifted lazily across the azure expanse. Birds sang their songs, and hovering like a hummingbird to watch them, I giggled with delight at my aerodynamic feat. Butterflies flew along beside

      me, and I felt as one with them, knowing their freedom. Not wanting to miss anything, and wanting to experience it all, I made many stops. All of my senses were heightened, filling me with feelings of joy, peace, and contentment. Finally, reaching the end of the path, I found Kaela sitting on a bench under a magnificent willow tree.

      “There you are. You have chosen your spiritual place well.”

      “Oh Kaela, it's so beautiful here. I feel whole.” “I'm pleased. You've experienced all I hoped for.”

      She patted the seat beside her. “Join me for a moment.”

      I sat down on the bench, but with no sensation of body, it was more like floating beside her. We silently enjoyed our garden. My mind cleared, my thoughts experienced the moment and nothing else. It felt wonderful.

      Kaela interrupted my euphoria. “It's time for you to continue on your journey. Follow this path behind me into the open meadow. It will take you where you want to go. I'll wait here for you to return. Enjoy.”

      I found myself floating along a pathway through a meadow of wild flowers towards a small incline. I travelled faster and faster still, until I flew up and over the hill, and soared into the waiting sky.

      “Unbelievable—”

      Looking down, a blue-green sea stretched as far as I could see. Waves rolled up onto a white sandy beach. I should be scared. But if that were the case, I wouldn't be smiling. Feathers, you should be here with me. Now, I know how exhilarating it feels to fly. Higher and higher I went until I flew straight through the clouds. Glancing below, there was nothing to see but a bed of white billowing pillows.

      The most incredible sight of my life took my breath away. Instantly, I slowed to a stop, suspended in mid-air. Forever etched in my memory, one would have to see this phenomenon to believe it happened. To the east, a black night sky completely filled the horizon. Dead centre sat a full, yellow moon. To the west, a sky full of pinks and purples emanated from a red rising sun. “I wish you could see this too, sweet pea. I'm suspended between night and day.” I don't believe I'll ever see anything so spectacular, at least not in this dimension.

      I started moving upwards again. Faster and faster, I rose until I left the planet and found myself racing through the blackness of space. I entered the galaxy over the North Pole, and circled the earth from the north to southeast. Greenland and the British Isles appeared below me. In seconds, Europe followed, and my course was set towards the Middle East. The west coast of Africa sat to my right. My path took me towards the Southern Hemisphere. Ahead was the South Pacific, to the north, Asia. Australia soon followed, and my direction changed north. Over Hawaii I flew and up the Pacific Rim until the west coast of British Columbia came to view. I re-entered the earth's atmosphere, and everything grew larger and larger until I found myself hovering over the city of Vancouver.

      In an instant, I stood in my parents' darkened home in North Vancouver, save for a night light in the upstairs hallway. I took in the familiar sight and smells of my childhood home. My mother came out of the bathroom, and I followed her across the hall to her bedroom. She moved around to the left of the bed. My father lay curled up in sleep. My heart warmed to see that he looked healthy and peaceful. My mother took off her housecoat, and to my surprise, she wore the nightgown I'd bought her in Whitehorse for Christmas. She sat on the bed, lost in thought, rubbing her hands with lotion from a jar on the bedside table. She looked a little older and frailer to me. Mom turned towards the door, where I leaned against the jamb. Her facial expression changed. She stared, unblinking, her chin dropped, and her mouth opened.

      Can this be possible? How could she know I'm here?

      My body straightened, and without thinking, I started talking to her. “It's me, Mom. My baby and I … we're okay.”

      Her face relaxed and a slight smile touched her mouth.

      “Happy Birthday … I love you.”

      “Georgia—” Mom stood and started to walk towards me.

      I heard Kaela call my name. The connection broke.

      Just as quickly, I stood on the path back to the garden. I sat beside her but couldn't talk. Emotion overwhelmed me. We sat silently together, staring into the garden. After a time, she spoke. “Was it everything you expected?”

      “Oh yes … and so much more.” “But you're troubled?”

      My forehead creased into a frown. “It's, well … I didn't expect she'd see me. She did see me, right?”

      “Yes, she saw you.”

      “I'm worried how she'll react. I don't want to make things any worse.”

      “It can only be good. Your mother suffered dearly these past months. She saw you because she is a believer. Regardless of what her take is on this, it will help her. Now, tell me, did this journey help you?”

      “Absolutely. Knowing my parents are okay lifted a tremendous weight off my shoulders. I'm filled with renewed strength and hope. I can't thank you enough for this.”

      “It's time to return to your physical being. Continue your meditation and writing in your journal. Know you can return to this garden anytime you wish. It's yours alone.” Kaela stood and looked down at me. “And now you've found a sense of peace and strength once more, you must think of your baby's birth. The time is soon and you must be prepared. You're doing well with your breathing exercises, but you must plan for the birth day.”

      “Will you come and help me through the birth?” I asked.

      “I'll be there.”

      With that she was gone. My thoughts turned to the cabin and, instantly, I found myself back within its walls. I floated above my body. It looked different from the outside looking down. It wasn't the same as looking into a mirror. My hands sat folded across my huge belly. Hmm … so that's how I look in all my pregnant glory. As soon as my thoughts turned to how to re-enter my fatness, I felt a rush and in an instant, the distance between my soul and my body disappeared.
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      It was dark and the air chilled me. My body felt stiff and cumbersome. Tears streamed down my face. But this time, I cried from happiness, not from despair. Did I really see my mother, or was it a dream? What was it Kaela said? Dreams are the night soul travelling. Who knows? All I know for sure is that I changed somehow. My resolve came back. I lit the lamp and set about preparing for bed. Lying quietly under the covers, I listened to the creaking and cracking of the log walls from the cold. I'd clean up the cabin tomorrow and retrieve the decorations from the broken tree. I must put them away and keep them. Then, I would write all I experienced in my journal. No detail would be spared. One day, I'd talk with my mother about this night, and that would be my proof.
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