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DEDICATION

I dedicate Bush Camp to all the prospectors, geologists, claim stakers, line cutters and other adventurers who have tramped the bush in Canada, hoping to find Mother Earth's secretive hiding places of the ever-elusive deposits of valuable minerals. They have endured the wet, cold and snowy days for the sake of stumbling on the next show of glitter or the view from a mountaintop that few have experienced. Some have struck it rich, but many have had their lives enriched by the search.

––––––––

[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My thanks to the following for their comments and editing;

Mary Lou Malott for comments on the first edition,

Nancy Lang for an in-depth beta read of the fourth edition,

And Jessica Dubé for editing the final edition



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

[image: ]




DUSTY

Dusty settled into one of the soft, plushy chairs in the waiting room and closed his eyes. He could hardly stay awake and just wanted to end his mental turmoil by getting up and walking away. 

Financially, he needed a job. He just didn’t particularly want this job, but it had been a tough winter. After recovering from the gunshot wounds in the spring, he was physically exhausted from all the turmoil of his prospecting and drilling contract in the Foster Lakes country and the nearby gold-salting scam at Jenny Lake in the fall.  Then there was nothing all winter until two short-hole drill jobs near Carlyle in southeast Saskatchewan. After that was the spring breakup, and everything ground to a halt. Instead of beating the bush for more work, he had spent a couple of months unofficially helping Detective Lucie Hansen with a murder investigation in the old tunnels under the city of Moose Jaw. 

He knew he had to be alert for this morning’s meeting, but too many cigarettes, too much coffee and twenty-five hours on the road had taken their toll. Hopefully, this was the only time he would need to meet with Archie Campbell, and he had vowed that the deal would either fly or die based on what happened today. The man was notorious on Howe Street, and all the stories Dusty had heard about the older man warned him to stay in control or stay away. But it looked like Campbell had scored the first point. Yesterday, Dusty received a call on his mobile phone just as he was leaving Moose Jaw on his way home to Calgary. Without any preamble, Campbell had launched into his spiel, quickly describing the job, setting up the meeting, and insisting that it start on time. Dusty had made every effort to be there at the appointed hour, driving straight through to reach Vancouver, and now Campbell was late, leaving him to cool his heels in the outer office. As he settled in and relaxed, he became more aware of his surroundings.

The reception area was a modern blend of glass and stainless steel, straight lines and crisp angles. Dusty mused about its intended effect. It was either an attempt to intimidate or suggest a level of integrity that was far from reality. Steel doors, desks, bookcases and fixtures enhanced the façade. The steel wall panels had a sickly green wood-grained pattern that did nothing to ease the queasiness in his stomach. Glass covered everything else. Only the rug, which was buried under his shoe tops, and the blond receptionist seemed out of place. "Certainly not designed to create warmth," he thought. He liked the rug. It was a soft, gentle contrast to the rest of the décor. He wasn’t so sure about the receptionist. His third attempt to learn her name finally met with success when she announced with a chill in her voice that she was Suzanne, Mr. Campbell's secretary and that she expected Mr. Campbell at any moment. Dusty also received the unspoken message that she didn't wish him to bother her any further and that she probably wished he would just go away. Dusty gave up pursuing a conversation. She was not hired for her intellectual capacity or charming personality, but the reason for her presence in this workplace was visually obvious. Her beauty was difficult to ignore. Most noticeable was the deep golden tan that covered all the exposed areas of her body, of which there were many, leading Dusty's imagination into a side trip of speculation about the extent of the tan on some of the unexposed parts.

Suddenly, an explosion of activity in the outside corridor broke his reverie. The door burst open, and a large man in a rumpled suit charged into the room. He stopped suddenly and looked around, almost as if he were a stranger in his world. His gaze fell on Dusty, and he thrust out a meaty hand in greeting.  "You must be Sherant," he boomed. "Sorry to keep you waiting. Still having trouble getting used to the traffic in this damn town. Got into another snarl on the bridge this morning. Some damn fool's car broke down. Makes me mad. If they can't afford to keep their cars tuned up, they should be kicked off the road and forced to take the bus. But enough, come on into my office, and we'll have our talk," he continued as he put his arm around Dusty's shoulder and led him through the steel-panelled door.

"Suzanne! Bring us a pot of coffee and hold my calls." Dusty followed Archie Campbell from one room of steel and glass into another. The only differences were: the chairs were softer, the rug deeper, the desk wooden, and Campbell was considerably less attractive than his secretary. The two men settled in, facing each other as Suzanne minced in and poured two steaming cups of coffee. The diversion gave Dusty a few moments to size up his man. Campbell was large, six one or six two and at least 270 pounds. On the turning edge of sixty, what had once been a trim powerful body now showed the ravages of too many liquid lunches and sedentary habits. His baldness showed a trim of white, and his crooked bulbous red nose was probably a remnant of a bar fight in his younger days. Although his reputation indicated all the wiles of a Vancouver promoter, Campbell still looked out of place in the business setting. It was like he had his D7 parked at the curb and had just dropped in for a cup of coffee and a chat. 

Dusty was feeling less at ease, and fatigue was setting in as the morning progressed. He had rehearsed his role for this first encounter on the drive last night, anticipating some of the problems that seemed inevitable. But now, he sensed his confidence dropping. Campbell's size and hearty outgoing manner were intimidating, and Dusty felt any control of the meeting that he might have slipped away. He knew he had to slow things down and deal with this man on an equal basis. Settling into the deep, easy chair, he forced himself to relax. 

"I’m sure you can't wait to get up north and get this job going for us," Campbell announced. "Merv gave you a good recommendation. He said you're well respected in the industry and would be the man to get the job done at the best price. That's what decided us to accept your bid." 

Dusty winced at the mention of Mervin Chipman. It was another sore point about this deal that he had tried to forget. He did not feel good about being recommended by Chipman. He had agonized about taking on a Chipman-generated program, but a job was a job, and right now, he needed the money and wasn't in a position to be that fussy. 

"This is as good a time to get started as any," he replied. "Most of the snow is gone from the area we'll be working, and reports indicate they have had good weather for about three weeks now. I can start moving men and supplies into the first camp as soon as I receive the deposit we agreed upon."  

Dusty knew his initial fears were justified when he saw Campbell's face darken at the mention of the deposit money. He had hit a nerve.

"Well," the older man replied slowly, "there may be a bit of a problem there. It looks like the funds will not be available for a few days, but I'm sure all the money will be in hand by the end of the week. The Securities Commission seems to be dragging its feet on making a final approval. Unfortunately, I just can't reach into my pocket now and put it all on the table. I suggest you go ahead with the startup plans and get the program underway. I'll forward the cheque as soon as we straighten things out around here.” 

"I'm afraid I can't do that," Dusty replied. "That's not the way I work or what we agreed on. I thought we understood that the initial money was due before I commenced the program. Perhaps Merv Chipman neglected to make that clear.” 

"Of course! Of course!" Campbell blustered. "But we're just looking at a few days. I don't see how that can affect your plans to any extent."  

"No, I’m afraid it does," Dusty replied. "I'm sorry, but that deposit payment has to come first. I've had some unfortunate experiences in the past with promoters in this town, and I'm a bit gun-shy when it comes to the money end of the deal. I can wait. I'll just suspend things until I receive payment."

"Look, Sherant. You can't back out of this job. You've signed a contract." Archie Campbell punctuated the last remark with a thick finger jabbing across the big oak desk. 

"And besides, from what I've heard, you’re all geared up to go with a bunch of men hired and supplies bought."  

Dusty was getting more and more fed up as the discussion continued. He decided to call Campbell’s bluff. " That's right, and I can get ungeared just as fast if I don't see some money,” he replied. “As for the contract, I suggest you read it more closely." Dusty pulled the agreement from his briefcase and continued, "It says, here in Paragraph Four, ‘that the Contractee shall make a payment of fifty percent of the accepted bid to the Contractor at least ten days before said Contractor commencing field operations.' My bid for this job, which incidentally you accepted in writing, was $190,000, so accordingly, I need to see a certified cheque for $85,000 before I turn another wheel. The way this thing has been going so far, I'd just as soon you didn't pay me, and I could pack the whole thing in right now." 

Dusty leaned back in the chair. He felt better. He hadn't won, but now he had nothing to lose. He looked relaxed, and this puzzled Campbell. He had checked Dusty out thoroughly and had learned, to his pleasure, that due to an extended period of recovery from gunshot wounds the previous year, some bad investments and a recent period of unemployment the past few months, this man was broke, owed money and had no other work presently lined up. He had been sure that he could whittle Sherant's price down and delay payments long enough to make a few extra bucks on the interest. 

"Alright," Campbell replied. "Let's cool down and forget all that fancy lawyer talk. I'm sure we can work out something. I told you we're a little strapped for money right now, but I can probably dig up a few bucks to tide you over, and I guarantee we'll have the rest in a week or ten days at the most. As I told you, the problem is that the money raised from selling this new stock issue is still tied up. These kinds of delays don't do our market any good. The shareholders are getting uneasy. They've been calling all week, asking when we're going to start exploring those claims. What the hell am I supposed to tell them? We need some news to get the people interested in our stock and start trading it again. It would help to tell them that the field program has begun." 

"Okay," Dusty replied. "I can appreciate that, but as I said, I've been through a couple of these deals that went sour before. The company keeps promising payment, and then when the job's over, and I'm in hock up to my neck, I find out the principals have taken off with the money, and the company has gone bankrupt. I’m not saying that’s going to happen here, but I’m not taking any chances of going through that scenario again." 

"Well, we're far from bankrupt," Campbell replied with annoyance." You can check that out."

"I already have," Dusty replied. "I also found out that your last issue was completely subscribed and that the Securities Commission has instructed the trust company to release the funds. So, don’t bullshit me that you can’t get your money.” 

"Yes, that's true," Campbell replied uneasily. "But we haven't got the cheque yet, and quite a bit of that money is required to pay off Company debts. You know," he added. "I haven't received any salary for six months." 

Dusty could see the whole pattern playing out again. That last remark dispelled any remaining concern that he might be taking too tough a position. It was clear that they would look after themselves first, and then, if there was anything left, he might get paid. It was beginning to look like he was going to be out the money he had already spent to set things up, but there was a certain amount of relief in the prospect that he might not have to deal with Campbell, his partners or Mervin Chipman over the next few months. 

"You should know by now that if you start shuffling those approved funds into places other than this program, you're going to have trouble with the Commission," Dusty went on. "I read your prospectus. Chipman recommended a $212,000 program to evaluate those claims. I contracted to do the complete job for $190,000, saving you a total of twenty-two grand right off the bat, and you are still going to try and chisel me. Well, to hell with you. Have the money by five o'clock tonight, or find yourself someone else. I'll be here in town if you want me, but if I don’t see the money, I’m out of here tomorrow." 

Dusty scribbled the motel address and phone number on the back of his business card and threw it on Campbell's desk.

"I think you're taking a damn poor attitude about this, Sherant. You talk like we're a bunch of crooks. Maybe we should find someone else for the project, someone who has a little more understanding of our problems.” 

"Suit yourself," Dusty replied as he walked out of the office.

The morning sun had surrendered to the heavy gray bank of clouds that were spitting rain when Dusty emerged from the building. The early lunch crowds were starting to scurry along Pender Street as he walked to his truck. 

"It is going to be a rough year if things continue at this pace," he thought as he slipped a parking ticket from under the windshield wiper.

The phone in Dusty's motel room rang at three-thirty. It was Archie Campbell.

"We've decided to go with you, Sherant. You are fortunate that it is too late to dig up someone else. Your cheque is here. You can pick it up in the morning." 

"That's more like it," Dusty replied. “But better still, you have it certified, and I'll be there in a few minutes to get it.” 
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The sunlight flickered through the freshly uncurled leaves and kept the shadows dancing ahead of their footsteps as the young man and the little girl walked slowly down the tree-lined path. Occasionally a passerby would turn and pause for a second to look at the pair. He was slim, of medium height and well built, with long black hair lapping unevenly on his shoulders. He walked with the steady even grace of an athlete. His fair complexion contrasted with the darkness of his eyes, and his whole visage projected an image of paradox of confidence and sadness.  

She was small and very tiny-boned with fine features, and her short blond hair hung in ringlets. The resemblance between the two was, however, unmistakable. In all appearances, it was a father and his daughter out for an afternoon stroll. Her dress was fresh and spotless and was a perfect pink match for the rest of her outfit. Today was a special day for Julie.  

The park and picnic areas around the zoo were surprisingly quiet for a warm spring day. Mothers pushed baby buggies along the walkways or gathered in small groups to supervise their toddlers in the play areas as the father and daughter walked slowly, hand in hand, toward the animal pens. They joined a group at the penguin enclosure for a few minutes and watched as a young bird played with a fish, trying to instill some movement in the lifeless body.

"Would you like some ice cream, Julie?"  "No, thank you, Daddy." 

"How about some popcorn or peanuts?"

“No, I'm full."

They strolled over to the bear pens and sat down.

"We walked a long way today. I'll bet those little legs of yours are just about worn out."

"I guess I am kind of tired."

"I'd better get you back home pretty soon. We've been here quite a while. Your Mom will worry about you if we're gone too long."

They watched quietly as one bear began cuffing another smaller bear with a huge paw. The animals, however, held little interest for the girl.

"Daddy, why didn't you visit me for such a long time? I missed you very much."

"I had to go away and couldn't get back until now. I wanted to come and see you, but I couldn't."

"Mommy went to visit you. Why couldn't she take me with her?  I asked her every time she went, but she always said no."

"I know, but that's the way it had to be. The people who own the house where I was staying don't want little kids to come there."

"Maybe you could have called me on the phone."

"No, I couldn't even do that. They wouldn't let me use the phone very often, but I wrote you letters."

"That must have been a bad place with mean people that wouldn't let me come to see you or call me on the phone."

"It was."

"Are you going to stay at home with Mommy and me now?"

"No. You remember what Mommy told you. Daddy can't live at home anymore."

"Oh yes, that! I know what Mommy said, but aren't you ever going to visit us?"

"I will for a few days, but then I have to go away again, probably for most of the summer."

"Are you going back to that mean place that doesn't like little kids?"

"No, honey. I hope I never have to go back there. This time I've got a job up north. It'll be too far for me to come back and see you very often. I'm going to miss you, but Daddy has to make some money."

"Why can't you work down here near us and come and see me?"

"I wish I could, but this kind of work is out in the forest a long way from here. It's the only good job I could find. I'll try to come back and see you as much as I can." 

The young man stretched and looked at his watch. 

"I think we had better go. It's getting late, and we've got that long walk back to the bus stop."  

Glennda's basement suite consisted of a combined living area with a fold-out bed and a kitchen nook. There was a community bathroom down the hall shared with two other tenants. To Kitch, the dreariness of the place was overwhelming, but it was still a lot better than his prison cell. At least for the eight years they had lived together, they had been able to afford something better than this. She had tried to brighten the place up with fresh paint, floral curtains and some pictures she had picked up at a second-hand store, but it had minimal effect in dispelling the gloomy atmosphere of a rundown house in a neighbourhood that had seen better days.

Normally folded up against the wall, the kitchen table had been lowered for tonight's dinner to sit three. During the meal, the conversation centred on Julie and her day at the zoo. As Glennda cleared away the dishes, the little girl crawled up in her dad’s lap, hugged him and tried to stay awake, but soon her eyelids were permanently closed, and Glennda carried her off to bed.

"Julie was so glad to see you today. I didn't realize she missed you to such an extent. It surprises me since you weren't around that much when she was younger, and when you were home, you didn't pay much attention to her."

Kitch winced at the words but said nothing. He knew they were true, and he had made up his mind not to react to her bitterness this time.

"Father didn't want me to let you come over today. He feels you are a bad influence both on Julie and on me," Glennda continued as she poured their coffee.

"That doesn't surprise me. He was never one of my big fans, right from the moment we met. He made that very clear even before we were married. I suspected he encouraged you to break up with me back then. Was it his idea to start the divorce?"  

"No, I made that decision on my own. Dad did help me sort out how to do it. I know he never really accepted you, but you didn't make much effort to get along with him either. I wanted the divorce and still do. I've reached the point where I can't live your kind of life anymore."

"Do you think this place you have here is any better?" Kitch asked, looking around the room.

"It is for me. Sure, this is a dumpy little suite, and the neighbourhood stinks, but at least there aren't twenty people lying around stoned out of their heads all the time. The friends I have now are true friends, not a bunch of strangers hanging around because you scored some dope. They’re living life, not trying to escape from it. There's no way I'll go back to the old ways, and I'll never expose Julie to it."

"I hear what you're telling me," Kitch replied. They had been over this so many times that Kitch knew the futility of trying to change her mind. 

"If we could get back together, I would go for counselling and try to get my head straightened out. I could live the kind of life you want."

"I know you would try," Glennda answered. "It would work for a while, but for how long? A month, maybe three or four and then something would go wrong at your job, or someone would say something to get you mad, and the whole thing would start all over again. I can't live with the possibility of that anymore."

"I think you're wrong this time," Kitch replied slowly. "Things have changed. I've changed. The days when I was locked up were long, and I had a lot of time to think. I'm really out of that old space now."

"Are you off the stuff?"  

"Most of the time. I just do a little pot now and then to calm my nerves." 

"That's something. Did they put you through some sort of cure in prison?"

"Are you kidding? It's easier to get drugs in there than on the street, but I don’t need to do the heavy stuff anymore. I just want to get on with my life now and preferably with you and Julie."

"I hope you can sort it out, Aaron. I do, but you are going to have to do it by yourself. I can't help you anymore. It has been too long, and too much bad stuff has happened. Maybe, out on this job, away from the city and your friends, things will come together."

"Will you at least leave it until the end of the summer before you make up your mind about us?"

"I don't know," Glennda answered as she refilled their cups. "I will have to think about that. Right now, all I want to do is get on with my new life."

Kitch could see the futility of trying to change her mind as he looked about the small room. At least he would like to afford her a better place to raise their daughter. This was too dreary. The small windows, set high on the wall, looked out at ground level over a patch of grassless yard. Dirt and debris mounded up in little piles against the glass as if trying to escape to the clean, warm room inside. The furniture was old and cheap, and most of it was familiar to Kitch. He recognized an easy chair they had purchased second-hand when they were first married. He had seen most of the other stuff scattered around the room during his infrequent visits to her parents' home.

"I know how I want to live," Glennda said as she curled up on the sofa. "It would be so much easier to adjust if you weren't in our lives. If it were just, you and me, there would be no problem, but Julie loves you and wants to see you."

"I guess I understand, even if I don't want to. The prospect of losing you two hurts. Whether you believe it or not, I did miss you both very much. If you want me to stay away until the end of the summer, it shouldn't take too long for Julie’s memories of me to fade. I truly would like to try and make it together again, but I guess you won't believe any more of my promises."

"I can't, Aaron. Do you blame me? You have hurt me too many times." 

"I know. I haven't given you much reason to believe in me." Kitch's hands were shaking as he lit another cigarette. "Are you going to get married again?"

"I hope to someday. I still want Julie to grow up in a normal home with two parents."

"I wondered because one of my friends saw you having dinner with some old guy in a restaurant a couple of weeks ago. I thought it was your father until he described him. Is this something serious?"

"I don't know," Glennda replied slowly. "Fred is good to me, and Julie likes him. He adores her, and I think he would make a good father. His wife died a couple of years ago, and they never had any children."

"That's all great, but do you love him?"

"I think I'm past the point where that matters. I like him, and I feel secure with him. He's predictable and stable, and I need some of that in my life. Whether it will go any farther, I don’t know."

"I guess that kind of spells it out for me. Maybe we are more different than I thought. Whatever way it works out, I would like to see you and Julie again. I have a break from this job sometime in the middle of the summer and would like to come down then. Would that be okay with you?"

"I don't know. Please write me first, Aaron, before you come.”
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"Arnold! Have you finished packing yet?" 

"Sure, Mom. I'm just about done."  

Clothes and equipment lay scattered about the room: on dressers, chairs and the floor, everywhere but in the suitcases. All of it was new, having been purchased over the past two weeks at the recommendation of his Uncle Mervin. Arnold Chipman sat stretched out in the big easy chair beside his bed and surveyed his disarrayed kingdom.  

"If they had just given me the cash, they laid out for all this stuff," he thought, "I wouldn't have to bother taking this damn job."

"You haven't even started. Why did you tell me you were packed? I expected you would be all ready to go. I’m surprised, and a bit disappointed you are not more enthusiastic about this position your uncle has obtained for you."

Arnold met his mother's stern gaze as she entered the room. “Here we go again,” he thought. “I wish I could just figure out a way to get out of this crummy job without getting everyone on my back.”

"Just a figure of speech, Mom. You know I've got it all sorted out in my head. I’ll be ready in time. Don’t worry."

"Well, see that you get it done right away. Your Uncle Mervin is coming over in a little while to see how you are doing. I assured him that you were excited about this opportunity and anxious to get started. I want you to thank him for arranging this position for you. I'm sure you know how difficult a time your friends are having getting summer work, and here you are starting such a fine job."

Arnold knew exactly how much trouble his friends were having to convince their folks that they were desperately looking for work while they were avoiding any potential offers. "Mother dear," he thought. "I know exactly how much difficulty they are having. I have been one of the unfortunates. By the end of June, when all the high school kids are out, my friends will have fulfilled their roles as job hunters and will be spending the rest of the summer at the beach. But no, I have to be slogging around in some God-forsaken forest nightmare." 

"I forgot to tell you that your new boots arrived," continued his mother. "Uncle Mervin suggested that you wear them around the rest of the day to get used to them and see if they need any adjustments before you leave."

She unwrapped the boots, set them in his lap and walked out.

Arnold slowly ran his finger over the hard toe of one of the boots and contemplated how far he could propel his uncle with a well-aimed kick. Stuck in the laces was a white business card. Arnold slipped it out and read aloud, "Compliments of Dr. Mervin H. Chipman, Professional Engineer."

"Don't tell me the stingy old fart paid for them himself,” Arnold thought. “I wonder how many of his boring talks I'll have to sit through for this." 

Deftly, he took his pen and stroked out the word 'Engineer' and printed 'Pain in the Ass' in its place. Then he struggled into the boots, lacing them firmly to the top. Fortunately, they did fit.

"Hell, I might as well give him the full treatment," he thought as he slipped into a new pair of khaki pants.

"Let's see, a brand-new khaki shirt to match the pants, a sheathed Swiss Army knife on the belt on the left side, a Brunton compass on the belt on the right side and a rock hammer stuck through my belt at the back. If this belt ever breaks, I'm in trouble. Now, what else? Oh, yes, a rock glass on a leather cord around my neck, a waterproof notebook and two freshly sharpened pencils in the breast pocket, shatterproof sunglasses, a backpack, a metal clipboard and finally a pith helmet placed on my head at the proper angle. There, that should do it. As long as I stay in the house, I'm okay. If I go outside looking like this, they're liable to pack me away."

"Boy, do you ever look weird."

"Young man," Arnold replied to his brother, "I would like you to show proper respect for your brother as an important member of the Wildwood Exploration Limited official team."

"Maybe it will impress Uncle Mervin. He's down in the living room waiting to give you a few words of advice and encouragement."

Arnold had received his 'few words of advice and encouragement' four times already. He could almost recite the routine word for word. However, in a few minutes, he was downstairs, comfortably seated, prepared for Uncle Mervin to drone on through the fifth session.

"Dusty Sherant is a good geologist and respected in our mining community," Mervin Chipman began, “and you will be in a position to gain valuable practical experience through your association with him. I had a long talk with him and explained that you had just completed your first year of Geology and were looking forward eagerly to applying your newfound knowledge in the field. He was more than happy to offer you a position with his crew. I expect you to pay close attention to how he performs his work and carry out all instructions with care and enthusiasm. You will, of course, be the junior man, but that in no way should lessen your respect for the job. "

"You couldn't lessen it any more than it is right now," Arnold thought.  

"Have you completed your preparations and check-listed everything twice as I suggested? You cannot be too careful."

Arnold nodded, silently controlling his temper.

"Excellent! I see you are wearing your boots. Remember, your boots can be your best friend or your worst enemy in the bush."

"Oh no," Arnold thought. "Not the 'Eulogy to the Boots' routine again."

"Every night, you should rub your boots with a good waterproof leather preservative. Dry your boots slowly when they get wet and keep them firmly laced at all times. Now, are there any questions that have come up since we last met?"

Arnold, knowing that Uncle Mervin would not appreciate the only question he had, shook his head.

"Good," Uncle Mervin replied, getting up. "I anticipate a very profitable summer for you and will be looking forward to a full report when you return."

Arnold smiled. He had finally discovered something good about the job. For four months, he was not going to have to put up with Uncle Mervin and his big mouth.

It was his last evening in a civilized part of the country, and he didn't want to waste it. After dinner and politely saying goodbye to Uncle Mervin, he grabbed his guitar and headed for Rudy's. It saddened him that this would be the last chance they would have to jam together for a while.

“What a shame,” Arnold thought as he strolled down the street. “All this crap had to come down just as we were getting our act together.”

Rudy was working his way through some riffs on the piano when Arnold entered the garage. His friend was a year older and a head taller, but Arnold was recognized leader by his superior musical ability.

“Great to see you could make it. The way you talked this afternoon, I had my doubts. I've got some exciting news. It looks like someone has finally noticed us.”

“Why? What happened?” Arnold asked.

“You remember that gig we played at that old age home in Richmond last Spring?”

” I do. That was a blast. The folks got off on those sixties’ songs.”

“One of the old guys who lives there called me. It took him this long to trace us down. Anyway, his son is in the recording business, and he wants us to go down and audition for him. I told him you wouldn't be available for a few months. He figured it would be better if we could do it right away, but he could hold off for a while.”

“How long?”

“Probably a month or so, but any longer, and it sounded like the opportunity would be gone.”

“This damn job is becoming a pain,” Arnold observed. “I have to figure out some way of cutting short my time up there. We're supposed to get a break in the middle of the job, but according to good old Uncle Mervin, that will only happen if we don’t get rained out a lot. I'll probably need some kind of injury or sickness to get out early.”

“Can't you just level with your folks? Tell them you have no interest in this work and that this great opportunity has come along to pursue your music. I know my folks would understand.”

“You know that is not going to work. My old man does everything his brother tells him. I wouldn't be taking these useless courses if it hadn't been for Mervin Chipman. Some day I will get an appropriate kind of revenge for the way he has screwed around with my life.”

Arnold was deep in thought as he walked the familiar route home, so deep that he walked past his house to the end of the street before he became aware of where he was. He could see the dilemma was going to keep him awake most of the night. He retired to the porch swing to calm his mind and spent the next hour picking some soft jazz melodies. Finally, his father came storming out of the house, demanding he come in and stop this foolishness. After all, tomorrow was an important day for him to make a good impression. Arnold stifled his reply and trudged up the stairs to his room.

The next morning, he called Emma to apologize for not coming to see her the previous evening. He made up some flimsy excuse, which he was sure she didn't believe. He didn't care. He had wanted to break up with her for the past six months. Now, he had found another positive aspect of the job; he had an excuse for dropping Emma. After his father had hustled off to work, he thought about confiding in his mother about his problem, but his better judgment convinced him that such a move would not go well. He was finally resigned to his fate. In anticipation of the folks coming to pick him up, he finally assembled his gear in an orderly fashion. He was ready when the two men pulled up in front of the house in a new Jeep Wagoneer and some monstrosity of a trailer tagging along behind. The driver was an older man, short, bald and considerably overweight. He introduced himself as 'Cap' and disclosed that he would cook and look after the camp. After an interval of silence during which his sullen young companion said nothing, Cap introduced him as Aaron, another crew member. 

Arnold's father returned at the same time and made a big deal of welcoming the pair into the house. The third positive hit home; he would be away from dear old Dad for an extended period. The final straw arrived fifteen minutes later with the appearance of Uncle Mervin, who immediately launched into supervising the proceedings. The collection of suitcases, trunks and various bags and valises, which littered the driveway, prompted a discussion of what he could take and what must be left. Arnold stayed out of the decision-making process until his uncle declared that he would not need his guitar in the bush. Arnold settled the matter immediately by sitting down on the front steps and stating, “If my guitar doesn't go, I don't go.”

After an hour spent sending most of his possessions back into the house, they loaded his essential gear, plus guitar, into the truck. Arnold quickly said his goodbyes, effectively cutting off more long-winded advice from his uncle, and they were on their way.
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CAP

“When are you going to tell her?”

Cap was getting very tired of this same question every time he visited Doc Sanders.

“I'm going to do it; I'm just waiting for the right moment. This isn't something you happen to mention while watching TV. I'll tell her.”

“If you don't, I will,” Doc responded. “She deserves to know. And, another thing, you need to pull out of this bush job. You're too old and sick to be charging off into the wild country.”

“Can't do that. It's not a tough job. I'll just be cooking for a bunch of fellows and looking after the camp. Besides, I can't let Sherant down. He's having enough trouble getting a crew together, transporting all his equipment up north and squeezing money out of these Howe Street bandits.”

'You know it will probably kill you if you go through with this. I'll be blunt; you only have several days, and the number is not big, but I can see you are going to ignore my advice as usual.”

“Look, I appreciate your concern, but this tumour is going to kill me whether I'm stuck in bed at home or breathing the fresh mountain air. I do promise to explain it all to Margaret before I go. Anyhow, I won't be a burden to her if I'm away for a few months.” 

Cap thought about his commitment to telling his wife on the way home and regretted it. It didn't make sense to spoil the next few months for Margaret and the kids. If he survived, there would be time enough for all the grief at the end of the summer. He made up his mind to call Doc and explain his change of mind. There was too much to do to waste time worrying; he had to be on the road tomorrow. He was bone-tired when he climbed into bed at sundown, and he tossed and turned as the pain in his chest slowly grew more intense. By two AM, he was unable to lie flat due to shortness of breath. He slid quietly out of bed, not to awaken Margaret and retired to the kitchen to prepare a cup of tea. She appeared at the doorway as he was pouring his second cup.  “What's wrong? Are you ill?” She asked.

“No! Nothing like that, just a bit of trouble sleeping. I guess I am anxious that all will go well tomorrow.”

In the early morning hours, the temptation was strong to confess his medical condition, but he held fast, knowing it would only alarm her and cause her to resist his going away.

“I'm okay,” he added. “Let's go back to bed.”

The trailer was one of a kind. Cap had constructed it of well-weathered wood with homemade stock racks extending skyward from the four sides; it looked ready to topple over in the slightest breeze. The effect of too many do-it-yourself paint jobs, now chipped and faded, was grotesque. The wooden spoke wheels had once adorned one of Henry Ford's early mass-produced creations. Its attachment to the new four-wheel-drive Wagoneer gave viewers the vision of half a century of technological progress across the length of a trailer hitch.

Cap spent the morning carefully loading the last few items, but his mind wasn't on his work. Sweat poured from all the exposed surfaces of his body, from his bald head to his bare legs. He was of less than medium height, but a well-rounded belly that hung precariously over the top of his pants more than compensated for his lack of vertical stature. His eyes were clear and bright, but his skin showed the signs of seventy years and a slight jaundiced effect from the disease.

"Cap, you're a fool to try and pull that flimsy trailer to Smithers. You'll be lucky to make it to the highway with that load."

"Now, Margaret, I know what I'm doing. This is a good trailer, built sturdy and reinforced with iron all across the bottom. They don't build them like this anymore."

Carefully, he measured around the stock racks, but his concentration was elsewhere as he continued his internal debate. He jotted down the precise length, carefully measured again and then cut the required amount of rope from the roll. However, when stretching the cut portion around the racks, he discovered he had failed to cut enough surplus to tie the two ends together. He looked at the results of his mismanaged efforts and realized he needed to focus on what he was doing and quit feeling sorry for himself if he was to have everything ready to leave later in the day.

"Consarn this fool thing!" He exclaimed, threw the rope on the ground in disgust and flopped down on the bench.

"I came to tell you, "continued his wife, "that Mr. Sherant phoned to say that he won't be able to help you load up as he has to leave for the north today to make some arrangements. He apologized for the extra work, but he's sending one of the boys on the crew over to give you a hand. The young man's name is Aaron Kitchner. He should be here soon."

"Kitchner." The old man mumbled the name half to himself. “That name rings a bell. I seem to remember hearing about a young fella with a name something like that over on the Island a couple of years ago when I was cooking for that geophysical crew up near Port Hardy. He was in some kind of trouble with the police. I think he was arrested and sent to jail. I wonder if he's the same one." 

"You may soon find out," his wife replied. "That's probably him coming up the lane now."

Kitch was not in the best of moods that early June morning. Saying goodbye to Julie and another argument with Glennda had taken the edge off his spirit. It was the same old battle, but this time the finality of their situation was beginning to sink in. For the first time, he truly wondered if he would ever see his little girl again.

"Are you Mason?" Kitch's question came almost as a challenge.

"That's right," the old man replied. "Harold Mason, but most people call me Cap."

"I'm Aaron Kitchner. Sherant was supposed to phone you about me coming over. I guess I'm riding to Smithers with you."

"Yes, he phoned. It looks like a bunch of us will be driving north together. I hope we have room for everybody and their gear."

The two men looked at each other in silence for a few minutes, then, conscious of nothing more to say, their eyes shifted to the trailer.

"I've never seen anything like this before," Kitch remarked as he walked around the vehicle. "Looks like your load is going to need a lot of cinching before you move it. It seems a bit top-heavy."

"That's what I was about to do when you arrived."

Reluctantly following Kitch's suggestion, Cap shifted the heavier items to the bottom of the load, thus providing more stability. The two men proceeded to use up the rest of the rope, wrapping it in all directions around the trailer and its contents. As Cap pulled it tight to tie the end around the front of the rack, a wave of dizziness swept over him. He grabbed the side of the wagon for support, but his legs wouldn't hold him, and the next thing he knew, the young man had helped him to his feet and was supporting him as they walked to the bench. Cap had to sit for a few minutes before his head cleared enough to talk, and his strength returned. Kitch was staring at him with a look of concern.

“I guess I've had too much sun out here this morning. It made me kind of dizzy.”

“Are you sure you are okay? You don't look so good. Maybe you should go inside and lie down for a while.”

“I'm fine. I've wasted enough time already. We need to get going. We have this other fellow to pick up and should be in Kamloops by evening.”

"Man, I don't know about this trailer making it to Kamloops." Kitch shook his head as he surveyed the vehicle. "Couldn't Sherant afford anything better than this to move his equipment? I figured he was trying to put together a low-budget operation, but this is too much. Did you build this thing?"

"Look, young man, this is a good trailer. Mr. Sherant wanted me to get this equipment up there in as economical a manner as possible, and this is the way I'm going to do it."

"Okay! Okay! Let's hit the road and hope we make it."

"We go right after lunch. Where do we pick up the rest of your gear?"

"You're looking at it," Kitch replied as he pointed at the duffel bag on the ground beside him. “I travel light.”

It was early afternoon before they drove out of the farm lane. By then, Cap had checked his list at least half a dozen times, adding additional items as he went and frustrating Kitch to the point that he had to lie under a shade tree to get away from the confusion.

"Where do we pick up this Chipman?" Kitch asked as he looked over the map.

"He lives somewhere over in West Vancouver. Here's the address on this paper," Cap replied, digging a torn piece of an envelope from his shirt pocket. "See if you can find it on the map."

"Well, it looks like we've got a rich one on the crew," Kitch observed. "I hope he's a card player."

Finding Arnold Chipman’s home was easy. Getting away from it was another matter. They arrived during a family farewell party. After an hour of food, drink, introductions, and advice from Mervin Chipman, they were able to begin loading Arnold's gear, which he had piled up on the driveway.

"Well, young fella, are you all set to go?" Cap grunted as he closed the station wagon's tailgate on the third suitcase he had jammed into a space large enough for one.
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