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I first published Amyot as an ebook in 2012. Since that time, on the advice of reviewers, I have expanded the storyline, eliminated much of the technical detail, and added a Glossary of terms in the Appendix at the end of the book. May you enjoy reading Amyot as much as I enjoyed writing it.


Guy Allen


April 30, 2014
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A scattering of small villages populates the fringes of civilization in Northern Canada. Amyot is not one of them, but in many ways, it represents them all. Why these rural collections of humanity exist where they do can be defined by geographical attractions, a struggling tourist industry, the exploitation of natural resources, transportation routes, or significant historical events. In the main, people with the pioneering spirit, who have forsaken the relative comforts of a more southerly existence through economic choice or necessity, occupy these outskirts of society. Living close to the native peoples has blended and blurred the racial lines over the years. Although these settlements and villages are real, you won’t find Amyot on a map. It exists only in the mind of the author. 
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Disregarding the most essential piece of my late father’s advice almost cost me my life and will haunt me for the rest of my days.


Somewhere off in the distance, a bell was


ringing. I dragged my mind from total unconsciousness to a halfway irritated state. I rolled over, decided to wait it out, and then go back to sleep, but the noisy creature wouldn't stop. "Damn alarm," I muttered as I swung an arm across the small table by my bed, hoping to grab the clock and end its misery and mine by flinging it into some far corner of the room. 


No luck. 


All I managed to do was spill half a bottle of tequila, send a couple of books skittering along the floor and knock the telephone into the wastebasket. The ringing stopped. It took a minute for the realization to make its way through the haze that the sound was from the phone, not the alarm. The clock sat innocently all alone, unplugged, as had been the case for the past two months.


I'd had spent a total of sixty-three days of slogging through rain-drenched bush and providing meals for hordes of chewing, biting, and sucking insects while trying to map a bunch of rocks, which had nothing to recommend them other than the fact they existed. I had been looking forward to a night of blissful sleep after the long thirteen-hour drive from LaRonge. It didn't look like I would be so fortunate.


I lay back with my eyes closed and tried to drift away from reality, but I knew any more sleep was impossible. My body was about as awake as it was going to be in its present condition. 


"Who the hell would be calling at this time of day," I wondered as I stumbled into my tiny kitchen. One look at the wall clock told me the time of day was just about noon. The appearance of the room was my next shock. It was immaculate with a vase of fresh flowers on the counter, which was bare, instead of being covered with the disgusting messes I usually leave. The dishes were washed and put away, and everything inside the refrigerator was current and recognizable. Even the spaghetti sauce, which had exploded on me before I took off, had been wiped from the walls. Millie had left her mark. Millie Coltron, my guardian angel, owned a small office management business and, as such, handled all my reports, accounting, bill paying and telephone answering. These were the tasks I was either too lazy or stupid to do. Housekeeping was not in our contract, but she kept doing it. This is a double-edged sword, as unsolicited services of any kind from the opposite sex open that little door of warning in my mind, and this was no exception. The spectre of possible ulterior motives on Millie's part had occurred to me, but as usual I dismissed any suspicions. Besides, she was a beautiful sweet girl, a good friend, and I hated cleaning up my messes. That little door in my mind was my legacy and sometimes a nemesis, but it had guided me through the treacherous waters of life since adolescence.


When I was young, just into puberty, a wise man provided me with an extensive discourse on his thoughts on life and love. This wasn't the usual birds and bees talk, which is often imposed on budding youngsters. I pretty well had that one figured out through experimentation. This was about life, how it should be lived, and all the responsibilities involved. But mostly, he spoke about love, the emotion, and its various forms. He talked of ordinary love, which people feel for parents, children, pets or very close friends. He spoke of why it is so necessary to ease the pain and loneliness we bear. But above all, he talked of romantic love, of how true love was the most important thing in life and was so hard to find and recognize. He spoke of how physical lust is so often wrongly interpreted as love. He saw what he called true love as a very strange, fragile condition. When you think you've found it, it slips away in an instant. Many times in your life, he went on, you will believe you are in love, but be wary, and don't mistake something based solely on physical attraction for that very precious condition of a mutually shared genuine affection.


The words were spoken by my father, C. Sheldon Sherant, who was very drunk at the time, as he was on most of the occasions when he felt it necessary to impart these gems of wisdom to his son. He was a man who had found what he had thought was his soul mate. Unfortunately, this attachment only lasted a month, and was not shared by my mother. But Shelly never stopped believing that someday it would rekindle itself, or there was someone else to share his capacity for this precious emotion. 


Shelly was an only child: small, shy, and like many single offspring, very lonely. He had been raised in a strict, loveless, uptight Christian home, where rules and punishments were the norms, and hugs and praise were rare. He longed for someone to love him, hold him, and care about him throughout his early life. Then he met the one lady, who washed away most traces of his prior upbringing in a month. So, except for this brief period of unbridled passion, he had experienced little first-hand knowledge of the subject, which continued to captivate him. These limitations, however, did not prevent him from expounding his views to anyone who would listen. His most easily accessible captive audience was his son. But I did learn a few things, and some of them stuck. After that, my existence consisted of a series of events, which tested Shelly's teachings, prompting me to discard many of them.


"Be careful not to sacrifice yourself for physical gratification. It is fleeting, and the journey can be long and lonely after it's gone. Don't travel my road."


Those words seeped into my subconscious and stayed, especially the part about travelling his road. Shelly's voice located a little room at the back of my mind, slipped in, closed the door, and reappeared on those occasions when I thought I had found my true love. Just once in my life has it failed me. 


I did consider Millie to be a close friend, but with Shelly's years on earth as a guide, I consistently fought inclinations to take our relationship to another level.


Although at this point I didn't care who had phoned, curiosity got the best of me, so I called Millie's answering service, which was picked up on the first ring.


"Coltron Office Services, Gloria speaking," responded the perky voice.


"Gloria, it's Dusty. Someone rang me this morning, but I didn't get to it in time. Did you take it?"


"Mmmm, let me look. No, Millie answered that one. You want to speak to her?"


"Sure, why not, put her on," I replied, although I wasn't confident I was mentally sharp enough to spar with her today.


"Well, you are alive. When I checked in on you earlier, I wasn't too sure."


"You were here?"


"Who do you think shovelled out your place, the good fairy?"


"Yeah, I figured you for that act of random kindness."


"So, you don't remember me taking my clothes off and crawling into bed with you?"


"Gee, I thought I was dreaming."


"Which is the only way it's going to happen," she replied. 


"Should I be interested in this phone message?"


"You obviously missed my note. It was Dave Stenowicz. He called yesterday and said it was important he meet with you today for lunch. Today's call amounted to telling me he was at the Palliser eating his soup, and where the hell were you?"


"So, you made the appointment for me."


"That's right. I knew you'd be back today, and I foolishly thought you would be sober and conscious."


"You know me better than that. I'd better call him and find out what's going on."


"Hey, before you do, let’s get together and go over this last batch of field notes you sent. A lot of it doesn't make sense."


"I figured you might experience problems with my scribbles. Conditions were so bad up there that I tried to cram two weeks' work into a few days. Let's meet tomorrow. Bring that map-drawing gal of yours, and we'll try and wrap it up quickly."


I hung up with the feeling this verbal exchange had ended in a draw.


Dave Stenowicz was one of the golden boys of the oil patch, a gifted geophysicist who had struck out on his own from one of the major petroleum companies after finding them a bunch of gas production in an area of Montana that no one else wanted to drill. We were about the same age, early forties, but he was married with a whole brood of budding scientists. His hatred of physical exercise and taste for high-calorie lunches had slowly increased his lateral dimensions since I had last seen him. Any advice that he should start looking after himself continued to fall on deaf ears. 


I had supervised a drill program for Dave a couple of years ago, and we had developed mutual respect. His ability was well thought of in the industry, but he was not particularly liked. I attributed this to his intensity and single-mindedness, which put a few people off, especially the liquid lunch crowd at the Petroleum Club. We wouldn't be called close friends, but Dave and I got along. His contracts amounted to describing the task or problem and then letting me figure out how to solve it, which is what I like. So, as much as my head and body told me to take a couple of days off before I called him, curiosity again won out.


Dave answered in his usual, lovable sarcastic way.


"So, you didn't die as we all had expected. You do disappoint me, Daryl. That beautiful creature who looks after you tried to assure me you hadn't got my message, but I had vivid images of you passed out in your truck somewhere in the middle of Saskatchewan."


"Gee David, I thought you knew I am immortal.”


"Must be a bad connection. Was that immortal or immoral?"


Dave Stenowicz hates using nicknames. He insists on being called David and is the only person I know, other than my mother, who calls me by my given name, which is the main reason I don't usually respond to it. 


My mother and I sustain what borders on a total lack of interest in each other's welfare. The arrangement works well, as neither of us makes any attempt to establish a relationship. Her treatment of Shelly was our point of departure. On the rare occasions of her stopovers at home, they argued. Instead, I should say, she would make a point of her views, and he listened, occasionally nodding his head. I guess that was one of her joys, making his life miserable during her limited presence. This, of course, set him off on a week-long bender so that by the fourth or fifth day, I would search out his favourite haunts, drag him home and dry him out. How he was able to keep his job at the University during these times still amazes me. The bonds of tenure are definitely stronger than those of marriage.


Fortunately, I had a more sober mentor. Jeremy Prince and I were good friends from the fifth grade on. His Uncle Fred took us both under his wing. He was Shelly's drinking buddy but was usually able to quit after a couple, whereas father was often the last to leave the bar. Many evenings, I assisted Fred in dragging Shelly home, and he helped me put him to bed. Whenever Jeremy or I needed guidance or directions in getting out of trouble, we would turn to Fred. Jeremy's folks were too busy being important people to offer much in the way of parenting.


My mother found her true love at an early age, and it has lasted all her life. She truly cares for herself, and except for that month of abandon with Shelly, which produced me, no one else to my knowledge has ever threatened this narcissistic relationship, though many men have probably tried. Apart from a partial sharing of our gene pool, mother and I retain nothing in common. I've considered this lack of sensitivity on my part as a direct genetic gift from her. I turned to Fred or  Shelly whenever I needed a parent for advice or just some comfort during the bad times. Mother was always off on another trip to some remote corner of the world in her continuous attempts to teach people of underdeveloped countries how to live their lives.


Shelly died a few years later, supposedly due to his constant alcohol consumption, but to my mind, he had finally found a release from a life without the love he craved.


His funeral was well attended by his drinking buddies and co-workers from the University. As usual, as with most events involving our family, his wife was a no-show. I checked out on her soon after he passed on. 


Dusty came into the world as the result of my supervision of fourteen straight dry holes, or 'dusters,' as they are called, for a bunch of investors back in the sixties who had them drilled based on some promotional scam. One of the local techie reporters heard about the story, and the name stuck. I would have resented the nickname, but it pissed my mother off so bad when she heard of it, I vowed to keep it. 


"I need you to come in ASAP," Dave said with urgency.


"Can't you roll the hoop by me over the phone, and I'll decide if I want to jump through it?"


"No, too sensitive. Does double your daily rate get your attention?"


"For how long, half a day?"


I finally detected a chuckle from Mr. Stoneface.


"More like a minimum of a month but probably three."


"I'll be there by coffee break."


My next task was to transform a denizen of the Saskatchewan bush into a respectable member of the Calgary business community. It was a challenge. I was able to find soap, a razor, and some almost clean clothes.


I located my truck where I had parked it in the underground garage, sitting diagonally across two stalls, neither of which was mine. A couple of nasty notes were stuck under the wipers thanking me, an inconsiderate bastard, for blocking their spaces. I had decided to drive over to Dave's, but after reading these messages, I figured I'd leave the truck where it was, at least for another day.


Stenowicz Oilfield Services occupied the upper level of a converted storefront apartment in a fashionable address in Lower Mount Royal. Dave's wife ran an artsy antique store on the main floor, littered with an abundance of curios, many of which looked to me like things I had helped Shelly haul to the dump thirty years ago. Nevertheless, she was doing a thriving business catering to the local oil-rich clientele. Emily was busy with a customer but responded to my presence with a wave upstairs, indicating Dave was in his office.


"You look like hell," was his greeting.


I nodded, cleared some papers away, and sat down on the only chair not submerged in maps and reports.


"This better be good. I harbour a very limited attention span today."


"Oh, I think it will keep you awake," he replied as he spread out a thick roll of maps.


Geophysical tracings, to the uninitiated, look like the doodlings of a group of drunken chickens. This bunch was no exception. Usually, they show basic information such as location and any critical technical data. However, all I could discern from this assortment was it covered an area somewhere in northeast Saskatchewan, beyond the limits of places, which most sane people would visit by choice.


"What am I looking at, David?"


"Before I explain it to you, I need you to sign this paper certifying that you will not disclose anything you learn about this project to anyone."


"Don't worry; in my present condition, I'll not remember much of what you tell me anyway. How about I verbally assure you? I try to avoid signing papers like that. It helps lawyers justify their existence when someone screws up."


"I know, but one of the backers made it a condition for putting up the money."


"Okay,” I replied as I signed the form. The whole thing was beginning to make me uneasy. I had gut feelings telling me to walk away.


Dave put some weights on the top map and proceeded to explain.


"As you no doubt guessed by the coordinates, this covers a thousand square mile block of ground north of the town of Meadow Lake. I've heard it's not the most desirable country to be in during the winter. Did you ever work there?"


“Yes. I just came out of that part of the world but to the northeast of your area. Meadow Lake is not a bad town, and there are other settlements up there, Ile a La Crosse, Amyot, and some tribal villages. This is a mixed population: whites, Métis, and Crees. It's not particularly desirable to visit at any time of the year."


"Well, you may be going there again. As you probably know, my oldest son James is taking geophysics at UBC and working as an intern with a bunch of engineers in Vancouver. They had him doing a lot of interpretation work from government and private aeromagnetic publications. You've seen these maps, where they fly over an area with an instrument that measures the magnetism of the ground below. Last summer, he was helping me clean out all the old files and reports, which had been collected over the years when he came across old magnetic charts of this part of Saskatchewan. They are primitive technology, but he pointed out several interesting unexplained areas with magnetic patterns showing closure. He did some research on them, but there is very little available data. These circular anomalies of high magnetism may represent local spots where small buried hills of granite exist beyond the Precambrian Shield, which has been mapped to the east. If that is the case, the younger sedimentary rocks would be deposited along the flanks and on top of these bodies. If some of these sediments were porous and contained oil and gas, and if they were overlain by tight dense rocks acting as traps, then we could be sitting on productive reservoirs of hydrocarbons."


"That's quite a bunch of ‘ifs’ David, but I can imagine where it might be possible, and as you know, a lot of holes have been drilled on much weaker arguments." 


"I know. I've been involved in some of them."


"So, how do you support your theory?"


"Well, first of all, we ran magnetic surveys using instruments on the ground to verify the information on the airborne maps. That negated some of the closures but identified others, which didn't show up on the aeromagnetics. Over these spots, we ran some other surface surveys to substantiate the data.  We defined about a dozen small closures randomly spaced throughout the block. We believe they are buried granite structures but with a limited areal extent. However, some of them could be small pinnacle reefs in the overlying limestone strata, although those types of rocks are rare in this area. We believe our ground surveys define the contact zones between the steep sides of these circular bodies and the surrounding rocks. Our hope is that the sediments are porous and capped. There could be some oil or gas pools. We have no record of small reservoirs of this nature in the area, but gas is produced to the west of our block, and those wells show good production records.”


"A couple of things strike me. Haven't any of these ground surveys been run over this area before?  Also, I would think there must be some old drill records of holes up there from sometime in the past."


"There is, but the drilling has been focused more toward the Alberta border, looking for gas pools or extensions of the tar sands. The surveys are old, wide-spaced, and with one exception, miss our prospect areas."


"So, what's the deal?"


"We plan to drill test holes on three of the most promising structures, and we want you to look after the project. These are extremely 'tight' holes. We can't afford any information leaks, as the whole program is time-sensitive. We have the key areas tied up, and the rest of the block has been posted for a land sale during the first part of January. We are initially planning the three holes and possibly six to follow, but we want to see the initial program completed and all that data processed before the sale bids are opened.  A Mid-Continent rig has been contracted at a bonus rate to do the drilling. The first two holes are on land we have already put under lease. The location for the third well is set, and we are presently negotiating a deal with the owner. The contractor's key people are signed to secrecy, and we told them to handpick their crew and camp personnel. We are arranging for a secure communication system to the outside world."


"So, when do you want me up there?"


"We're pushing a road into the first site now, and the rig will follow in about a week. They should be set up and ready to drill in ten days. Can you make it by then?"


"I guess I must make an effort if I don't want them to start without me. You did say double my normal rate. That makes it six hundred a day and expenses."


"I am aware of your rates, and there's one other thing. A group of environmentalists is urging the Federal Government to set aside much of this area as a National Park, similar to Wood Buffalo. They've got the natives all fired up, convincing them that they'll pull in some cash from the tourist trade. This could be a problem. We don't know how organized or militant this bunch is; however, it's something to be aware of."


"That's not logical, David. There's nothing up there to protect, except a few moose that are well adapted to look after themselves."


“I know, but it doesn't have to make sense if the Government buys into it.”
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After the long drive, too much alcohol, and limited sleep, things were moving too fast. I knew I needed to take some time off, but the adrenalin had kicked in and masked my fatigue. I also knew I had been drinking too much, and it was beginning to bother me. Even Millie was starting to make snide little remarks about being surprised to find me sober after a job. As I get older, the hangovers require more time and effort for recovery. But most of all, I was concerned I was travelling down another of Shelly’s bad roads. 


What I needed now, along with ten hours of uninterrupted sleep, was food and a meeting with Marty Kallock. For the present, I opted for the last two. I phoned Marty, and he arranged for us to meet at a trendy little bistro on Eleventh Avenue. This was the current hot spot for the after-work crowd and Marty’s favourite hangout. It didn’t open until just before lunch and was usually still going strong in the early morning hours. The place was all glass and glitter and continual selections of current music that steadily increased in volume as the day and evening progressed. Marty and I had held meetings there a few times before. I was never sure whether he favoured the place because it was close to his office, or he just wanted to have a good seat to review the evening’s crop of lovelies. By the time I arrived, he was on his second coffee and absorbed in a serious conversation with a teenage waitress less than half his age, who was hanging on his every word. It was three-thirty, the quiet time between the lunch and the dinner crowds, so we pretty much had the place to ourselves. Marty is my age but looks at least ten years younger. He is tall, lean, with broad, muscular shoulders tapering down to a waist size most office workers would envy. He still has all his hair, a thick brown wavy mass that laps neatly on his collar. He is always impeccably dressed; he seldom allows himself to be seen in a suit unless the corporate world demands his presence. It is immediately apparent, especially to the ladies, that he works out regularly at the gym when he is not trekking through the bush in some God-forsaken corner of the globe. He runs his own exploration contracting service specializing in looking for mineral deposits anywhere in the world. As he describes it, his work consists of long periods of boredom punctuated by the occasional adrenalin rush of a valuable discovery.  I have worked for him and with him several times over the last few years. He is a friend and one of the few people in this business whom I trust and respect for his abilities in the bush. For the past two months, I had been working for him, running a satellite camp to map and prospect some mining claim blocks in the Foster Lakes country of northern Saskatchewan. He ran the main camp at the north end of Lac LaRonge. The arrangement worked well as I could send my progress reports to him with the pilots on the supply flights that serviced both our camps. He had closed the big camp a couple of weeks before I pulled out, and I knew he was anxious to be brought up to date on the results of my work.


I eased into the booth across from him and ordered a coffee, steak sandwich and a piece of pie from the young waitress, who barely acknowledged my presence; she was so intent on soaking up Marty’s line. 


Finally, when she managed to pull herself away, he said, "I called your service, but the girl told me she didn't know where you were. I got the impression she wasn’t too sure where she was either. Surely that wasn’t this great business manager you’ve been telling me about.”


"No, that was Gloria, the receptionist, and you’re right, I often have the feeling she’s not dealing from a full deck, but hey, she’s great to look at and knows which end of the phone into which to speak. However, even if she does know where I am, she's paid to say that. It drives my creditors crazy.” 


Marty has a short attention span, and I sensed I was losing him, so I went on.


“I guess you’re wondering what I’ve been doing the past few weeks for all the money you haven’t paid me yet. Well, I've got some of the stuff here in rough form to go over with you. Millie says she can have the final maps and reports to you in a week. Does that work, or are your clients hounding you for it?"


"No more than usual,” he replied. “They’re pretty happy with the program so far, but we need to talk about a couple of other things before we get started. Did the Mounties fly into your camp?"


"Not while I was there, but they may have come while I was out in the bush. Rollie never said anything about it, so they probably didn’t, or he would have told me.  Why?" The serious look on Marty's usually smiling face was beginning to unnerve me.


"They are investigating the disappearance of a couple of prospectors. It seems these fellows were landed up in your neck of the woods before you got there. LaRonge Aviation dropped them off, and they haven’t been seen since."


"Where were they dropped off?"


"Northeast end of Lower Foster. You know that spot just below where the water runs down from Middle Foster. There’s an old campsite on a ledge that sticks out into the lake."


"Okay, I know where you mean. I used that spot a couple of years ago.”


"The cops told me the story of what they knew, which wasn’t much. They said they checked all through the camp and found nothing to give them any idea what had happened. Some tent poles were cut, a food cache built, and some burnt rocks from a fire pit but no food. I got the impression they had no idea what they were looking for. They evidently just flew in, described what they saw, and flew out again."


"No tent, canoe, or tools?"


"Nothing. They figured it was strange these fellows started to set up camp and then just left. By the way, did Reuben show up at your camp? When we were finished, I sent him up there to help you just before we pulled out. He was happy to go, as he didn’t want to return to town. He had his canoe and some gear and set out cross country."


"He showed up but never said you sent him and sure wasn't much help. He just sat around and ate and kept pestering Rollie to go fishing. Being his son-in-law, Rollie was kind of torn as to what to do. They caught a lot of fish, but at that stage, I didn't care if they fished all day; I just wanted to get the job done with as little hassle as possible and get out of there."


"Well, I don’t think I’ll be hiring either one again. Reuben used to be a good worker, reliable and sober, but once he got a few bucks and got into the booze, he started going downhill."


"You know that was the second time Reuben was up in the Foster Lake country. He was there with Rollie building camp when I first flew in. I was surprised to see him, as I thought he was with your crew.”


"What?"


"Didn't you send him up there?"


"No, we shut down for a week about then. Reuben said he wanted to go into LaRonge to stay with his daughter and was insistent on knowing when we were going back into camp so that he could get a ride, but he didn’t fly with us back to town and never showed up to return to camp. I remember thinking it was kind of strange at the time."


"That is odd. He didn’t mention you had broken camp. He just up and left a couple of days after I flew in. By the way, what were the names of those two prospectors who went missing?"


"Just a minute, I've got them here in my notebook." After thumbing through a few pages, he replied, "Lucien Veneau and Gerard Richard."


Something familiar clicked in my head with the mention of the names, but I couldn't quite tie it down.


"Marty, do you know these two?"


"No, I had never heard the names before the Mounties gave them to me. I don’t think they are locals. That was another thing giving the cops trouble. They’d had no luck in backgrounding either one. No one they asked around LaRonge or any of the settlements had ever heard of them."


Then it hit me. When I was about a week into my survey work, I had found two claim posts with tags and very little line blazed. I was almost sure one of the names scratched on a tag was Veneau. I relayed this to Marty.


"Did you copy down the other stuff on the post: claim number, dates, and such?" Marty asked.


"I'm pretty sure I did, but I need to check my field notes. Let me call Millie and see if she can find it."


I put in the call and got a hold of Millie just as she was leaving the office. She was on her way home, but she offered to drop them off since she would be passing near our meeting place.


"Just bring all the August notes; that way, I'll be sure to have what I need."


Millie arrived half an hour later. She is one of a select few ladies who can shut down conversation when they enter a room. My back was to the door, but I knew the exact moment she came into the restaurant. Marty's eyes went glassy, and his jaw sagged. He never did finish his sentence. He just stared past me. Marty is notorious as a real smoothie with the ladies and endeavours always to keep this reputation intact. Despite a surprisingly stable marriage, his romantic conquests are legends. I had not seen him speechless until tonight. Millie sauntered over and sat down next to him.


"Hi, I'm Millie; you must be Marty," she announced.


Marty was stuck for a reply.


Millie handed me the field notes, and as she started to leave, said, “Dusty, I hope you two have more luck translating this stuff than I did.”


At that point, the waitress finally showed up with my sandwich.


“Can you stick around for a few minutes and go through them with Marty? This is the first thing I’ve had to eat today, and I’m starving.”


Marty had suddenly found his voice and was all charm, inviting her to stay for dinner with us, but she politely declined, indicating she was on her way home to prepare a meal for her son. She did agree to stay long enough to decipher my strange abbreviated note-taking methods for him. After she had gone, Marty quizzed me about her until I had to hold up my hand to stop him.


"Yes, she is very beautiful and sweet, and smart, and no, we are not into a relationship. She is my friend. She's a widow with a twelve-year-old son, and as far as I know, she is not hooked up with anyone, but you are, and I would not like to see you hurt her."


"Sounds like you are more interested in her than you admit."


I thought about it for a minute, then answered, "Maybe, but I don't want to screw up a good arrangement by getting serious with her. I find her very attractive, but my life is too unpredictable and complicated to hook up with anyone right now or in the foreseeable future."


Meanwhile, leafing through my notes, Marty found the reference to the claim posts.


"Here it is," he announced, “IP for CBS 5638, staked August 2, 1985, by L. Veneau. You indicate there was a metal tag, and the blazes ran southerly for about fifty yards and then nothing. Did you go down that line any farther to see if there was a final post?”


I remembered making those observations and thinking it was odd at the time there was no direction to the final post indicated. The blazing stopped suddenly a short distance from the initial post.


“No, I figured it for inexperienced stakers. I didn’t bother following the line to check for another post." 


"How come you were southwest of Jenny Lake?” Marty asked. “Our ground is to the east."


"Yeah, it was by chance. I was looking for an easier way to get around that big muskeg area south of the lake."


“I know what you’re saying. I tried the same thing this spring when I was in there. There’s no way you can avoid it. The date on the post is interesting. It was put in on the second. We sent Rollie in to build a camp around the seventh or eighth, and you arrived on the fifteenth."


"That’s right, and Rollie said that Reuben had been there a few days when he arrived."


Marty rubbed his forehead and stared past me. "That means Reuben may well have been in there at the same time as the stakers and might have had contact with them. The timeline makes sense. He didn’t show up to start with us until just before you went up there. I think I need to pass this on to the cops in Prince Albert. They need to talk to Rollie, and especially Reuben.”


The remainder of our discussion centred on the results from my final days in the field. The reconnaissance prospecting and mapping program had been moderately successful.  In all, I had located: a small silver-gold vein with visible gold, a substantial radioactive area, which my scintillometer indicated as a thorium/uranium source, and a low-grade disseminated copper-molybdenum showing of indeterminable extent in the granite. All were interesting and needed further investigation. Now, Marty’s concern was to convince his clients that these results warranted more work for them to loosen their purse strings and commit to a detailed exploration program. We parted with my assurance that I would have the final maps and reports on his desk within the week.
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The dawn of the next day brought a remarkable improvement to my disposition and physical condition. I felt I had rejoined the human race on a trial basis and was almost normal. Early to bed for the first time in weeks and sleeping well into the morning did wonders. By noon I was showered, shaved, and attired in clothes, which had not spent the last two months with me in the bush. I was as mentally ready as I would ever be to struggle through the translation of my field scribbles with Millie. I strolled through the slush across the bridge over the Bow River to the yuppie area of Kensington, where Millie had her office above an art gallery, which was doomed to bankruptcy. She was waiting for them to fold so that she could expand to both floors.


Today she was dressed in what I referred to as her 'power outfit,' a beautifully tailored dark blue suit with all the accessories matching perfectly. She usually looked good. Today she looked great.


"You really shouldn't have dressed up for me today," I announced as I entered her office. “I’m getting quite used to you looking frumpy whenever we get together.”


"You wish! Truth is I have a meeting later with a potential client who should prove to be able to pay on time and potentially be much less of a pain than you."


Two other girls, Gloria, the vacuous receptionist and a typist, occupied the outer office. In Millie’s private room, Mapgirl was slumped down in an overstuffed comfortable chair in the corner. Mapgirl's name was Karen, or Sharon or Erin. I was never sure. I suspected she changed it each time we met to confuse me. She was a third-year Geography student at the Calgary campus with an artist's flair for creating masterpiece maps from the rawest of data.  Her personality was almost non-existent, bordering on obnoxious, but her talent was incredible. She was a desperately thin haggard girl with straggly grayish-brown hair that roamed across her face when she moved her head. Her complexion was a dull gray, pitted mess. She was one of the few females I have encountered who would not necessarily look better if she was cleaned up. Her wardrobe, a product of the Salvation Army Thrift Store, consisted of a large bulky sweater of indeterminate age and a pair of man’s combat pants. She was a radical contrast to the immaculately attired Millie.


“Well, Mapgirl, what have you got for us so far?” My intention to piss her off was not a smart thing to do, but the tendency to push people’s buttons is one of my many character flaws.  Some people just have that effect on me. I have to find their buttons and press them. I had noticed that she did much better work when she was angry, which was generally most of the time.


“My name is Faron, and I wish you would use it when you speak to me.”


“Damn, you’ve changed your name again. I hope it has had some effect on your social skills.”


“My name has always been Faron. You’re just too stupid to get it right,” she screamed.


I felt maybe I had gone too far in goading her this time. Millie wasn’t helping the situation much, sitting there with a smirk on her face. She did, however, motion me to back off.
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