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      Stokeland. It sits at a fork between two roads, one a thick, commercial highway bedevilled by ice for ninety percent of the year; the other a stripped, frozen weave of a road, impassable for ten months out of twelve and huddled beneath wedges of brilliant white snow. It is a wonder that Stokeland has any inhabitants at all; but it does, over a hundred souls.

      Angie Barker is one. She sits in Shay's, Stokeland’s only bar, watching the snow come again. It is just before lunch and a few townsfolk have made it in as well, their snow mobiles parked beside each other outside. They have come for the steamed moosemeat and sourdough, and some will chase it down with whiskey; Yukon Jack if they can afford it. Angie has cleaned the bar, ready for them, rinsing out the dirty glasses left from the night before and sweeping the sticky carpet, musky with sweat and the urgency of payday. Men come to the bar and spend their money from trapping or the zinc mines, as soon as they make it. They leave dull fingerprints on the pool table and the shiny surface of the bar, grubby reminders that they have yet to make enough to leave and head south where it is warmer.

      Angie is thirty-nine and has been for a number of years. She is too heavy and her skin is too blotched for her to be anything other than a functional barmaid; the trappers and miners do not come into Shay's to see her, only to drink beer. She hasn’t had to slap a hand away from her breasts for over six months. Not even after Ray Sullivan’s divorce party. He’d been wanting to leave Wanda for an age and she finally let him after finding out he’d been seeing a stripper over in Tramper’s Creek, where he tried to trade with the Inuit.

      Shay’s Bar had been packed the night of the divorce party. Jackie and Connor, men who worked down Stokeland’s zinc mine and were never apart, hugged a table, swaying together. Others, faces she couldn’t place, beamed over lines of shots. Shay’s Bar pulsed and throbbed the night Ray Sullivan’s divorce came through. By the time Angie stepped outside for a smoke, her shirt was damp from the unexpected exercise of running between kegs and optics.

      In a roundabout way, Angie thinks as she wipes the bar, Ray’s divorce has led to her being here, right this moment, waiting for one particular fellow to show. Today is her day off; she doesn’t have to be in. She could have stayed in her room above the bar, where a stove keeps ice at bay and she could watch Days of Our Lives on repeat. Instead she is passing the time, sweeping floors that have already been swept and washing glasses that are already clean, waiting for Gerry the Gin to make an appearance.

      “I don’t actually like gin, but it’s a thing that’s stuck.” That had been the night of Ray’s party. Gerry the Gin had traded his furs to the Inuits that day and, like too many Stokelanders, had come to drink away his money before being driven back into the snow to snare more animals. His eyes had the sunken, overbright look of someone pinned into an addled, swilled-in-beer way of life, and the breath coming off him was foul. Angie had hung back at the bar, nudging the stubs of whiskey to him. But Gerry’s shirt was clean and he still had a rough edge of an accent. It was enough to intrigue, in the washed-up room.

      “That so? Nickname like that and you don’t like gin.” Angie nodded conversationally but still kept back from the fetid plumes drifting from the man’s mouth. “Well, what else could it be?”

      “Nickname? Hell, I don’t know. Why does a man need a nickname anyway? Foxes and hares I skin couldn’t give a tuppenny fuck what I’m called.”

      “Right,” and Angie was about to move away, recognising the tipping point all men reached when booze had sloshed around in their stomachs for long enough.

      “When’d you get here?” Gerry the Gin asked.

      “When did I move to Stokeland?” Angie paused with her hand resting on a pump and thought hard. Santa Monica had been her home for the first thirty years, then Vancouver, with a man. That hadn’t worked out and he’d left her with a cracked rib and venereal disease. Bar jobs, drifting north. Then Stokeland. “Can’t remember, exactly. Five, six years, maybe.”

      “Can’t remember either.” Gerry winked and downed the shot of whiskey. “Left Skye in the forties, that much I do know.”

      “Skye?”

      “The Isle of Skye. My dad was torpedoed at the end of 1944. Nothing else for my mother to do but start again somewhere. Canada as good a place as any.”

      Someone shouted at that point, Angie remembered, and a glass had smashed. Paul Shay, owner of the bar and a definite non-taker of bullshit, swore loudly and marched round to where Ray Sullivan and his friends were shuffling their feet. Angie watched, their heads bobbing, slurred promises given. A brush appeared from somewhere and a chastened man began sweeping.

      Gerry the Gin chuckled into his glass. “Aye, Stokeland is a good a place as any.” And then, “unless I were to ever find Quilaq.”

      Wiping a cloth over a beer tap as she waits for Gerry to show, Angie remembers how she felt when he said that strange word. It was as though someone rubbed an ice cube behind her bellybutton: her stomach instantly began to ache, although the sensation was not exactly unpleasant. Quilaq. A word she somehow knew but had never said out-loud before. Qu-il-ack. And then, the night of Ray’s party the cold in her stomach seemed to spread and she felt swollen with a longing to find out more, to understand, to know about Quilaq. But Gerry the Gin had fallen asleep, propped against the bar, and then he left. So Angie now waits for him to appear again, so she can hear him say that word again. What does it mean? Is it a place? Quilaq.
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      And here he is again, Gerry the Gin. Angie has been waiting for him most of the morning, and finally sees him through the window of Shay’s Bar, his form braced against the snow, arms wrapped around his body in resignation as he climbs down from his battered old truck, which looks incongruous next to the snow mobiles. He tramps towards the door. A blast of cold air, white flakes skidding haphazardly across the floor, and the man is inside. It’s been a week since Ray Sullivan’s party and Gerry has been trapping again.

      When Gerry first said that word, the night of Ray’s divorce party, Angie thought she’d misheard, or he really had toppled into the space laid bare by booze, the space where words make no sense. Quilaq. That wasn’t a word.

      But he said it again and his face took on a dreamy yet clear kind of expression that pinned Angie to the floor.

      “Quilaq. The Inuits say it’s a real place. A city in the clouds. Sometimes I reckon I seen it. Shadows, ken. And the smells. Baking. Meat, roasting.” Gerry’s eyes closed softly. He smiled. “Shangri-La. You never heard the stories?”

      She has been waiting to see him all week. The night of Ray’s party, a moment after Gerry spoke, someone else had broken another glass and Paul Shay had started shouting. He was intolerant of breakages: glass was expensive to buy in Stokeland. Angie had to come from behind the bar to smooth things over and, when she was done, Gerry had folded into a heap on his barstool, a mozzarella thread of drool sliding down his arm. He had left soon after, blundering out into the night.

      And now here he is, after seven long days spreading the length of his weight onto the snow, setting his snares so he can catch ptarmigan. Angie has spent that time with the word thrumming through her brain. Quilaq. When she cleaned the beer pumps. Quilaq. When she cooked up vats of chilli for the regulars. Quilaq. When she tried to sleep in her narrow bed, the television blinking out rolls of grey static.

      Quilaq. It seems to speak to a part of her that she has tucked away so deeply she has forgotten it existed. It cracks open a compressed vault, allowing other memories to flow out: egg custard, the smell of rose water on fresh towels. The crease of her grandmother’s neck. With the scent of the old lady’s talcum powder in her nose, Angie searched for Gerry the Gin’s face each night amongst the men propping up Shay's Bar, disappointment when he didn’t show folding her stomach into a hot crush.

      Now, after a long week, the old man crunches into Shay’s Bar and peels back his wet coat. His bones protrude from his pale skin and he has the look of hunger Angie has seen on other men who spend too long on their own. He pulls himself up onto a stool and raises an eyebrow when she pushes a plate of chilli across the bar.

      “In all my years, a woman has never given me food freely,” he says.

      “I want to talk about Quilaq,” Angie replies. She turns away and reappears with two shots of whiskey.

      Gerry whistles when he sees them. “You really do.”

      “It’s just – I haven’t heard the word before, I’m sure. But then I must have. Since you said it, I’ve not been able to think of anything else.”

      Gerry says nothing until he has cleared his plate and knocked back the first shot of Yukon Jack. He breathes out heavily, gales of spiced foulness billowing into Angie’s face. She does not step back, though, and grips the beer pumps.

      “I haven’t eaten for over a day,” and Gerry accepts an offered cigarette. “That was mighty welcome.”

      Angie shrugs. They smoke, odd companions for a cold, snow-bitten afternoon.

      “Most folk round here will have heard of Quilaq,” Gerry says, eventually. “But they’ll likely think it’s a story. Stuff you tell a kiddie at bedtime. You know. Like the big bad wolf or the witch. Those kinds of tales.”

      “You didn’t talk the other night as though you thought it was a tale,” Angie says.

      Gerry shrugs. “I spend too long out on the tundra. Sleeping on the ground, dirt for a pillow. Earth and moss in my mouth when I wake up.”

      “But what about the Inuits? You said they believe Quilaq is real.”

      “Girl, why do you want to know so much?”

      To which, Angie does not have an answer. She cannot unlock the ravel of her tongue to smooth out a straight, linear answer: the truth – that Quilaq makes her think of her grandmother’s house, the one place she felt safe – sounds crazy. She can imagine a cautious look coming over Gerry’s face, falling shutter-like over his eyes. She can see him edge carefully to the door, waving away the offer of another drink or smoke.

      So instead she picks up a cloth and begins wiping down the bar. “I thought I knew most of the places round here, is all.”

      Gerry studies her for a long moment, rheumy eyes leaking down his cheeks. The glare off the snow can be eviscerating; Angie does not venture outside without her sunglasses. But crowsfeet around Gerry’s eyes show he wears no glasses and hunts his animals with a screwed-up face, a grimace against the balls of fur and feather giving him a livelihood. He peers at Angie in silence until her cheekbones ache with keeping still.

      “Yeah, the folks I meet believe it’s a real place.” Gerry accepts another cigarette. “Not like our kind of real, ken. Not like being-on-a-map real.”

      “What kind of real, then?”

      “I don’t know. Look, this old native I see from time to time. One of the Inuits who live beyond the Kirk Straits, amongst the caribou. Well, you get this fellow drunk enough, or cold enough, and he’ll tell you about it.” Gerry glances at the whorls of snow gathering pace outside the window. “Put a frozen man by a fire and his mouth will warm up with his soul. He’s told me things about this place, Quilaq. The way it’s timeless.”

      “Timeless?”

      “It was hard to understand, ken. I don’t talk much in their way and he knew only bits and pieces of our way. But that’s what he meant. The years don’t matter there.”

      Angie sighs and places a gathering hand over her face. The trapper made no sense.
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      Chilli dries in the matting of Gerry the Gin’s beard and Angie resists the urge to lean across the bar with her cloth and wipe it away. She wonders if he has ever known a woman.

      As he pokes an overlong fingernail into his ear and twists it around, leisurely, she doubts it. She doesn’t look at the smear of yellow on his skin when he places his hand back on the bar. The clock above the pool table clicks around to two; dedicated drinkers, the ones who take it seriously, will be in soon. The anchor that has looped around Angie the past week seems to shift, and her mind turns to barrels and optics, checking she has enough to see her through to the evening when Paul will show up. That word, the one she has been unable to leave alone – the one she has returned to all week, like a bird to a nest – that word has gone. It had been something strange. Quiller? Quebec?

      She once had a classmate in high school who moved to Quebec…and Angie is off, mind wandering lightly, opening doors somewhere. She gazes at Gerry, who gazes back at her. She wonders where he’s gotten his chilli from.

      And then the bar door opens and someone steps inside. A whorl of snow accompanies them, funnelling around the figure, wafting long skirts and laying waste to Angie’s clean, mopped floor. It is Hettie Neil and, before she even speaks, Angie knows she is looking for Frank.

      “I ain’t seen him,” Angie says first, words out before Hettie has wiped the hair from her face. The woman wears her usual, oddly shaped hat, the one that looks like a sailboat on her head. At least, it does in dry weather. Now, wet and furred with snow, it hangs down around Hettie’s face, bobbing forlornly as she edges into the bar.

      Angie has never served the woman, never raised a glass in her direction and, as Hettie moves slowly into the room, Angie sees again how much Hettie hates the place. The woman places her feet carefully, as though on ice. She wears leather boots that disappear under her skirts.

      “You haven’t seen him at all?” and her voice is hoarse and rough. She lives with her son on the edge of town and Angie wonders how Hettie can care for him.

      The boy is disabled, Angie knows, though she has heard Hettie describe it bluntly. When Hettie once came looking for Frank, she said her boy was an imbecile. It was an odd, shocking word that Angie hated.

      “Someone said he’d be here,” Hettie persists. A tick flutters in her eyelid, so to Angie, for an odd moment, it looks as though she is winking.

      “Which someone? I tell you, he ain’t been in. Not seen him for days.” This is true, though Angie’s dander is up and she knows her response is automatic – she would have lied to Hettie anyway, for shits and giggles. Hettie gets under her skin.

      “Jackie told me.” Hettie glares around the room, as though her man might spring out from the wood panelling.

      “Jackie ain’t been in here, either.” Again, true, at least for the week since Ray Sullivan’s party. But Angie says it to make a point and says it louder than necessary.

      Hettie finally seems to get it. She gives a sigh and heaves herself back to the door. The hem of her long skirt is dripping wet and smears the floor, though she doesn’t notice. What she feels, instead, is cold and, beneath that, the white flint of rage.

      Hettie leaves Shay’s Bar and Angie and Gerry in it, the two staring absently at each other. Frank is not there; Hettie hadn’t really believed she would find him so easily, but Jackie seemed so sure. The miner had leaned against the wall of the store and nodded his head: “Oh, yes, I seen Frank in the bar, just as I was passing. He’ll be there now, I reckon.”

      And Hettie had taken the odd, sweetly spoken man at his word.

      Now she feels a fool. She has tramped all the way across town upon hearing the news, abandoning thoughts of buying yesterday’s stale bread from the storeman - and Frank isn’t even in the bar.

      She stands in the battering wind outside Shay’s, flakes licking at her coat, cold settling into the damp creases of her skin. Frank, truth be told, could be anywhere, and she knows the odds are against finding him. He leads me a merry dance, she thinks, longing and hatred trampling her chest like attacking birds.

      So she does the only thing she can do, and that is to turn tail and tramp back home, past the store and the mine and the chapel, alongside the stream that runs on the outskirts of Stokeland whatever the temperature. She has yet to see it freeze over and home is about a mile along the water’s trail.

      And Hettie hurries. Ernest is not good when left with strangers and, even though he knows Mrs Naylor, their neighbour, he can still act up. Hettie pounds her boots into the snow, urging her bones on, back to her son. She is hungry: the smell of chilli at Shay’s Bar, though unfamiliar, made her mouth sting. But she had not the means to pay for it. Frank hasn’t left her money in an age; whenever she wants to speak to him about it, the man is nowhere to be found.

      “But he comes to see me,” Ernest tells her from time to time, cheerful, even though all she can give him for dinner is day-old porridge thickened with sawdust. Hettie remembers her daddy stirring a bowl of the same, in Ireland, when the potatoes went bad and they had to kill their chickens, before they gave up and took a boat to America. She hopes she gave her father the same pleased, unquestioning smile that Ernest gives her when he eats. A smile that says he is hungry and he trusts her to provide.

      The honesty shines from Ernest’s face when he says he has been visited by his father, but Hettie has yet to see him. And, even though she does not mean to, she gets angry with her son when he talks about Frank. “You should tell me when he gets here – he shouldn’t be sneaking into your room like a criminal,” and Ernest’s face would fall, and Hettie would feel wretched. It isn’t the boy’s fault – she sincerely believes that his father is to blame for their poverty.

      She trudges home, thinking these things, anger filling her belly where food does not. She had fallen in love with Frank’s tales and fancies, but stories about mystical lands and cities in the sky fed no one in the snow.
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      Ernest sees her before Mrs Naylor and is up, up out of his chair and out of the door, thin arms around her waist. Hettie looks down at him, pleased, but feels an ache as she takes in her son’s white face, hunger hollowing out his cheeks. It is as though his skin is emptying, she thinks, shedding the fat and ripples that children have – should have – so that Ernest seems…oh, not real, somehow.

      And yet he is real enough to her, and he is patting down her pockets, searching for bread. Mrs Naylor has fed him – Hettie sees a bowl of stew over the boy’s shoulder – and the fact he has eaten some is testament to his hunger. Hettie struggles to get Ernest to eat anything other than porridge, bread and a paste she found in the store, one made from nuts. She hasn’t got that today: her pockets hold nothing.

      Ernest is making a noise, a cowl, and she drops to her knees so their noses touch. Mrs Naylor narrows her eyes from her seat at the table but Hettie ignores her. She knows her son better than anyone, has calmed him this way since birth. She puts her hands on either side of his face and pulls him close, feeling his sweet breath slowing.

      “We’ll eat tonight,” she says quietly and swallows Ernest’s mewling disappointment.

      “There’s food on the table,” Mrs Naylor interjects, and makes a show of rattling the bowls. “Proper food. Milk loaf and peanut butter won’t make a boy grow.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Naylor,” and Hettie stands, pulling her son against her. “We’ll be going now. Ernest, say goodbye to Mrs Naylor.”

      Ernest mumbles and wriggles inside his woollen jumper. He has resisted Mrs Naylor’s attempts to dress him in a tracksuit, which had belonged to her son. He refused, shying away from the curious, shiny fabric, but not before touching it.

      Hettie takes her son back out into the snow and they walk the short distance across a white field towards their house. It is a rough block of wood, a room at the bottom and two above, a window on each floor. Rags are packed around the seams of the building in a futile attempt to keep in the heat. Hettie swings open the door and they enter, and she turns to wad the gap between door and earth with a piece of carpet she found at the town dump. Ice is smeared on the inside of the hut’s window and the stove has gone out.

      She takes off her sodden hat and sits Ernest down on the one armchair. Bends in front of the stove, numb fingers fighting to light the kindling. After several attempts she manages, and a mean strip of flame struggles for life. She turns to scoop Ernest up, heart thumping wetly as she notes how light he is, and they hug, the boy fitting into the curve of her side.

      A basket of sewing sits by the chair and, once Ernest is asleep, Hettie reaches round and scoops up a ball of mending, though it takes a while to thread the needle with her frozen fingers. She takes what mending she can from around the town and today the basket holds socks. Some of the items shock her, with their bright, garish colours; she wonders how the wool was dyed in that way. The patterns, too – swirls, animals, phrases. She can’t see how the weaver did it, creating such things.

      In the dim light Hettie sews. She mends holes, pulling together threads and seaming gaps and tears together with tiny, practiced stitching. She is known as someone who mends well, who can repair where others might have given up. Clothes are precious, here in Stokeland, with the town’s intermittent deliveries. She has found enough work, over the years, to keep her and her son going – just about. As Ernest snores beside her, their bodies melded together, Hettie turns the fabric over in her icy fingers, not noticing the sharp prick of the needle.

      She remembers how, in the early days with Frank, just a few months after landing in New York, she sewed his clothes. She remembers washing and cutting up an old rag, dragging colour back into the garment. It pains her, now, to think of it; how she started subtly, lining Frank’s trouser pockets with a purple square, so that only he would see when he pulled out his coins. She winces to think of how she added red panels to the inside of his coat, padding it out for winter but, she hoped, letting him know in a silent way that she could do for him – that he would find her a good enough wife. When they married, her father refusing to give his blessing, Hettie made her own skirt; thick waistband, green panel almost up to her bust, the kind she had seen the ladies wear back in Ireland before they abandoned their land.

      Frank never seemed to see her work, though; never seemed to see her bent over a ball of fabric against the light of the fire. Instead he carried on with his stories, practising them out-loud so he’d be ready to entertain those in the bars and saloons of Brooklyn.

      Ernest snorts and farts, a sour smell wrinkling Hettie’s nose. The oats and bread he eats fill his stomach with air. She wonders what his guts will be like, later, after Mrs Naylor’s broth. And, again, she thinks how hungry he must have been to eat it.

      She remembers that Frank eats anything. Week-old fish, seal, even horse. She senses there was little food in his childhood but never asked. He is Irish, too, but debt, rather than the blight, sent him across the water, to New York where he became known as the Story Man. She first saw him standing on a corner, near to the market stalls, holding sway with his wild tales and legends. The Irish around him loved it, loved the way his word-pictures transported them home to peat and broth and family. For the first time in her life, Hettie had been foolish and they married quickly. But there was no money to pay for a doctor when the time came, and she woke to find herself on a cart being wheeled from the city, a new baby tucked in beside her. She wondered if she was lucky to be alive, but Frank, the man who could weave tales from the air, barely spoke of those three days she couldn’t remember.

      Her own stomach growls. She swallows drily. The memory of the spiced meat from Shay’s Bar; Stokeland has flavours and tastes that overwhelm her. Sometimes she picks up packets in the store, turning the bright colours in her fingers. She can’t understand what they contain and the shouty, garish words on the front make her nervous. So Hettie buys bread, dried eggs, oats, the paste Ernest likes, and what little meat she can afford.
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