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Critics and authors praise Hannah Nyala and Point Last Seen, her gripping and personal tracking adventure


“Fascinating .... A moving narrative of the lost and the found, of suffering, courage, and redemption.”
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“Harrowing and bleak, ultimately redemptive, this story of family growth and poignant courage speaks to caring mothers, fathers, and all of us who wish to protect our children.”


—Louise Erdrich, author of Love Medicine and Tracks


“Tough-minded, profoundly moving ... gripping.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“A harrowing thriller and a riveting look into the fascinating world of tracking.”


—Jeffery Deaver, New York Times bestselling author of The Stone Monkey


“Extraordinary.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“That rarest of birds—a memoir truly worth the telling and an adventure worthy of the name. Unflinching in her observation, Hannah Nyala follows the track of the truth—her own and ours.”


—Jacquelyn Mitchard, author of A Theory of Relativity


“[A] poetic, beautifully written memoir.”
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“An arresting tale of courage and hard-won wisdom.”
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“Beautifully rendered .... The gripping chronicle of a tracker finding herself as she looks for others.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“A story of hope, survival, and the human spirit.”
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For all the Tally Nowatas in the world, and all the Rayburns.
And all the rest of us in between.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Only in fiction, I’ve always believed, do we ever really tell the truth. The courage to tell it, for me anyway, comes from the people who stay close at hand no matter how rugged the going gets. I have been blessed with an extraordinary human community who knows, above all, how to stick.


Pat May, sister de jure, believed in this story from its conception and offered unstinting support as I sweated it into being. Vicki Wilson and Ronni Kern, sisters de facto, did the same, proving that family is as much a decision as anything else. I cannot imagine living in this world without these three women. Not a day passes without me saying at least one prayer of gratitude for each of them.


C. Michael Curtis read repeated early drafts and offered ongoing encouragement. Irene Goodman discovered Tally Nowata and me in her massive stack of unsolicited mail and had the grace and nerve to see what this story—and its storyteller—could be. Then she proceeded to believe in us strongly enough—and practically enough—to get us there. Through Irene’s efforts, Amy Pierpont came along, with her cheerful spirit and enormous talents, and helped not just to bring Tally’s story to life but to deepen and enrich it. Deirdre Dore handled all the futzy details of checks and contracts and author photos with enthusiasm and efficiency. Linda Minton endured my insistence on defying the rules of English grammar in favor of truer language and still managed to copyedit with style. Alex Kamaroff tossed out story ideas and hope in equal measure. I am fortunate to have such a slew of great colleagues.


Through the four years this book was being birthed, many others befriended me, but some deserve special mention: Molly Rose Teuke, Jacqueline Mitchard, Pam English, Nancy Karbo, Pete and Marty Freeman, Reba Whittenborn, Craig Patterson, Melanie and Rick Yaeger, Lois Rushing, and Dennis Wilson. These are the sort of folks who make the world a better place simply because they breathe in it. What each of them gives of themselves on a daily basis boggles my mind even as it inspires the rest of me. But what each of them has done for me personally makes me both humble and yet terribly proud to know them, every last one.


And, finally, we come to the center of my soul: Ebenezer, my canine companion, who did not live to see the book finished so that we could return to our long walks together. Eb is still one corner of my touchstone. Brent, my son, who fought back from a malignant brain tumor with guts and good humor and showed me what kind of man Paul O’Malley could’ve been, is my second corner. Taliesin, my daughter, who fought tooth and nail and endured even my obstinacy to help make Tally Nowata both more humane and more honest than she ever could’ve been otherwise, is my third corner. And Stewart West, my dearest husband, who gave me the courage to love once more and proved it well worth the gamble it never actually was, is my fourth corner. We none of us get out of this life alive, but surviving while we’re here is at times a delicate balance. If I manage that, it’ll be because my four-sided touchstone stays intact. No matter what life throws at us, we stick.




The survivor is one who has finally learned
That survival itself is beside the point.


—Tally Nowata, Day 39





DAY 1


I worked my first search for the National Park Service the day I turned nineteen, and found my first dead body three days later.


Her name was Loren Blair, young and athletic and as good on a mountain as anybody ever gets—a first-rate climber in a class of her own—but she wasn’t climbing the day she disappeared. She was simply out for her morning run, tall and blond and beautiful as always, looking more like a model than a nature rat, when she stepped off the trail, slipped, and fell to her death. Five days passed before anyone even reported her missing. I didn’t get to her till two weeks later, far too late to do anything but call in the 11-44 and bag the body for transport and try desperately not to throw up in the process. Loren no longer looked like a model or a climber. She belonged to the dead, not the living. Nothing and no one could bring her back. This is the bitter edge of the work I do. The smell of death never lets up.


The next day the Chief Ranger made me a permanent part of the Windy Point Search and Rescue Team, and since then I’ve been stationed in the Grand Tetons, mountains that draw plenty of people who are a lot less prepared and fit than Loren Blair was. I’ve been trained to rescue these people, dead or alive, clothed or not, in all kinds of situations and all kinds of weather. I can rappel off a rock face carrying a grown man and do a solo rope rescue without backup, if needed. I can ski an injured climber off a pass in a blizzard and control the descent. I have been well trained to do these things.


But I have not yet been trained to deal with myself at the smell of a three-week-old corpse. They can’t train you for something like that.


And I certainly wasn’t trained for this.


Nobody can train you to die.


My name is Tally Nowata and this morning, for the first time since I was ten, I remember my dreams.


[image: image]


I dreamed of rain and then of dying and then of rain again and woke in a cold blind sweat, reaching for my half-finished net like a drowning person lunges for a line except my net was on hot sand instead of water. Red desert sand that hasn’t seen rain in at least a year to boot—which puts the lie to the wet part of my dream and punches the death part home. Hard.


It’s the bird, the songbird, that brought me to this, not the situation, not the sand, not the fear, not even the raging hunger. It’s just the bird. My very own personal last straw.


Two months ago I wouldn’t have eaten a song bird to save my life. Today I did exactly that. Stranded in a strange desert 10,000 miles from home, starving, alone, and beginning to come unraveled at my seams, and still, the worst of it is having to eat bird.


“When you get down to the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on,” Grandmother Nowata used to say. She never said what to do with the nausea that comes with hanging onto your own rope that tight. Or what you’re supposed to do if you discover your neck in the noose. Pray for double joints from the waist up and squirm free if you can, I suppose. That is Oklahoma’s answer for anything a gun won’t solve.


Never was much for a gun. Ropes are more to my liking, but a rope here would be overkill. The best tool I have for this job is a hank of flimsy hemp twine, and its rough edges did a number on my fingers this morning. Every knot I tied in my homemade net left its mark on me, but I squared them off anyway, four by four out from the middle until it was the size of a small tablecloth. My hands are still raw and shaking and look like they belong on somebody else—one of the dead tourists we pulled off the Skillet Glacier last year maybe. Minus the bloated pallor, mine look just like theirs did when we zipped them into the body bags: blue-gray, chapped, and battered from the struggle to survive.


On the carryout, Jed quipped that if only they’d prepared their minds for the backcountry as well as they had their fancy, color-coordinated, Goretex-studded gear, we might not be having to tote them and it out.


“Any man who can say tote and hold up his end of a litter at the same time might be worth keeping around,” I muttered, easing my way down a section of scree while trying to keep my side of the litter stable, and Jed shot me the bird with his eyes and almost tripped in the process.


“People pick some of the most inconvenient places to die, don’t they?” Jed grumbled, regaining his feet and making do with a gloved finger my direction. I grinned and winked at him. Jed’s been my best friend, colleague, and climbing buddy for nine years. We’ve shot each other the bird so many times we can do it without moving a muscle, so one of us going to the trouble of raising a finger is like shouting through a bullhorn. (And winking back is the rough equivalent of poking the bullhorn inside his eardrum and hollering at the top of my lungs.) I could feel Pony Sutton grinning at the back of our heads. The Windy Point Search and Rescue crew has been together so long now we know each other’s every last quirk. That is handy for the kind of work a SAR team does: total equality, total comprehension means we don’t have to waste words unless we just want to. Jed shook his head. He could feel Pony’s grin on us too.


Laney Greer piped up from the head of the second litter. “Bet the jackets these blokes’re wearing cost $500 apiece. Pay my rent and part of the super’s with that kind of dough. And just look at all the good it didn’t do them.”


We got quiet then, the way you do on a carryout sometimes—not tense, just focusing on the job, no longer able to leave issues of mortality to someone else.


Pony broke it up. “New gear’s a dead giveaway, Lanes,” she deadpanned, and we all groaned at her bad pun, then laughed not just because it was true but because every last one of us needed a break from knowing what we were toting right then.


It’s a fact. People who pitch up in the wilderness sporting the latest outdoor fashions are a SAR team’s surest customers and biggest nightmares. We used to bet on how fast it would take them to need rescuing after they left the visitor center at Moose and how big the callout would be for each one. Ten dollars a head for every SAR crew member called in to work the gig; two for every body put on standby. Since a big search can sometimes have more than a hundred people on the ground and that many more packed and ready to show up, our bets got lucrative fast. I paid for a two-week vacation in Yosemite that way one time, and the rest of the crew groused about it for three years in a row, but that didn’t stop us betting on the tourists.


Paul once said it was arrogant the way we did that. “Save people’s lives and bust your sides laughin’ at ’em all the way home.” When Paul is annoyed, the Louisiana bayou baptizes every word.


I tried to explain it—how if you don’t laugh when you’re scraping somebody’s body off the rocks and hauling it down the mountain you’ll go right round the bend in your own head—but couldn’t, so finally agreed, “Hell yep, it’s arrogant. Got a right. Let me tell you one thing for sure, O’Malley, one thing for damn certain. You ever see me needing the services of a SAR team, you can count on it—bet the farm you don’t own and your next girlfriend’s pretty blue eyes too—it’ll be a cold day in hell proper. Very cold, like switching that brimstone for this blizzard, poof!”


“As if one little Indian girl could change the whole ecosystem of hell,” he drawled, and I retorted that if you spend enough time anyplace you eventually get around to working on the decor.


“And please don’t call me Indian because I am only half.” This has always been a sticking point with us. Paul puts more stock in ethnicity than I do. He can afford to. He’s Cajun and Irish. I am something a good deal more complicated.


So here it is. Midsummer in the Tanami Desert of central Australia and hell gone twenty below zero. Paul has disappeared and I am alone, have been for fourteen days, eight of them without food. Hence the plan to trap that lonesome little bird. Necessity is the mother of everything.


He started whistling from his favorite perch just inside the supply tent at dawn. I heard, tried not to, and kept layering in the knots. Soon the blistering summer sun ricocheted off the sand and parched every single inch of my exposed skin. At 11:00 A.M., the ground thermometer hit 124 degrees Fahrenheit. I tried to ignore it, kept working.


Around noon, I finished the net and stood up, startling the songster into leaving—by the exact same route he always used, I noted, with a certain amount of grim satisfaction. It’s our loyalty to routines that makes us most vulnerable to predators. Balancing on two metal crates, I stretched the snare across his flyway, lightly hooking the middle and one corner between the tent frame and canvas, and stepped down trailing a long piece of twine. Then I crawled back up and readjusted it four more times before I was satisfied it was ready—in theory. There was nothing else to do but wait.


The pores on my sunburned neck seeped sweat, I could feel it rise, but the hot winds off the spinifex plains sucked the salty mist away before it even broke the surface. Heat shimmers rose and wavered. Tussocks of yellow spiny bushes marched endlessly to a lost point where this aching empty land finally meets the endless sky. My skin was taut and tired, stretched over my bones like a dirty piece of old cellophane, my long hair heavy with grit, my throat scoured by dust and thirst. My stomach bucked and kicked every few minutes from hunger pangs or the knowledge of my situation or both. Breathing hurt.


Red sand stretched like an ocean every direction as far as I could’ve seen had I been staring at it instead of the net, waiting for the bird to reappear. Clumps of acacia and other trees whose names I neither know nor care to dotted the swelling sand, struggling to recover from the bushfires that swept through last season, hardy shoots of pale green poking out through hectares of charred stubs and roots. A few mulgas, so dry their leaves looked silver, hugged the drainage near the waterhole. Fire does the spring cleaning here. It’s the desert’s housewife, more interested in culture than ecology.


But I wasn’t looking at the scenery or paying much attention to the Tanami’s living arrangements this morning. I’ve spent too much of the last couple weeks doing just that. The view never varies. Nor do the facts. I’m still stranded over 300 kilometers from the nearest human settlement and it’s still gone twenty below blessed zero in hell. Half-breed Okie lost in the heart of a continent that’s losing its ozone—now there’s a bit of cultural data for you. It’s easier to get skin cancer here than anywhere else on the planet today. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about already.


Worse yet, none of my skills as a wilderness ranger back home in the Tetons make one whit of a difference here. It doesn’t matter that I’m an experienced climber with peaks like Denali and Rainier scratched off my Must Climb Before I Die list. Doesn’t matter that I know how to dig a snow trench with skis and wait out a blizzard in relative comfort. Build a warm fire out of wet wood, spot an avalanche slope and grizzly spoor. Rig a Tyrolean traverse and guide a loaded litter to the ground on it. Doesn’t matter that I’ve worked with a SAR team in the Rocky Mountains for eight years, helping to save the lives of 47 tourists who got themselves lost or injured in the backcountry. Or helped schlep out the bodies of a slim dozen more who didn’t survive despite my crew’s best efforts. Doesn’t matter that I’ve stood at the feet of way too many three-week-old corpses, preparing the body for transport and reeling from that terrible smell. Doesn’t matter. None of it matters here, and that makes me sick to the stomach. Literally.


Anyway, enough of that. The bird finally returned. The trigger loop of twine sat limp in my fingers. I waited, nervous, sure he’d see the line snaking its way from the saggy tent above his head down to this woman below and depart by the back way on principle if nothing else. I could see it in living color, him somersaulting backward off the perch, neatly avoiding my trap, doing some solo avian version of a Flying Garibaldi move, way out of reach or need of a net.


But he didn’t. He just sat there, trusting and simple, surveying his little world, scratching his head. I wanted to leave and started to. He opened his beak to sing me off, in a routine we’ve pretty much perfected over the last month, and somehow, accidentally, I yanked the line. Tripped over it, I believe.


Then I simply stood there, trapped as a deer in headlights, shocked that my hairbrained plan had actually worked, not knowing quite what to do next. I’ve never killed an animal before, not even for food. None of my years of training are worth one red hill of beans here. Working search and rescue has nothing whatsoever to do with this level of survival.


Park rangers, it hit me dead center, as the bird struggled against the coarse mesh, fluttering and chirring in terror, are just as mortal as any tourist on the planet. Skills be damned.


Especially if they’re the wrong ones.


When that thought landed on the warm feel of the suddenly limp, feathered body in my hands, I pitched forward, heaving, crying, and the fingers that just wrung the tiny neck went numb and clutched at my stomach. The songbird, still secure in the knotted twine, tumbled to the sand and lay still, quiet at last.


Last straw. I, Tally Nowata, smell death. Again.


Only this time it is my own.





DAY 2


This wasn’t supposed to be about dying. It was supposed to be a vacation, a four-month furlough from a stressful job, joining the man I love in a place I knew nothing about on purpose. I came for fun, relaxation, sex, and companionship—and not necessarily in that order, either. Before exiting the plane in Alice Springs, I’d never set one foot in a desert, never had a hankering to, wouldn’t ever have done so if it hadn’t been for Paul. I like trees and mountains and cold, rushing rivers. I like valleys tucked away in the shadow of tall granite walls, plants without spines, and freezing wind and rain. Deserts were too much like the plains—you can see for sixty miles any direction either place and that’s just too damn far—so I intended to leave them well alone and die someplace temperate and green and preferably wet. Now here I am in the middle of a hot, red, sandy land, staring death down the nose and gagging so hard it hurts, and all the stuff I came for is gone like it never existed. Even him.


What I know about desert survival you could put in a thimble and still have room for a big man’s thumb, so what I think about my chances of surviving here are unthinkable. But I’m not a needy woman, clutching at any man in sight to help steer my boat or shoo the mice off my terrain. I’m as capable of taking care of me as anybody, more capable than most. I’m worried about Paul, yes, but I can stand on my own two feet till he gets back, and he knows that as well as I do.


This is something I’ve never said to another living being, but here I’ve taken to saying it right out loud several times a day. Convincing my own self maybe. Talking tough to keep the truth at bay.


Truth is, though, it’s not working, because in spite of all my talk the last few days, I am a little unnerved at this exact moment.


The worst of it, I think, is that after all the trouble I went to yesterday—snaring, strangling, plucking, beheading, gutting, skewering, and roasting that damn bird—I still haven’t managed to keep a single bite of it down. Tried again last night and erupted like Mount St. Helens minus the ash. My unfinished dinner went flying into the bushes and I tumbled onto my hands and knees, sick as a dog. Sicker, actually, than any dog I ever saw.


Back where I’m from they shoot dogs that get this sick. It’s the Okie version of the good neighbor: put the unfortunate out of their misery so the rest of us don’t have to watch ’em suffer. That way we can all pretend we’re exempt from the rules, forget them a little while longer, play God with a stick and a smile. But, then again, maybe that’s not quite right.


Grandmother Nowata used to say, “Life’s a terminal disease and nobody’s gettin’ out of it alive. Okies are tough, but Indians are made of four-ply steel granite. They have to be.” I never crossed horns with my father’s mother over that. She was dead by the time I was old enough to have the nerve to cross her. But, for my money, genetics are almost beside the point in the Sooner state: the whole damn population takes a stiff upper lip to the extreme. That used to bother me. I felt trapped by all the adults’ strength.


Today, though, I wonder. Maybe their forgetting is done to remember and they aren’t so much playing God as figuring out how to survive and not kill him—or anyone else—off. Maybe the thing we all know best about death is the one we lie about last. Maybe, when you get into the business of saving lives like I have, you forget the most important point: we none of us are gettin’ out of this gig alive. Maybe people like me fight too hard to beat the odds and people like my grandmother walk nearer the truth.


May be.


Can’t say. Wouldn’t know.


All I know is my own truth: If you’re still breathin’, you’re still a candidate for my services. SAR isn’t a job so much as an attitude: So that others may live. Save a life no matter the cost. We come onto every gig willing to give our own lives if necessary. There’s a certain folly in that, but we’re well trained, well equipped, and deadly effective when we show up, so people rely on us. Even we rely on us, me perhaps most of all. But then, I’m usually on the good side of bad situations in the outdoors. Here everything’s changed, like a pair of die flung high and no telling where they’ll land.


Enough. Just work the gig as if you picked it, Nowata, and keep your head in the middle of now.


It took a long time to pull myself together enough to retrieve the bird’s carcass and begin brushing sand off the greasy meat with fingers so dirty the effort itself was moot—but necessary. When a person shrinks inside herself, effort alone becomes part of the point, a big part. If you can still struggle you know you’re still alive, that sort of thing. Lies become articles of faith.


Spoken aloud, truth.
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Where are you, Paul O’Malley? I’ve run it down in my head a hundred times and am no closer to knowing now than I was the first time through.


Supply run to Alice Springs, four days tops. You were supposed to pick up your daughter at the airport, get that worthless base radio repaired again, buy another month’s stock of food, fill the water dolly, and come straight back here. You are the most reliable human being I ever met. Never late for anything, not even by a few minutes.


But you’re overdue now, for the first time ever—and by way too many days to count yet again—and I don’t know why. And the worry is starting to eat at my edges.
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Stay put, stay calm.


This is what I used to teach the tourists in my campfire talks on wilderness survival. “If you get into trouble in the out-of-doors, folks, stay put and stay calm. Survival here—anywhere—is 95 percent brains and 5 percent circumstances, so the smartest thing you can do if you get hurt or injured or just plain lost is to stay put and let us come to you. If we come and you’re gone, wandering, a miss is as good as a mile. Could mean the difference between us taking home an empty body bag that day or a full one a week later. Your choice.”


It is good advice, unvarnished and useful, and I have followed it to the letter in this heat-scoured place. For two weeks now, I have lived each day a little smaller than the one before—trusting that if I stretched the food and water supplies carefully enough and conserved my strength, Paul would somehow make it back, and we would laugh about whatever misadventure delayed him. I am not given to fretting. But nine days ago I finished the last half of the last granola bar; four days ago I stirred the last packet of fizzy Vitamin C into a cup of water and sipped it all afternoon; yesterday I killed a songbird and today I’m still trying to eat it. There is no more sidestepping these facts.


I’m in serious trouble, stranded in one of the most remote deserts on earth with summer in full swing and no hope of rescue. No radio, no vehicle, no weapon, no backup plan, no food, and nobody expecting me home for three more months so nobody to come looking either. It’s 322 kilometers to the nearest village, 115 degrees Fahrenheit at dawn and dusk, 125 in the shade at noon waist-high, ten degrees above that on the ground. I could try walking out, but probably wouldn’t make it to the halfway mark. Or the quarter. If that. I have a little over a gallon of water, which buys me one thirsty day—resting. Walking, I’d need twice that in this heat to cover 30 k’s, so 322 might as well be 3,000 for all the good it does my sorry little unprepared multicultural behind.
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History. Half a planet and two decades away and it’s still dogging my every step. Back home in the Tetons I joke about my mottled heritage. Not here. History’s a damn sight more entertaining if your nose hairs aren’t scorching, I think. When they are it gets on your nerves. Like family.


Little brother Dixon used to tell me Indians couldn’t get lost on the land “... if somebody paid ’em to, Tal, because we all have an inner compass, sort of a thin little needle in our hearts that always points north.” Dix had navigation issues. I will always believe that was because the state of Oklahoma put us in a foster home in Guthrie the year our mother died and our father went to prison for it. I was ten and Dix was eight, and our new parents were white, educated, and rich enough to have three meals a day and not save the leftovers.


Artis and Elaine Jones were good people and meant well. They wanted to do right by these mottled little part Potawatomi, part Lakota, part gringo orphans. I wanted to forget I was Indian; Dix wanted to remember. So they compromised and took us to powwows and rodeos and national parks and circuses every summer in their Lincoln Continental, read Black Elk and Pretty Shield and The Phantom Tollbooth at bedtime, made fry bread and Navajo tacos and apple pies á la mode. For two kids whose daddy was in the state pen and whose mama was in the strange red dirt outside Shawnee we were living high on the hog, but we stuck out like sore bloody thumbs and, at best, felt like a couple of charity cases. Which is exactly what we were. No state government can give you a family. I tolerated the Joneses and found some solace in horses and books. Dix hated them and focused on things like innate Indian navigational skills and, later, the curative powers of hallucinogens and alcoholic beverages. Inner compasses and Jack Daniels. Bad mix.


“So?” I ragged him mercilessly when we were teens, always worried that his habit of clinging to his bloodlines and social history was jeopardizing his chance at a decent life. “Who cares if you know where north is? If you’re not prepared you’re a goner anyhow, bro—don’t matter which direction your damn nose is pointed. Knowing north ain’t gonna make you any the less dead.” I had preparedness issues.


Make that have. Of all the things that could’ve taken me out, you might know it would be this one. I am not prepared for this place. If Dix was sober enough to know where I was and what was going on with me today, he’d bust a gut on the rightness of that little footnote to our family history: the one who always preached being prepared no matter what ain’t.


The singed smell in my nose, I just realized, is a sign of worse problems than ambient air temperature. That didn’t do it, though Lord knows it’s hot enough to. I did it. Leaned too close in to the campfire last night and that’s what singed my nose hairs. I was hunching over the tiny flame, sweating like a stuck pig but shivering, trying to comfort my innards with the innocence of a familiar camp habit, and I got too close. Just got too close. This desert didn’t singe my nose hairs; habit did. Habit on a hungry stomach and the weakened limbs and judgment that come with that territory. More of me is unprepared for now than I care to admit. Dix would have a field day.
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I’ve been over this a hundred times already, meticulous, point by point, and always end with the beginning: Paul, for whatever reason, is gone. I am sitting in the middle of the Tanami Desert of central Australia and the one person who knows I’m here has disappeared from the face of the planet. God help me.


More words echo inside my head. Enraged words, partially formed, bent on sapping strength and gumption. They need retracting before they escape. I swallow hard, and gag again.


God’s not in evidence at this moment anyway. No sense wasting spit on him.


A shadowy canine figure slinks past the open tent flap, and I forget all about God and saliva. They’re just not basic enough to worry about at this exact moment. I have more pressing things to consider.


Like predators.


The local dingo band that Paul came here to study usually lays low in the daylight hours, but since I cooked that bird they’ve been skulking about camp, watching me with fearless eyes. I’ve been trying to make myself look as big and intimidating as possible, but it isn’t working very well anymore. One of them, an albino female, has even taken to lying in the shade of a nearby bush. When I feel her calm gaze on me, I shiver.


Dingoes don’t attack people. I keep saying it. They don’t. It’s practically a law. The only problem is I’m not sure I look like a convincing human anymore, and I know they can smell my fear because even I can. It’s like a sweet musk tinge to my sweat.


Stay put, stay calm, Nowata. The dingoes aren’t your problem. Your own head is. Nose over your toes, focus on the known.


Water.


I’m on the end of the water we trucked in. One good sip and it’s less than a gallon. But I’ve seen this coming for a week and I’m ready. I’ll start using the spring this evening, doctoring the water with iodine tablets or boiling it, and as long as that holds out, I can hold on here. Humans can survive without food for up to six weeks.


So that’s it. Two down, four to go, and I still have a bird to eat.


That’s better than even odds.





DAY 3


The odds went to zero sometime in the night.


I knew the spring here was seasonal, that it would eventually dry up. The water level has been dropping slightly over the last few days. But then last night it disappeared completely, faster than I thought it could, and my best chance at survival—staying put until Paul shows up again—went with it. I no longer have a choice. If I live any smaller, I’ll disappear into the bowels of this place. That’s it then.


I move out tonight.


It is noon now and my pack is ready. My note to Paul is written and secured under a heavy rock so it’ll be the first thing he sees on entering the sleep tent. He’s still my best chance. If he knows where I’m headed and when I left, he can come find me, so I laid out my intended route (and my backup) and told him exactly what gear I’m carrying and how much water I have, to the drop. He’ll know what that means.


If he gets back, that is—no, when he gets back. When Paul gets back. Because he will be back. He would never leave me out here to die. He will be back for me.


Still, my mind wants to linger on the questions: Where are you, Paul O’Malley, goddammit?! And where is Josie? Did something happen to her? To you? Did you ever reach Alice at all? How the hell could we let something like this happen?


I cannot linger. Mental games of Twenty Questions will get me deader than a doornail out here faster than anything else, so I flat out cannot waste energy asking questions that have no answers. Focus on the known, Nowata. Lay this thing out backward and run it just like a search, only solo and no support. Leave the questions to the gods and the folks with full enough bellies and hydrated skins to answer them. You work with the facts.


322 kilometers. A few less, if I was a crow and could fly, but I’m not and I can’t, so 322 it is. 161 miles, give or take a few. Miles sounds shorter. I’ll go with that. The distance isn’t my biggest problem anyway.


Water is.


I dug a hole near the spring and managed to get enough to top off all my canteens—ten quarts total. That’s twenty pounds of liquid alone, way more than I need to be carrying out here and way less than I need to make it to the next waterhole. If Paul’s research maps are accurate, there’s a small permanent spring fifty-one miles to the southeast and a much bigger one ten miles beyond that. Once on the move, I will just have to drink as much as I can.


“Belly makes the best canteen, Tal,” Paul always said. “No sense totin’ it on your back.”


I don’t know jack fucking shit about deserts, but that much makes good sense to me.
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Stay put, stay calm. That’s only good advice if somebody else on the planet knows where the hell you are and is reliable enough to send in the cavalry if you don’t show up as scheduled. Pony, Jed, Lanes, the Chief. They’d all show up if they knew I was in trouble. Even Dix might, though after our last falling out he’d be in the right not to. Artis and Elaine would come, too, woefully ill-prepared for this place but determined to find their “girl,” if that drunk driver hadn’t taken them out together eleven years ago. Another ten-second slice of time that changed my whole world. I’ve had way too many of those. First my father’s mother, then Mama, then Elaine and Artis. They all would’ve come if they could’ve. And since they’re family they would’ve been expecting regular news from me and when it didn’t arrive they wouldn’t have waited three months to see why. Jed and Pony are different. They may get miffed at me for not writing, but it wouldn’t occur to them that I’m in trouble if I don’t.


It wouldn’t occur to anybody who knows me. And that’s my own damn fault.


The stay put, stay calm rule has no failsafe for people like me in a place like this. Mainly because I’ve spent a lot of years convincing everybody by my actions that I would never be here.
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Yet here I am. Worse than lost because I know where I am and exactly how insane it is to think I can get where I need to be on the limited resources I have. Only a fool would try what I’m about to try. Only a damn fool.


So be it. There are worse things to be than a fool. A coward, for instance. Can’t nobody ever accuse me of that. They might find me deader than a doorknob, laid flat out in the sun, toes curling upward, buzzards picking my eyeballs clean—but they won’t find me curled up somewhere whimpering. If I’m going, I’m going upright and feet first. Kicking, if I can manage it. I just have to get with this desert, have to figure it out and sidle alongside it for a ways.


The land does not look inviting.


The closest burn area stretches as far as I can see, with intermittent unburned patches throughout. Fire mosaic, they call that back home. No one can explain the logic of wildfire. It runs a line of its own and takes what it will clear to the ground, and under, leaving the rest standing untouched. Paul said it made for fascinating ecological puzzles. I’m less fascinated than overwhelmed.


The thought of walking through all that scrub soot in this heat—trudging over the miles of sand ridges that lie between me and that village—makes me tired. And if I miss the waterholes he has marked on these maps I won’t last long enough to remember the feeling, and that makes me tired too.


Enough. Can’t talk of tired when you feel it, Nowata. You know that. Focus on the known. Bend the details to your will.


Okay, water’s as set as it’s going to get. So what’s next?


The route.


I have two choices, both equally unappealing. There’s a dirt track cutting through about three miles from the first spring, but Paul’s maps don’t show any other water sources along it. Given my druthers I’d pick the track to walk on—even though Paul said almost no one travels it this time of year. But it’s human-made, mostly free of spinifex, flat, and shorter by a good forty miles. I could move fast and I wouldn’t have to worry about losing my bearings. If water wasn’t an issue, that would be the best way out of here.


Actually, if water wasn’t an issue I wouldn’t be needing a way out of here, so I can lay that one to rest. The other option is cutting across the big middle of this desert, south-southwesterly in general, traversing miles of scrubby sand hills and hoping I hit the few water sources Paul has mapped. One is big enough to be named. Lake Surprise. Even if I miss some of the others, I shouldn’t miss a pool of liquid that big. So that’s Plan A. If something changes and I can use the track, good. If not, I’ll go cross-country. Won’t be the first time I’ve had to do that.


So, back to the details. Water’s set, route’s set, what’s next?


Food.


Before leaving I intend to finish eating this bird. After all, I did kill him—a helpless little creature that’s done nothing worse than sing for a living. Already damned, might as well have the nutrition. I ate half last night—all of two whole ounces, I’m guessing—and put the rest away for later. It’s a good feeling, being able to plan a day around a meal again and having a portion size big enough to measure mentally. I like having that much control. It helps make up for everything else spinning way out of it.


The hunger’s the worst, I think. I’ve never been this hungry. Not even as a young kid. Then there was always somebody somewhere who’d share a bite of something with us on those long, empty days before the end of the month. A couple stale crackers, a slice of dry white bread. An orange on the verge of spoiling or a dollop of homemade peanut butter if we were lucky. Until you’ve been a child whose adults are on the government dole, you don’t know shit about monthly cycles. I hated the end of the month the first ten years of my life. On the rez or off, it didn’t matter. It was a bad time of the moon.


Shame and starvation fighting for first place in your body and your mind all the damn day. Town kids laughing and pointing and throwing rocks and singing redneck songs about bums on welfare. Father drunk and out of a job again and mother defeated but doing her deadlevel best to cope and smile and stretch two pounds of potatoes so it would feed a family of five for eight days, and everybody else we knew caught in the same deadly cycle. Here at least there’s one thing in my favor. The end of the month can’t make one whit of a difference. There’s nobody here to see my shame.


Which is almost beside the point today, because the hunger is driving me to my knees and I’d be there even if the whole world was watching. That little dab of meat made it worse, I think. I’m pretty sure I was doing better before I had anything to eat. Two bites of bird and I’m ravenous, eyeing the dingoes and not planning to bother with a cooking method, chewing on an acacia pod, watching a string of ants with more than passing interest. I’m more predator than person, judging everything by its potential nutritive value.


One thing’s clear. Hunger opens a bigger hole in you when you’re older. I get dizzy when I stand up now and I shiver at night, even in the heat. Plus I’m weak all the time, so moving takes not just thought but planning, and if I’m not real careful I drop things and stumble. I never remember any of that from when I was a kid. The most I can recall of then was the way my mouth would water when the ice cream truck warbled its way through town, always one street over from ours—never on it—the three sweltering summers we lived in McAlester. Just the idea of those cold sweets gave me chill bumps. I’d sit on the porch stoop and chew on a stalk of raw wheat and rage against my own slavering, craving spit. One week I was so angry about it I came up with a plan to hijack the truck by hitting the driver over the head with a board, but Dix ratted on me to Mama and she showed up to confiscate my board. Hunger has always taken me out of my right mind.


Even here. Especially here.


It made me mad at first, but mad takes too much energy and I don’t have any to spare, so I settled back and dreamed up luscious meals in my mind like we used to do on the rez the years we lived with Grandmother Haney. Over the last week I probably fixed my favorite dinner ten times: icy cold chunks of watermelon, chicken basted in honey and shoyu and grilled, couscous with roasted mangoes and chili peppers, and a fresh garden salad piled high with tomatoes and carrots and broccoli and chickpeas and mung bean sprouts. Then, all of a sudden, what I was doing hit me like a sucker punch to the gut and I quit it cold.


Knucklehead city. Dreaming like that in a place like this.


“The desire for comfort is one of the deadliest dangers in a survival situation—so, whatever you do, don’t go there. Sink inside wherever you are instead. Now just think about it, people. What kind of sense does it make for your mind to go wandering off to McDonald’s for a Big Mac and fries when your leg’s broken and you’re stuck in a crevasse ninety miles from a town too small to have a Mickey D’s? No sense, I’m tellin’ you, no sense a’tall. Use your energy to be where you are. That way, when we come looking for you, you’ll be there to help us instead of mired up to your damn middle eardrums in two all-beef patties, special sauce, and the likes.” I’ve probably said that a thousand times in training sessions and campfire programs, and it’s the gods’ own truth. People who come to terms with their current situation usually last long enough to be rescued. People who don’t die. It’s really that simple.


The problem is, I don’t have any real hope of rescue. Unless Paul shows up, it’s just me and this desert for a long, long time, and time is on the desert’s side, hands down.


But that’s the gig. Didn’t pick it, didn’t plan it, only have to deal with it. Sort of like childhood and I survived that just fine, now didn’t I? Aim for the finish line, Tal, and don’t look back.
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The dead finish. A shrub that’s earned its name. The one next to the supply tent just brought me up sharp, its needles brushing against my arm as I crossed between it and the tent.


Dead finish. Paul grinned when he told me about it. I did too. It was funny then. Today it isn’t.


Acacia tetragonophylla. Paul likes those Latin names. I would too, if I could ever remember them long enough to get fond of them. But they have too many syllables, so they usually go in one ear and right on out the other without leaving so much as a dent in my brain. This one I remember because it was so easy to tease Paul with. Tetra what? Foursided gono what? Venereal disease? For bushes only or are grasses susceptible too? Reckon it ever crosses species? Paul was trying to regale me with the plant’s horticultural characteristics, and I was doubled over, cackling at the irreverent things you could do to tweak the Latin name for the dead finish.


I quit laughing when he told me the reason for its common name. This shrub is the hardiest plant in central Australia; it survives drought, fires, floods, and time. “If you ever come on one that’s dead, you’re finished. Because when these shrubs die, Tal, it’s all over but the shoutin’ till the rains come through.” It was always ominous when Paul went Biblical on his analogies.


This dead finish is dead. Graveyard dead, I’d say. I just stand and stare at it and wonder how funny its Latin name would’ve been a month ago had I known I’d see its common one get this relevant this fast. Details. I wish now I’d paid more attention to all those ecological details stored in Paul’s brain.


“I’m on furlough!” I moaned at him once in the middle of a long disquisition on the desert raisin. “I don’t want to learn anything else about anything else today!”


Raising his wrist, he made a big production of laying it against my forehead, checking for a fever. I stuck my tongue out at him and stalked off, snapping, “I’m a tourist! A departing tourist, no less. One that’s leaving you old scientific types to your studies right this exact second, that’s me. Departing.”


“And what a nice view she affords her scholarly audience from here,” Paul said, stopping me in my tracks.


We made love right there in the sand and when we’d finished, Paul pulled me into his arms and whispered, “One of these days you’re gonna beg and plead for me to tell you something about the desert raisin, Tal, and I might do it, love, but it’s gonna cost you. Dearly.”


Man, I hate it when he’s right. If I could recall what he said about the desert raisin, I might be able to find some. But my mind’s as blank as a freshly minted penny. Blanker actually, because at least the penny remembers the shape of Abraham Lincoln’s head.


I’d pay every cent I ever laid my hands on to have Paul here to tell me where to find desert raisins.


I need to remember to admit that to him when we make it out of this mess.
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One thing is on my side. The decision to leave has put some steel in my backbone, and steel counts when you’re in a mess.


Even the dingoes recognize the change and have moved back a respectable distance. Only the white is still hanging around camp. I thought seriously about trying to trap her, but decided I can’t afford to waste the energy. Need water way worse than I need food. Hunger makes you thirsty, yes, but digestion uses up a lot of liquids, and I can’t spare any of them right now, so I’ll just have to deal with the hunger because everything I do from this point on has to be geared toward conserving my fluids.


That’s precisely why I’m forcing myself to stay put till the sun goes down. Now that I’m packed, part of me is raring to go and say the hell with the sun, but the part that’s still sane knows that would be idiotic because the sun here is high and tough and it sucks water out of anything it can lay a ray on. I can’t fight the sun. Have to wait for dusk and go by the moon. All I can do till then is sleep, think, or plan.


I must make it to that next spring. Paul’s notes say there’s standing water in that gully year-round. If I can just get there, I can regroup and maybe, just maybe, manage to march my way out of this godforsaken land. Then my biggest problem will be finding out what happened to Paul and Josie.
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Josephine O’Malley. Bright, articulate, stubborn, and tough as tempered nails. Looks at the world with unblinking eyes and knows how most of it ought to be fixed on any given day. Will tell you how, when, and why in a heartbeat too. Loudly, if necessary. She is the center of Paul’s world, the brightest flame at the core of his being. But she scares the ever-living daylights out of me. Always has.


Did it from the first time I laid eyes on her too, hovering near the door of Paul’s office one afternoon, shades of innocence and mischief slipping across her tiny, perfect face, clearly trying to figure out how to get her father’s attention without asking for it. Seconds later she succeeded. Raw power—in a package roughly the size of a flea and about half as old. There ought to be a law against that somewhere. I have never seen to beat it in all my life.


“Josie comes at the world on her own terms,” Paul always says. “Just like somebody else I know,” he tacks on with his crookedest grin. I’m too stubborn to agree out loud. It’s a moot point anyway. Fact is, Jo has about as much use for me as she does for a toothache. And, in the interests of total honesty, I’d rather get a root canal any day than have to spend time with her. We take one look at each other and break out in hives.


Paul’s mostly unfazed by the whole thing, laughs at us sometimes and says we only strike sparks because we’re so much alike and one day we’ll see that and be inseparable for good and then “Look out, World!” Paul always sees the world in one lighter shade of rosy than it ever could be. That probably comes from being raised in Louisiana. With so much swampland about, I expect you need optimism.


Oklahoma’s dry as tinder. We’re realists. So I worry there’s something deeper, more confusing, going on for both of us. For Jo, feelings of guilt maybe—that if she likes me she’s somehow being disloyal to her mom. Or anger—that I’ve stolen her dad, which isn’t true but I’m sure it looks that way. And for me, since I never had any kids and never intended to, I’m just not very good with them. That’s the short side of my end of it anyway, and I’m not interested in looking at the long side. The Nowatas don’t need to be procreating, that’s all, and I aim to comply. So Jo’s and my relationship has been tenuous, to put it mildly. This visit was supposed to help change that.


“She’s older now,” Paul said, “Ten full years.” Like chronological age actually means anything when you’re dealing with a prerational being, I thought loudly, biting my tongue on the words in my head. Drew blood but I did manage to keep them to myself. There are certain advantages to being raised the way I was. Like a high tolerance for pain.


Still, no amount of tongue-bitten silence on my part can change the facts. Josie may be ten by the book, but it’s ten going on forty-seven in the real world, and there this child absolutely believes she is the Queen of Everybody’s Universe. Throws a world-class hissy fit. “Makes corporal punishment look like self-defense,” I once told Paul, during one of her tantrums in the grocery store checkout line, and he said, “Then it’s a good test for all your notions about nonviolence, Tal, isn’t it?” Test, my eye. He was so right about that one it hurt.


Ever since I was ten I’ve tried to keep my promise to my mother: no violence no matter what. I’ve slipped a few times but haven’t hurt anybody seriously. Yet. But Josephine O’Malley is a temptation. A big one. Pony put it best one day at Dornan’s three years ago. Jo, as usual, was pitching a fit over something on her plate (or not on her plate, I can’t remember which). Paul, as usual, was cajoling her. I, as usual, was wanting to leave. So bad I could taste it. Even Jed was eyeing his dinner way too close, and all the waiters were huddled together in a corner and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know they were laying dibs on who had to ask us to vacate the premises. Josie howled louder and every adult in the room blanched. Pony finally raised her eyebrows and drawled, “Now I understand why the wild eat their young.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LEAVE
TRACE

Hannah
Nyala







OEBPS/images/common.jpg













OEBPS/images/9780743453585_cover.jpg
Her search led ber into deadly territory.

Her fight for survival






