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To Jamie Donnelly

Who kept the faith

And kept the faith

And kept the faith

And kept it.
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Something new had been set loose across the land. The locals called it break-up. True, the river remained three feet thick with ice, in some places four, but in other spots the ice had definitely begun to move. The underwater currents now flowed swiftly, responding to the warmth of a Spring sun that appeared, finally, in the northern sky after months of arctic night.

Only a week ago the temperature had been fifty below, but Toehold, Alaska, knew that break-up was only days away. If you lived in Toehold and didn’t have a calendar tacked to the wall of your cabin you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between the last long week of a grinding Winter and the first sneak peek of Spring. Most of the folks accepted the Winter months with grace and pride—if you didn’t want the weather, what the hell were you doing here?—but people got grumpy when the sun didn’t appear as expected. When it finally did come out even the geezers had smiles on their faces. Suddenly the snow glittered like a mirror ball on prom night. It made you want to dance. Arctic Spring also brought an end to the uncommon silence of that deeply frozen other world that called itself a river. Spring brought the screams, groans, and great cracking shots of ice as glomerations the size of industrial-strength refrigerators fractured, heaved up out of the river, and ground against each other with a sound like locomotives slamming on the brakes.

Each year the forest service hired people to walk the rivers and report back on the progress of the break-up. It was a cold and lonely way to spend the time, but there was an upside: it paid real cash money in a place where a wolverine’s hide was considered a good week’s work. This year the job went to Mary Ellen Madden, called Mel, and she didn’t even have to apply for it. Old Fritz McFadden, a sourdough who had prospected, hunted, trapped, and connived for the better part of seventy years in the country, had monitored the river for the past ten, but Fritz had a boil on his ass the size of a jawbreaker and was also incommoded by a major dose of influenza. He couldn’t walk three steps without the world starting to swirl, and the prospect of bouncing around on a snowmobile with a fester that size was inconceivable. So, when Mel stopped by to see if he needed anything, Fritz said he’d cut her a deal. He knew she could use the money. That was no big secret. Everybody in town knew she could use the money.

This was the deal: “You walk the river for me,” Fritz said. “Tell me how it is, I’ll radio the report to Fairbanks, and you can have the money.”

“All of it?” she wanted to know.

“Half,” he said.

“I do the work, you get the money?” she said.

“You do the work, we get the money,” he answered. “Most people would jump at this opportunity, but I thought of you first.”

“You’re a first-rate human being,” she said.

“Don’t piss me off, or I will give it to someone else,” Fritz said, emphasizing the word will as if he were a drill sergeant.

He was right. She did need the money, always needed the money. Mel and money were not normally on a first-name basis, which is how she found herself out on the ice in a blizzard that caught her completely off guard. It followed three days of above-freezing temperatures, baby-blanket-blue skies, and cloud cover like an eiderdown comforter. Icicles were dripping like Jack Frost’s nose. The river ice was groaning nonstop.

Time to check it out, Mel thought. Strap on the snowshoes. This was a good day to be alive. Her parka was unzipped. She didn’t need the heavy hood around her face. Lovely. Lovely. A flock of white-cheeked geese veered down below the clouds and followed the river loudly looking for open water. She climbed a rise overlooking the river to take in a great length of it before she went down and walked the shore. To look out over this country from on high was a gift. You could see forever. The limits of self-consciousness dissolved, and you were swept into the infinitude of it all. Each breath taken from the wind given back to the wind. Once you got down into it you would be lost in its vastness: eternity in each step taken.

Mel caught movement from the far shore of the river, a half mile or more away. A caribou was running through the deep drifts along the bank. It was remarkable how a four-hundred-pound animal could move so easily through such deep snow. George Nanachuk, patriarch of an Indian family that had hunted this area for centuries, explained one evening while she watched him skin one that the caribou has a wide hoof that acts like a suction cup to give him purchase on ice and snow and steep rocky terrain. A painting of a man on a cross didn’t do it for her, but a hoof like a suction cup did.

About a hundred yards behind the big deer Mel spotted two more shapes—no, three: wolves. They were loping along on a steady trajectory with the caribou, but instead of closing the distance they merely maintained it. They never got any closer, but they didn’t fall back much, either. Mel knew that a caribou could outrun a wolf. In fact, it seemed to Mel that the wolves were tiring, losing interest. The one in the lead stopped running altogether and lay down in the snow, breathing hard. The other two did the same. The caribou continued on for a few yards, then it, too, stopped and looked back. The wolves remained where they were. When the caribou seemed reassured that they were no longer in pursuit it began moving again, hooked a left, and headed for the tree line, only now at a slower pace. At that moment, when it seemed at last to be safe, when it seemed that in another second it would be into the trees and lost from view, four more wolves burst from the forest directly in front of it and cut it off. It was an ambush, and the three wolves behind closed the distance to the caribou until there was no escape at all. They had outwitted the faster animal, and now they would take it down and devour it. Dodging sharp hooves and slashing antlers, the wolves circled the caribou, darting in and out, each time tearing away another hunk of flesh. They packed the snow and turned it red. One wolf, a black one, managed to lock onto the caribou’s nose, its powerful jaws splintering those of the deer. Now free of the antlers, the black wolf hung on and used its leverage to yank the caribou off balance. The caribou’s forelegs buckled, but it stayed up. Blood poured from the desperate animal’s savaged flanks, but it kicked and slashed till its sinews hung in strands and its bones showed through the skin left on its legs. Finally, when those legs could no longer bear any weight, it collapsed into the snow, and the wolves swarmed over it like maggots. So much for the kindness of strangers.

So intent was Mel on watching this spectacle that her radar failed to sense a shift in the weather. She had forgotten what Esther Nanachuk, George’s wife, had told her about how to tell weather in the mountains. “Just wait five minutes,” the old woman said. “It’ll change.”

And so it had. The breeze became a wind; the skies darkened; a late-season blizzard caught Mel out in the open with so much whirling snow she could no longer tell one direction from another. She knew that if she could get to the base of the hill, she would find some shelter from the driving wind. But when she got down there she was shivering so much she mentally prepared to die. When, when would she ever get old enough to know better? Now she knew the answer: never. The only thought that gave her comfort was that she knew, from listening to people talk, that the death was quick and not unpleasant, a speedy deep freeze. Zap, you’re ice and you’re gone. But how the hell did they know, sitting comfortably inside next to the warm stove drinking homemade from a jar? You could believe anything. Mel began to shiver uncontrollably. Hypothermia was setting in. Her body shivered, trying like hell to warm itself up, but no way. It had to be seriously below zero now, and the temperature was dropping steadily.

When she first came into the country she figured what the hell was the difference between twenty below, forty below, seventy below? Cold was cold, right? Bundle up. But two weeks into her first Winter taught her a lesson: choose twenty over forty, forty over seventy. The differences were real. At twenty, saliva froze in the corners of your mouth. At forty, frostbite took seconds. At seventy, moose piss froze before it hit the ground.

Before she realized what she was doing, Mel dropped to her hands and knees and began digging in the snow like a dog. At the edge of her consciousness she heard Esther Nanachuk’s voice telling a story about how her grandmother got caught in a blizzard in the old days. The old woman scooped out all the snow she could, then got into the hole and let the falling snow cover her up. She said it was so quiet and peaceful and warm that she fell asleep. She did not know how many days later it was that the snow stopped (she learned it had been three days), and she crawled out hungry but alive. There was a feast of thanksgiving when she showed up back in the village, though first she had to convince them she was not a ghost. She did this by puncturing the flesh of her thumb with a needle made of bone and holding her hand up high so everyone could see the blood form like a small, red pearl.

Mel lay on her side, her knees drawn up, her arms around her, like one of those Peruvian mummies she had seen in the Geographic. This could be worse, she thought, as her eyes shuttered down. Warmth wrapped itself around her like an expensive coat. Not so bad. If I die, she thought, will I die happy? Now’s the time for answers, right? Let’s start with a simple question: “Will I die happy?” She would, she thought, except for a few really annoying details:

“Did I leave the Mr. Coffee on?”

“Will anybody miss me?”

“Will whoever gets my truck know enough to pump the gas pedal real hard three times before turning on the ignition?”

“Would they scoop me up after the thaw or leave me for the birds?”

There was another thought, too, but that one she pushed back. That one Mel preferred to keep hidden. She hoped the moment of death held some kind of, well, some kind of what? Glow, maybe? Johnny Mathis singing, “It’s wonderful, wonderful,” from these great speakers she could never afford but always wanted for her truck? The sensation of golden French vanilla ice cream on the tongue? But all she felt was curious, and after a while, she wasn’t even that anymore. What she knew was that the wind howled like spirits come to get her. Then the wind went silent, and she didn’t hear or know anything at all.
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At some point in the darkness, her eyes opened, not because Mel willed them to; they just did. She could claim no spectral visitations, no dreams, no answers. Her only vision was a lot of white, a surround of white, in fact, but really kind of cozy. Not one howl to be heard. Mel wondered if this was heaven. If I’m frozen stiff, she thought, what am I doing thinking? which she was. And, if I’m thinking, maybe I can wiggle my toes—which she did—and make a fist—which she also did—spit that annoying strand of loose hair out of my mouth…And then it was like a geyser punching skyward from the center of the Earth. She blew out from underneath that snow having no idea how long she’d been there but dead certain that she was alive. Trial by ice and snow: she had been tested; she had won.

Mel felt light as a leaf. She wondered, would the wind carry her away? But her feet, when she stamped them, told her she was on solid ground, and that was really what she wanted.

The day was quiet and lovely, and she could see clearly in all directions. She didn’t feel like a ghost because she was ferociously hungry and had to pee. Then again, how would she know, having, to her knowledge, never been a ghost before? She was pretty sure, though, as she stretched herself out and the blood flowed back into each of her limbs, and she could still hear the river trying to disgorge itself of ice.

She wiped herself free of as much snow as she could and walked to the river, where she could see that the ice had pulled free of the bank, exposing a ribbon of water. It was happening. The river was in extreme break-up. A few more days of decent weather and the water would run free again. She watched as two plates of ice ground against each other until one slipped up and over with the sound of an ax blade being sharpened on a grindstone. It remained a solid slab almost perpendicular to the other. Behind it, one which she hadn’t noticed ’til this one moved, was another, oddly oval in shape, and moving slowly but steadily forward as if it had legs. Mel figured it to be noon or close to it. The glare from the sun on the snow was now so bright that she pulled a pair of sunglasses from her parka pocket to protect against snow blindness. Only once had Mel made the mistake of not using the sunglasses. The remorseless light had hammered her eyes, and she’d spent the next seven days feeling as if a file were being rasped across her eyeballs. She put on the glasses and watched the unusual slab of ice move toward the bank maybe twenty yards down from her.

This wasn’t right. Ice didn’t move like that. Maybe it did where dead people went, but she thought she had already answered that question. The oval slab rose up out of the river at a steady pace, totally encased in large plates of ice. It was like a colossus from ancient Egypt rising ponderously but implacably from its throne to its feet. It seemed to be walking. It was walking! This colossus covered with ice. The sun made this apparition shine so brightly that, even with her sunglasses, Mel had to keep looking away, and every time she looked back, the thing was closer to shore. It was alive! She saw what had to be legs encased in ice, big as trash cans, and in that instant she knew: a massive grizzly bear looking even more fearsome than it no doubt was. It must have spent the blizzard out on the ice of the river, only a few feet away from her, and now it had awakened at the same time she had, this sleeping giant, covered every inch with slabs and plates of ice. If it saw Mel it took no notice. She watched spellbound as this astonishing creature followed the river until it disappeared into a patch of frozen willows along the bank.
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Toehold made absolutely no pretense whatsoever at being anything it wasn’t. It was what it was, which was exactly what it wanted to be: a bush village about as far away from everywhere else as its residents could get without getting wet. A few clicks more and they’d be in the Arctic Ocean. Toehold had never seen better days, which was just as everyone liked it. It didn’t want to glory in its past, even if there had been anything to glory about. Anyway, its past was its present. As for its future? Well, Summer followed Spring, Fall followed Summer, and Winter eclipsed them all. The goal of the average citizen was to live through each one and start all over. It was not a place for those who shirked, and it was not a place for those in despair.

A raw and naked force brought people here, a force that could not be ignored, one that demanded your participation in a hundred thousand ways. The place itself buoyed your spirits if you just went with it. You did not come here to rule over anything. You came because you felt it was a grace note from God that this wild and good country let you be a part of it, not just another harried citizen crossing off his list of chores on a crowded city street. Anybody who came into this country had to be prepared to work hard, and, if they stayed, they did. All anybody asked was to do it on their own terms. Nature dictated what you needed to do, and that was all right, as long as it wasn’t a dyspeptic foreman on your ass for eight plus overtime.

No one knew with any certainty how long the village had been there. George Nanachuk, the Athapaskan head man, knew from his grandfather who knew from his own that it had always been a traditional campsite for hunting caribou during the great Spring migrations, though he doubted it was called Toehold then. For eons, thousands and thousands of these majestic animals moved through their range south to north, their graceful antlers curving back along their bodies like the bent bows of ancient archers. George thought the first permanent structures must have been smokehouses to cure the meat. Esther Nanachuk remembered sitting between her grandmother’s outstretched legs in a circle of other old women with their own granddaughters sitting the same way as they chewed the tough hides with their teeth to make them softer and ready for tanning.

Fritz McFadden might not have been the first white man to set foot in Toehold, though he was the first one who stayed. He moved here from Montana at the age of twenty to run a trapline. Montana, wild as it was when Fritz was a kid, wasn’t wild enough for him. He was born and raised in the Bitterroot Valley. It was a good life, real tough, but there was always food on the table and a blanket over you when you went to sleep. But his father remembered a time when there were no fences at all, so he inculcated his son with the belief that living in the valley was like living in a big corral. Fritz’s father was the one who got him into breaking horses for the army during the Great War, and he could remember crossing a frozen Jenny Lake in the Tetons in a horse-drawn sled to visit relatives, the only white family settled there at that time. His dad died from the pneumonia picked up on that crossing and was buried in ground that later became a scenic route. In fact, Fritz heard that every last inch of the place was roads and resorts now. He had absolutely no desire to see it again. Ah, but Alaska! That was another matter. The population of the entire state was less than in Helena, Montana’s capital. More to the point, the bounty of fur-bearing animals was much greater in Alaska, a fact that set Fritz dreaming.

Fritz didn’t recollect that Toehold had any name at all when he first arrived. At some point somebody must have christened it, and the name stuck. But nobody, including Fritz and the Nanachuks, knew who or when. The number of residents who now called Toehold home was about two hundred. All of them had a story, some ridiculous, some bordering on the Homeric. But everyone has a reason for winding up in Alaska. Fritz’s will suffice for the time being.

To comprehend the logic of Fritz McFadden’s migration to Toehold, you first need to know something about chickens. Then you’ve got to know something about mink, and, finally, you’ve got to know something about Montana water rights. Water rights were a valuable commodity in a range so dry. If you were registered in the water rights department of the local courthouse as numbers one, two, or three, the chances of your running out of water during a dry spell were, in the words of Fritz’s mother’s second husband, a shithead named Johnny Foss, as good as finding balls on a heifer, so everybody else had to covet what they had and worry about not having enough. But the biggest worry was ornery bastards like Johnny Foss, low man on the hydro totem pole and a son-of-a-bitch as evil-tempered as a man could get without having a red-hot poker shoved up his ass. He stole all the water he could by sneaking upstream and diverting it across his land, which, by the way, abutted McRossin’s place, probably the most successful chicken ranch west of the Continental Divide and owner of first rights on the water coming down from Ward Mountain, 12,440 feet of which were practically in his backyard. Johnny referred to them disdainfully as the McCluckens.

One September, a time of normally low levels of water, the drainage crossing McRossin’s place was lower than usual. The culprit was, as it turned out, not the time of year but Johnny Foss, who got his hind parts handed to him by Mr. McRossin’s ranch hands at the old man’s request. McRossin himself made sure he was there to give his thieving neighbor a final kick in the ass. By this time, Fritz’s mother had died, so she wasn’t privy to her husband’s humiliation, but humiliated he was, and vowed revenge.

Now the thing about minks that you’ve got to appreciate is that they are damn near the meanest animals on Earth and will kill just for the pleasure of killing. And the thing about chickens is you don’t want them anywhere near a mink. Even one mink can and will literally destroy a barn full of chickens, which is what the McRossins had, and the mink will kill them all without even eating a single one, leaving little tiny holes in their necks like a vampire.

Johnny Foss’s demented idea was a work of evil genius. On the border of the two properties, only a few yards away from McRossin’s barn, Johnny Foss built a barn of his own, and populated it with cages full of minks. His idea was to start a mink farm, and since mink breed quickly, Foss soon had hundreds of them, a legal fact of life that caused Mr. McRossin a truckload of aggravation and insomnia but about which he could do nothing. Johnny Foss hoped to shorten the old man’s life. It would be the perfect crime. Except for the fact that his plan came back and bit him in his own ass.

One dark night, one of the minks got loose—nobody knew how—invaded McRossin’s barn, and killed every last chicken in it. The needlelike bite marks on the chickens’ necks could have been made by no other animal. It was a disaster for McRossin, and shortly after that, Johnny Foss disappeared. He was found floating down the Bitterroot River with a bruise on his head that appeared to have been made by a collision between his skull and a shovel. The coroner, a good friend of old man McRossin, ruled it suicide. After the incident with the chickens, there wasn’t any place Fritz could go in the valley where people didn’t look at him cross-eyed, a guilt-by-association thing. So Fritz sold the place he had inherited, went to Alaska, and started his trapline.
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Toehold dug out of Winter and sloshed into Spring. The residents celebrated by sobering up. Life in the bush was defined by the seasons, and the seasons, particularly Winter, were defined by the consumption of alcohol, legal as well as homebrew. You had your solemn drunks, your sorry drunks, drunks who liked to party and drunks who drank alone, mean drunks, happy drunks, dumb drunks who thought their bonehead ideas were gifts to civilization, and crying drunks. Those were the ones you wished stayed home. There were drunks who drank beer first thing with their Cheerios and put a little Christian Brothers in their coffee. There were even a couple of drunks who never seemed to eat anything solid at all, namely Floyd and Lloyd, twin brothers nearly ninety years old who nobody could recall putting so much as a piece of dry bread in their mouths without washing it down with whiskey. One snowy night somebody noticed there were no lights burning in their cabin and no smoke coming from the chimney, so a search party went out looking for them. The way Buddy Barconi told it was that they found Floyd and Lloyd’s truck nose-down on an embankment. A strong winch was needed to get it out, but Floyd said not to worry about them ’til the morning when it was light. The heater wasn’t working but they had a couple of jars of Fritz’s applejack brew to get them through the night, so they didn’t have anything to worry about. They’d already seen that evening’s episode of The Rifleman anyhow.

For folks who claimed to drink only at night, the arctic night was a godsend. A nightcap lasted for seven or eight months, so nobody had to violate their principles. If you did your work properly in the Spring, Summer, and Fall, if you harvested and canned and smoked what you needed, there really wasn’t much else to do in the Winter except to every once in a while put some fresh meat in. One popular activity was to drink beer in Sweet-ass Sue’s bar, the Pingo Palace, the only establishment of that nature in town. The drink of choice was, of course, beer, because it was all most folks could afford, and the beer of choice was Olympia (as in “Gimme a Oly”), a brew indigenous to the state, Alaskans being as chauvinistic as anyone else, probably more so.

The only citizen in town who wouldn’t touch an Oly if you stuffed it in his Christmas stocking was old Fritz McFadden. “I ain’t never paid tax one to the ‘gummint,’ and I ain’t about to begin,” he declared. Yet that didn’t keep the man away from his daily portion of homebrew. Fritz made the best damn bush lightning between here and Point Barrow, and the man was rightly proud of it. He kept a still in back of his cabin which always seemed to be cooking something, from potato skins mostly, as Fritz was a demon for boiled potatoes and harvested a whole year’s worth every Fall. People said when Fritz died nobody was going to have to embalm him because he’d pretty well embalmed himself already.

Mary Ellen Madden could drink with the best of them, but what she preferred was homegrown weed. (To tell the truth, what she really preferred was chocolate liqueur, but she didn’t keep it around because if anybody found out, everybody in Toehold would think she was a sissy.) She kept a plant the size of a small tree out back of her place, but nobody gave a shit either about that or about Fritz’s still. It was just folks making stuff for personal consumption, and damn it, that was their God-given right. There was no police force, anyway, no 7-Elevens to stick up, no grocery carts to steal, no juvenile delinquents, no real crime to speak of, just a bunch of nuisance stuff like pissing out your front door or sleeping with somebody else’s spouse. The feeling was that if you were that dumb and willing to die, it was your business. Mostly it amounted to nothing, anyway, because if you were making it with somebody’s wife, he was probably making it with yours, so eventually it all evened out of its own accord.

Sweet-ass Sue always kept a few bottles of the good stuff around. Most of the time it was under lock and key, but she did break it out on special occasions, the most special of which was when hunters arrived from out of state. Hunting season was in the Fall, and a few of the locals made some cash as guides. That’s when Sue got out the Johnny and the Jack because the out-of-state hunters brought the cash to pay. Of course, they’d stand their guides to a few, and probably the guides’ wives would show up as well. So Sweet-ass cleaned up, and the locals got a taste of what they were missing when the out-of-state hunters weren’t around.
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As Winter shifted to Spring, diets shifted from caribou and moose, with maybe a little bear and a few ptarmigan mixed in, to fresh fish. Until she arrived in Alaska, Mel had never eaten so much meat in her entire life. She was by no means a vegetarian. She could always be talked into a steak, rare, I want it to moo, thank you, but in the Alaskan bush the craving for rich, fatty meat came on her an irresistible five times a day. She couldn’t get enough of it. Nobody could. That was what the cold did to you. Up here, a vegan was a freak of nature, surely a creature of unsound mind, and probably unpatriotic. Mel really wasn’t crazy about fish, but with the sun back and the snow gone, she couldn’t stand another mouthful of moose, either.

It was good to be outside again without putting on thirty pounds of clothing and boots like tractor tires. In the old days, all of the Indians would take up Spring and Summer residence in traditional fish camps along the river, each family on its own time-honored piece of real estate. Many families still did, but not as many. The nets strung across the river hauled in a feast of arctic char, grayling with their large dorsal fins, silvery white fish, and the ferocious pike, able and inclined to eat all the other fish plus an assortment of birds and small mammals if they happened to find themselves in hostile waters. Traplines were abandoned as life shifted to the river. Animal hides wouldn’t be thick and rich again until the cold set in once more.

All in all, Mel managed to make it through another Winter with her skin intact. Making it through a Winter was a matter of great pride up here. No matter how good you were with hook and bullet, you’d always be considered an outsider unless you wintered here. Love it or leave it.

What surprised Mel most about the warm weather was how much she continued to think about the ice bear. In her waking hours, it was always in the corners of her consciousness. He entered her dreams at night where she leapt upon his back and rode him high above the Earth. It was cold, yes, freezing as the icy tail of a comet, but she punched her fingers through the ice on his ruff and hung on as he bucked the wind and soared. She thought it might explode under her. Never had she experienced such a thing as this.
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One late Spring day, when the young grass was that lovely shade of bright golden green, Mel was out on the river just looking things over. Her mind was blessedly still, nothing roiling up from the bottom of her brainpan as it often did to disturb her peace. It reminded her of Beat poet Gregory Corso’s statement, “True power meant standing on the street corner waiting for nobody.” At this moment, that was just how she felt, too. Isolated as she was, she didn’t feel as if she were missing out on anything at all. Well, maybe there was one thing. No maybe about it, there was. One. One that, when she couldn’t turn off the thought of it, bored into her brain like a beetle after it crawled through her ear. But that was it. The news? Hell, wasn’t it just like a soap opera? Tune in the TV three weeks later and nothing had changed. The latest movies? Not a chance. She liked the old ones better anyway, the black-and-whites: Winchester 73, How Green Was My Valley, The Maltese Falcon, The Grapes of Wrath. Did anybody really give a shit about a fake meteor crashing into the Earth, and what if they did? She didn’t want to hear about it. But even those old black-and-whites, if she never saw them again it really wouldn’t be such a big deal. But if she never again saw the rosy dawn sun break over a glacier and paint it pink, it would be.

Mel did, however, like to read poetry. She had a few battered anthologies she’d picked up in used bookstores and carted around wherever she went. She wasn’t sure she understood it all, or even much of it, but it felt nice. “I grow old, I grow old, I wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled,” like those bent old men lining up waiting for the soup kitchen to open, bent old men on a broken street where weeds grew up through the cracks in the sidewalk. That line broke her heart. “Do not go gentle into that good night” was another one. Don’t worry. She wasn’t about to. But poetry wasn’t about the now; it was about the forever. And so was Alaska.

As for music, she liked country stuff, bluegrass in particular. She could do without all the redneck bullshit that went along with country, but she loved a song to tell a story. Those stories were eternal: hurt, pain, hope, jealousy. “I gotta get me a job,” “She’s thinkin’ single; I’m drinkin’ double.” Shania Twain singing, “That don’t impress me much” about some bozo with a big car. Alison Krauss singing from the quiet fullness of her heart about a room filled with so much good love there was no need for words. Wasn’t that what everybody wanted? Mel didn’t need to be near any fast lane to know it.

She had just rounded a bend in the river when she saw him again. Not at first, though. Mel had negotiated some modest white water in a dented canoe that Old Fritz had given her in exchange for lancing his boil (a truly odious job considering where and what it was) when her attention was taken by an enormous grayling that vaulted from the water toward the midday sun in an extravagant defiance of gravity. The fish hung in the air above the river, flipped its tail, and shivered in the light. Droplets of water flew from its body, each drop catching the sun, then the water parted and exploded with the colors of the rainbow as the big fish plunged back into it.

Then the great bear was suddenly there, crossing the river about ten yards downstream. Most of the ice was gone and his coat was golden, but it had to be the same one. No two grizzlies that size could exist in the same range. One of them would either leave or die. Bits and slivers of ice remained in his fur and flashed in the light. His thick, golden coat glowed in the sun. Muscles flowed under his hide. She could only imagine the strength of such a beast, though she knew that this bear could crush the skull of a full-grown moose with a single swipe of a paw ten inches wide.

Mel had to rouse herself. There was no time to sit and stare because the current was taking her directly toward the bear. She back-paddled quickly, but the splashing caused the bear to look her way. He stopped, stood on his hind legs, and faced her, all ten feet of him. He couldn’t get her scent because the wind was in her face.

Just stay still, she thought. Please, just stay where you are and go away.

She managed to back up about twenty feet, but he splashed down and moved toward her. Panic began to rise in her like the temperature on a thermometer when you hold a match to the mercury. He wasn’t moving quickly. He showed no signs of anger. Still he came closer with each step. Just curious?

“Oh, God, what do I do?” she said aloud. He heard her and stopped. This time his jaws popped, a sure sign of agitation. Mel jacked a round into the chamber of her thirty-aught-six and snicked off the safety, though it flashed through her mind that this might not be enough gun for a beast this size.

The canoe began to drift downstream toward him. The crosshairs were on his head, but she knew that a grizzly skull was so hard and so concave that it was possible for a bullet to carom off. Whatever advantage the rifle gave her began to slip away in her mind. She wanted to turn and run, but he would chase her down and that would be the death of her. She was afraid to put down the rifle and continue back-paddling. She was afraid not to. He stopped and stood to his full height again. Slowly his terrible bulk moved higher and higher, and the crosshairs moved with him, moved to his heart. Mel had the sight picture, but she was breathing so hard she could not hold it still. Please don’t make me shoot you. Please don’t make me shoot you. He dropped to all fours again, flattened his ears back, popped his jaws. Why hadn’t she shot him when he was standing up, when she had a shot? Her heart quaked. Where do I go? Where do I go? She couldn’t think. She had to move, stood up, fell out of the canoe.

The fast current grabbed the craft and shot it downstream. Mel tried to clamber to her feet, slipped, dropped to her knees in the water, squeezed her eyes shut, flung her arms around her head, floundered around waiting for the bear’s jaws to puncture her skull. Seconds passed and nothing happened. When Mel was finally able to look up again, the bear was lumbering off into a thicket, its great flanks rolling from side to side as its fair bulk was swallowed by the brush. She had actually scared him off, but not before his teeth had torn the side out of her canoe. God was a stand-up comic: “Take my life. Please!”
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Mary Ellen Madden, known as Mel to her friends, didn’t have very many.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like people. She did, and they in turn liked her. What she had to offer, right off the bat, was a double-wide smile and grey-green eyes that lingered like the haze of cigarette smoke in a friendly bar. Was she beautiful? Her nose, broken in a collision with a softball while she was on the mound in a women’s fast pitch game, gave character to a face that looked like it would laugh long and hard at a good joke. If the light were harsh it would reveal the faint beginnings of slender lines, but was this merely history, or a map to the secrets stored in the sacred regions of her heart? Her teeth were large with dime-thin gaps between them, but so white they pretty near glowed in the dark. If you had to be eaten, you wanted those teeth to do the chewing. All in all, Mel got your attention. In return, she was a very good listener. She was by no means a politician, but she shared a trait in common with the most successful of them: she made you think that, at that moment, there was no one on Earth more interesting than you.

Then why were friendships so rare? She was a drifter, had been literally half her life, just couldn’t stay put, so there had never been the time to invest an attachment with more than passing meaning. Her grandfather back in Mudsuck, West Virginia (so called because of a giant sinkhole that opened up near the tailings of the #10 Tug River coal mine, swallowing a steam shovel, two dozers, and a jackass used to haul the man cars in and out of the tunnels), had been a wanderer, always hopping freight trains to somewhere else. One morning he’d be eating breakfast, and by lunchtime he’d be gone, but he always came back, except for once, and that happened not long before his final demise.

The man was in his eighties then and suffering from dementia, so somebody had to keep a watch over him at all times to see that he didn’t wind up hurting himself. But the old man was clever, could see through the darkness of his own mind, and one day he slipped away, disappeared like smoke up a chimney. A day passed, then a second, and still nobody knew what the hell had happened to him. The worry really set in when Mel noticed Gramps’s shotgun had gone with him. All Mel and her mother could think of was that the daft old man had gone traipsing through the woods, tripped over a tree root, and accidentally blew his head off.

On the third day, the telephone rang. The ring sounded unusually rude and persistent. Mel was certain it spelled trouble. Mel’s mother answered the phone, said, “Yes, this is where he lives.” It was the state police.

“Anybody git hurt?” she stammered.

“No,” was the answer, “but you’d best come get him before somebody does.”

The old man had stretched a logging chain across the highway and sat himself behind it on a barrel with the shotgun across his lap vowing to anybody within range that he was there to “keep the furriners out.”
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Mel was barely sixteen when she and her mother left Mudsuck. Another year passed and she was out on her own. Mel waited tables and learned how to tend bar, transportable skills she could take with her as she gypsied around the country. At one point she dropped below the border into Mexico, but turned around before she went too far south, and came back. It’d been no insult to tell this Yanqui to go home because she couldn’t wait to get there, though home did change every couple of years or so. She’d be someplace, and it’d be fine until it wasn’t. No reason. Didn’t have to be. Mel would wake up one morning and it would just be time to go. It was always the same: do a wash at the Laundromat, close her bank account, pack a box with easy-to-handle food so she could eat with one hand and drive with the other, fill the gas tank. The checkout drill. By afternoon she’d be gone, a duffel bag of clothing chucked into the back of her Dodge Ramcharger along with a Crock-Pot and Mr. Coffee.

There was, once, a point in Mel’s travels where she clocked a personal best for Time Stayed Put. East of Phoenix, Arizona, in the desert, she was drawn to a remote strip of wooden buildings, the main street and only street of a dot on the map known as Apache Junction. Developers have since gotten their hands on it and cooked up a theme mini-mall, but back then, that’s all there was: a bunch of sandblasted wooden shops in serious need of paint and customers. Mel pulled into an empty space, cracked a can of Country Time from the cooler, unfolded a map, and studied it against the steering wheel.

“If you lived here you’d be home by now,” said a male voice outside her truck window.

“Maybe I should buy some property,” she replied, and smiled at the young man who was smiling back. He was an Indian, the first one she had ever spoken to, Apache, she figured. Right now they were eye to eye, but he’d be taller if she stepped down from the cab of her truck.

“I’ve got the perfect plot,” he said.

“Does it have a view?” she asked.

“I’m looking at it,” he replied, his eyes never leaving her face.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“As a crutch,” he said, but he couldn’t keep a straight face and neither could she.

“That is the worst pickup line I have ever heard,” said Mel.

“Did it work?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” she replied.

From inside the shop behind him, a telephone began to ring.

“Hold that thought,” he said, turned, and rushed into the shop.

Mel hopped down from the truck and checked out the front of the shop he entered. A sign painted on the window said, “The Heeler,” and, underneath, “Soles Repaired.” A shoemaker’s shop! He was a shoemaker? As far as Mel knew, shoemakers were all over fifty years old, and none of them were…Apache? Wait a minute, girl, Indians wear shoes, too. Somebody’s gotta fix them, right? “Custom Moccasins,” another sign said.

He was on the phone in the back, turned away from her. She walked through the front door. He heard the entry bell jangle, looked over his shoulder, smiled and beckoned “one minute.” The sweet smell of leather and polish was intoxicating. Mel looked at the bottoms of her shoes: the left one had a hole worn into it.

“You married?” she asked him, mostly mouthing it to keep whoever it was on the other end from hearing. He shook his head.

“Girlfriend?” No.

When he got off the phone they exchanged names.

“Gary.”

“Mel.”

“What’s that stand for?”

“Mary Ellen.”

“Nice.”

“I don’t use it.”

“How long you here for, Mary Ellen?” he asked.

“Can I get back to you on that?” she answered. Mel was managing to shock even herself. She started back out the door.

“Where’re you going?” he wanted to know.

“To get my duffel bag.”

“I’ll get it,” Gary said.

“Thanks, but I’d feel better if I did it myself,” she said. “You know what Smokey Bear says: pack it in, pack it out.” She stopped at the door and asked, “Do you cook?”

“No,” he said. “Do you?”

“Only between the sheets,” she said. When had she gotten the balls to talk like this?

“Sounds like a gourmet meal,” he said.

Afterward, after they had made ridiculous love a ridiculous number of times (or maybe in between, she was so lost in time and space she couldn’t tell), she asked, “Won’t they toss you out of the tribe for partying with the enemy?”

“I’m softening you up for the big feast, and then I’m going to eat you,” Gary said.

“You wouldn’t kid a girl, wouldja?”

“Tell me the truth,” he said.

“Tell me no lie,” she said.

“I bet your heroes have always been cowboys,” he said.

“Things change,” she replied.

Three years later, they had changed once more except for the Checkout Drill. As Apache Junction disappeared in the dust kicked up behind her pickup, she felt she could finally begin to think again, really, to breathe again. Mel had been on automatic pilot for too many days. Like the military manual at arms, she had practiced this exit routine so many times before that, once it was set in motion, it did what it did and nothing stopped it. Why? She and Gary, she had to admit it, were great together. She knew he would be when she saw him, and he had not let her down. There was lots to him that she would miss, but some things just could not be forgiven. Or forgotten.

She knew she’d miss his stories most. The reason Apache Junction’s even on the map at all, he told her that first night, was that it sat only yards away from a trailhead leading to a vast and confusing mess of washes, boulder fields, drops, caves, mesas, and twisting canyons called the Superstition Wilderness. For two thousand years (some say three), Apache bands claimed that this poor excuse for a piece of real estate was the ancient domain of their thunder god, a fire-and-brimstone type, whose holy warriors guarded a sacred Indian burial ground. Somewhere else in that geological Babel, so swear many sober people, is hidden the legendary Lost Dutchman Gold Mine. No one knows where that crafty old bastard hid his mine, but he was seen to take a forty-pound nugget into the assayer’s office. Somehow or other he still managed to die an old man’s death without giving away his secret. Thus followed years of strange deaths, grisly murders, stolen treasure, madness. The lore of “the Supes” (that was how Gary spoke of the mountain).

Then, later, while he was still inside her he told her he had a real treat for her.

“What do you call what we just did?” she asked.

He told some of his best stories when he was still inside her. She’d put her arm over her eyes as if to shield them from the sun while she listened.

“We’re gonna get rich,” he said.

“Sounds good to me,” Mel answered.

“The Lost Dutchman!”

“I’d buy the Brooklyn Bridge first,” she said.

“Oh, ye of little faith,” said Gary. “She’s out there waitin’. Might as well be for us as anybody else. You’re my lucky charm, I swear.”

Oh, yeah, sure, Mel thought, but that really was the start of it. He got her into reading every word ever written about the Dutchman, which included not only various clues but tales of men who went mad or never came back, tales of desert rats and Indian burial grounds, and savage spirits. They scoured topo maps, aerial photos, satellite images, and one day Gary just announced that it was time to go. Three days later they were on horseback picking their way up a narrow trail over a rise that dropped them deep into the Supes on the other side. She rode a buckskin, Gary a blood bay. He led a packhorse behind him. They stayed in the mountains for a week that first time. He made the rocks as readable as a newspaper. In his mouth the cliff walls became stories of creation. She was living the dream, goddamnit! Livin’ the muthafuckin’ dream! Oh, yeah! After that, every chance they got they took to the mountains, sure that each time put them closer to the treasure. Basically, Mel hoped they never found any lost gold at all as long as she could have a guarantee that they would always go on looking for it. Well, shit, if you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.

One Sunday, after a long weekend spent prospecting the Supes, the mailbox held a handwritten letter for Gary. Mel passed it to him on top of a batch of junk. He glanced at it and then tossed it in the trash can with the rest.

“You just threw a letter away,” she said.

Gary opened the fridge and guzzled from a jug of cold lemonade. “Don’t you want to know what it says?” asked Mel, astonished that he could trash a letter without even opening it, she who had to open every piece of junk mail that came through the door.

“I know what it says,” said Gary.

“Okay, what?” She crossed her arms and stared at him with a Prove It To Me face.

“My long-lost uncle died and left me a billionaire.”

“Come on, tell me.”

“Mary Ellen, let’s drop it.” Normally, when he put her full name at the beginning of a sentence she knew he was annoyed with her.

“I never heard of anybody getting a letter and not opening it,” she said.

“Well, you can’t say that anymore, can you,” he said, and took another swig. It dribbled down his chin.

“Gary,” she said, “you’re gettin’ it all over.”

That night, when Gary was asleep, Mel retrieved the letter from the trash, locked herself in the bathroom, and sat down on the toilet seat to read it. “Dear Gary,” it began. “I hope you don’t mind me calling you by your first name because ‘Dear Dad’ doesn’t exactly sound right, either…”

The first thing Gary saw the next morning when he woke up was Mel sitting stiffly in a chair at the end of the bed, both feet flat on the floor. It took him another second to focus on the letter in her lap, and as soon as he did, he erupted out of that bed and grabbed it from her. “I could have you put in prison for tampering with my mail,” he said.

“Reading is not tampering,” she answered drily.

“What is it then? You sneaked behind my back,” he shouted.

“You could’ve told me you had a kid,” she yelled back.

“Why would I?” he asked.

“Because you do,” she said.

“I got an address I send money to,” he spat back.

“He wants some now,” she said.

“No shit,” said Gary. “That’s the nature and nurture of our particular relationship.”

“You sound so fucking casual,” she said.

“Good,” he shot back. “I’ve been working at it.”

“You really don’t give a shit, do you?” she said.

“His mother taught him to hate me. Do I give a shit? What good would it do me to give a shit?”

She continued to stare at him, unable to come to peace with this news, this revelation, really. A letter comes from your kid and you don’t give a shit? What kind of a person would ignore something like that? Okay, maybe if it was a stepchild; maybe if it was some neighbor’s kid. Uh-uh, nope, not even then, not even if it was some kid on the street. No fuckin’ way. This was a crime against nature. One way or another you had to pay. It would not go unpunished.

“You can’t believe I could be this way, can you?” he asked. “Well, I can’t believe you’d sneak into my mail.” Gary tripped over himself as he struggled to pull on his jeans at the same time he bolted out the bedroom door. Mel had never seen him this furious before.

“You fucked up, lady!” he yelled, and grabbed his shirt from a chair.

“When normal people get their fucking mail they fucking open it, goddamnit!” she fired back.

The front door slammed behind him. She started to yell something else, but suddenly the argument was over for her. Just over, like that. Mel had been so upset but now she felt practically nothing. For a while, she mistook that for feeling good. She wasn’t aware of it, yet, but part of her was already out the door.

Mostly Gary avoided her, except for one point when he sat down at the kitchen table where she was leafing through an auto parts catalogue, scrawled out a check for $250.00, and shoved it right smack an inch away from her face. She couldn’t tell the name on the check, Aidan or something like that, couldn’t tell the last name, either.

“Happy?” he snarled as he licked the envelope and pounded a stamp into place. Well, she thought, I’m not unhappy, nope. I’m okay. That night, as she lay in bed reading a magazine, Gary got in beside her.

“I don’t want us to go to sleep angry with each other,” he said.

“I’m not angry,” she said.

“What about that crack about normal people?” he asked.

“I’m not angry now.”

“Tomorrow’s a new day, right?”

“All day,” she replied.

She could tell Gary felt better. That was good. Life’s too short, right? He wrestled with his pillow and finally settled into position with his legs tucked up and his back to her, and fell asleep. Mel continued to read—an article comparing the different personalities of Chevy truck drivers versus Ford—until the magazine dropped over her chest and she fell asleep, too. That night she dreamed she was a woman accused of witchcraft in old Salem. The court sentenced her to die by having thick slabs of slate piled upon her chest. At each one she’d dig in her heels and heave or try to heave but the weight became too great. She struggled for breath. One of the judges suggested one more stone slab. Another said, “She’s gone. She’s already gone. Can’t you see that?” Mel, in her conscious mind, knew that if she didn’t do everything she could to wake herself up she would die, but she did not wake up, could not wake up, couldn’t even move. She tried to scream, but the weight, she clenched her teeth, she could only moan. She sounded like the starter on a car when its battery was practically dead.

The next morning Gary got up early and drove to Tempe to pick up a new metal detector. He thought Mel was still asleep, so he decided not to wake her and went alone. He left a note that said he’d be back sometime early afternoon and bring Chinese takeout for dinner. Mel was gone before he reached halfway. She drove three hundred miles before she stopped for gas, and was well into Colorado by the time Gary got home. Three hundred miles in which she beat herself up for being so goddamn stupid.

She should’ve known better than to come back to Arizona after she swore she never would, but now it was years later, and Mel had found herself back there telling herself that as long as she stayed away from Tucson she’d be safe. But the ghost of Traumas Past tracked her down in the far reaches of a mountain range and tore the scab off an ancient wound. She was blindsided—but how could she have known what would happen?

Mel had always hated Tucson, right from the git-go, right when the old bitch told her they was gonna move there as soon as her grandfather was dead and donated to science so she wouldn’t have to pay a single cent to bury him. She was a hard woman, Mel’s mother was, viperous, mean, always bitching about wanting to move someplace that was always warm, bellyaching about putting up with this sack-of-shit weather her whole damn life—the goddamn snow in the Winter and the goddamn mud in the Spring—and now she wanted out. Mel’s grandfather wasn’t in the ground a week when her old lady sold the place to some people from Pittsburgh, packed the two of them into the Ford pickup, and followed the yellow line on the AAA map to Tucson. They arrived on a day in mid-July that was the hottest Mel ever felt on Earth. She looked over at her mother behind the wheel: the old lady had a smile on her face like Mel hadn’t seen forever.

Mel remembered staying at a motel that had cable television and an air conditioner. Her mother mercifully let her stay put instead of dragging her along while she went out to find them a place to live. Each was relieved at being away from the other. One afternoon, after she’d been searching for a couple of days, the old lady came back right in the middle of this group on MTV that was weird even for Mel, looked at her daughter and said, “Saddle up,” which only increased Mel’s disdain because the old lady was such a phony. Mel remembered getting in the truck and driving to a house with a flat roof and a bunch of cacti with their arms in the air that looked like Gumby. What she remembered most was sweating like a pig because her mother wanted it hot, but she also remembered the ache of longing for her life back home. She lay in bed with a notebook on her knees and made a list of everything she could think of that she missed: taking the empties back to Mr. Tinney’s store, certain trees (especially the big oak in the front yard where, when she was little, she kept a secret, magic, bejeweled horse), the creek. Mostly what Mel missed was people, which really meant her grandfather, nobody else. They were always together, and at least once a day they met in their secret hideout deep in the woods under some chestnut trees. Years later, as she passed into Colorado on a blistering July day, Mel thought about those chestnut trees and wished right there and then that she were back in them.
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Since leaving Gary in Apache Junction, Mel had worked as a waitress during the Summer and Fall at Yellowstone, one ski season waiting tables in Aspen, Colorado, back to Yellowstone, then another ski season as a waitress in Utah before making out for the Pacific Northwest. When tips were minimal during the off-season she took work as an exotic dancer. Mel actually liked the word stripper better because she always believed in telling it like it is. Hey, it was honest work. She wasn’t robbing anybody. If she had some assets that could draw a crowd, well, hell, why let them lie fallow? She knew she wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t damn sure keep your interest. When her body talked it said, “Let me wrap myself around you like a warm roll. Let me cradle you and sing sweet rock-a-bye.” Loggers, mushers, river guides; lawyers, doctors, and defrocked priests: they couldn’t stuff ten-dollar bills in her panties fast enough. It sure beat waiting tables. That aspect of her life was soon history. Of course, that was the problem, wasn’t it? Everything became history sooner rather than later. Everything. She still couldn’t stop moving from place to place.

She’d been just about everywhere in the Lower 48, been on the go for what seemed a lifetime, so when she found herself in the village of Toehold, Alaska, at the far northern edge of the Brooks Range at the very top of the continent on a gravelly bend in the Hulahula River, she was shocked to realize that, sister, this was it: there was just no place else to go.
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Toehold hadn’t seen so much excitement since that time Edie Kokuk, from the Indian side of the village, home on a break from secretarial school in Fairbanks, mistook a passing canoeist for Al Pacino. When he wouldn’t pull over, she sicced her father’s murderous Chesapeake Bay retriever in the water at him. The evil bitch came at the canoe like a torpedo, and no amount of whacking her over the head with an ash wood paddle could put her down. It took a .44 between the eyes to do that, but that’s another story and some time ago, way before Mel Madden showed up.

Everyone in Toehold was asking the same question: what was Mel up to? Summer Joe, the chief’s youngest brother, had just come back from a two-year stretch in prison. Bigamy. Like all con men, Summer Joe was a charmer. He hadn’t learned to do much that was useful during his twenty-five years on the planet, but he could talk like he knew something, and he could smile the stripes off a zebra. What did him in was that the blood had a hard-core jones for social workers, especially overweight Jewish ones who graduated from schools like Barnard with a major in Redemption. He married his first, a sweet, well-meaning, bookishly intelligent young thing two years out of grad school. She thought her heart was big enough to cope with all the suffering in the world. When she still lived with her parents, she was always rescuing birds and mice from the claws of her cat. She was quite possibly the only vegetarian in Alaska, and she was dead sure she had won the heart and soul of a wild man. Summer Joe repaid her by marrying his second social worker without bothering to divorce her first. One lived down in Sitka, and the other lived up in Hungry Horse. Joe figured, “How could they ever run into each other, being so far apart in different places?” But they did, at a conference in the state capital. Joe threw himself on the mercy of the court. Both women pleaded with the judge on his behalf for leniency. Instead, the judge tacked another year on to Joe’s sentence, the judge’s reasoning being that if this predacious son-of-a-bitch could flim-flam two women so completely, he could certainly delude two more. The judge said he wished they were in Singapore so Joe could be caned, especially if the sentence could be carried out on TV, but, barring that, he had to settle for the max.

People told Summer Joe about Mel’s stunt right after they said, “Hey, Summer Joe, welcome back.” Didn’t take a breath. Folks also wondered how Summer Joe was going to take it when he found out Mel was living in his place. Of course, it wasn’t really his—he only rented—but, you know, people are funny about things. Since Joe was known as a charmer more than a fighter, the other thing folks wondered was if the worm turned while he was in prison, like did he have to toss the bouquet after he said I do, assuming he had anything to say about his situation at all? Everybody wondered but nobody asked. Cosmic payback was strong medicine. They were curious, but did they really want to know? Really? Probably not.

Buddy Barconi was the one who brought Cody the news. It was their habit to get together in Cody’s taxidermy studio for coffee every morning anyway. Cody made a great cup of coffee. Practically everybody in town stopped in for a cup at least once a day. He brewed it in your everyday Black & Decker, but he ordered gourmet beans special from a firm back in New York. He’d order one dozen twelve-ounce, vacuum-packed bags of Ethiopian Yrgacheffe (Viennese roast) at six dollars and thirty cents a bag, sometimes Asian Celebes at eight-seventy. Come the holidays it’d be Hawaiian Kona at twice the price, but this was Cody’s one splurge in an otherwise ascetic life, and Toehold had come to depend on it.

Buddy would come over from his cabin first thing, regardless of the weather. Cody’d have hot coffee waiting in mugs the size of tankards. The two men were separated by many years and separate visions of how the world worked, but they shared a fundamental addiction to spirited debate, a belief in the ultimate goodness of the other, and the faith that the Alaskan wilderness would make them whole.

Buddy had been a Marine who fought in Korea. He then spent his working years as a fireman in Brooklyn. He wasn’t a hero, and he didn’t consider himself one, but in forty years of hard work he knew that he had done a thing or two every now and then that had made a bad situation turn out better, and he felt good about that. Unfortunately, he was better at being a firefighter than a family man, so at the retirement party that his wife Lurlene threw for him, she got up on a table and announced in front of all the guests that she was leaving him. She was tanked, but she meant it. From now on the son-of-a-bitch could wash his own damn dirty drawers. She climbed down from the table, handed him divorce papers, picked up the suitcase she had previously parked under the sofa, and walked out. For what was the first time in his life, Buddy was speechless. He was too stunned to move. If he could have found a hole he would have crawled into it. He could divorce her or not; she didn’t give a rat’s ass. There was a guy waiting for her at the curb in a new, silver-blue Camaro. He had long sideburns and an Elvis pompadour, and he held the car door for her while she got in. She slid all the way across the seat so she could snuggle against him with his right arm around her, his hand cupping her breast. Left hand on the steering wheel, the guy laid rubber all the way down the block.

Buddy tossed everybody out of the house, locked the door, pulled the phone wire from the wall, and stayed drunk for a week. He had long ago lost touch with his kids—three daughters who always sided with their mother, anyway—and he couldn’t face the neighbors after what his old lady had done. On day five he staggered to the library and borrowed a stack of atlases and travel books. On day six he spread them out on the living room floor and pored over them like a general in his war room. On day seven, he decided to take his pension and move as far away as he could get and still be in the United States—Alaska.

He guessed he could’ve gone to Hawaii, but he got seasick drinking a glass of water. Anyway, Hawaii just didn’t seem like America. Alaska had moose, wolf, bear, wolverine; Hawaii had sharks and funny necklaces. Oh, yeah, sure, Hawaii had wild boar, too—he knew that—but Buddy didn’t eat pig. Jews didn’t eat pork, not that Buddy was Jewish, but those Yids were smart. If they don’t eat pig they must have a damn good reason. Whatever that reason was, it was fine with him.
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Cody Rosewater, son of a child of the sixties. He was conceived in 1965 by his mother, Fantine, outside of Cody, Wyoming, on the plains under the stars with her high school lover the night of their senior prom, her first love, everlasting, except he went to war the next day and never came back. News of her lover’s death came so quickly that Fantine wondered was he shot dead the instant he stepped off the plane? Did his feet ever touch the ground? Four months short of her delivery date. She found herself furious with him, though she hated herself for it. How could you have gotten yourself killed in five minutes? her mind screamed. Didn’t you learn anything at boot camp? Where was your head? The boy’s family gave her few details and barely tolerated Fantine at his funeral. They left her standing by the grave as the rest of them filed out of the cemetery. Her own family tolerated her not at all. Big as a whale with Cody, she was a pariah with no place to hide in her own hometown. She adopted “Rosewater” as their surname and took “Fantine” as her own. Instead of feeling lost and useless, her baby powered her with a sense of purpose. He ignited a tenacity she didn’t know she had. Everything became clear. Fantine would love the life inside of her forever. Fantine would nourish and protect this life with the ferocity of a she-bear. Be kind or keep your distance.

Fantine assessed her skills and determined that she had one that could make money. She could sew; she could sew well, and what’s more, she loved doing it. To her it was like Rumpelstiltskin turning straw into gold. Taking a piece of material from here, another piece from there, a third, some thread, and a simple needle, Fantine turned rags into raiments. They were fanciful things, unsuitable for a small town that postured with a frontier temperament. Wyoming was the stuff of leather—chaps, gunbelts, saddles. Those folks were just not ready for a pink T-shirt with the picture of a kitten stating “Chairman Meow.” They weren’t ready for Stetsons with pastel bands and streamers down the back, and they sure as hell weren’t ready for a yellow chenille sport coat with a peace sign where the breast pocket ought to be. But Fantine didn’t discourage easily. She hadn’t even birthed her baby, yet. This was no time for dismay. Every day she grew bigger. She felt the weight of two in the world. She knew her priorities and stayed calm.

News, good and bad, eventually reaches the most remote corners of the planet, even if it often travels at the speed of a mineral leaching through rock. It was 1966 when whispers of a new world arrived in Wyoming, a world with its own music, its own colors and language, a world with dreams of peace and the conviction of its citizens that all things were possible. As soon as she heard its music, Fantine knew she had to go there.

But how?

She had no money, but she had a prospect, a vision. First off, Fantine needed a job. Life at what she used to think of as home had become untenable. Her father ignored her existence, averted his eyes, refused even to respond to a direct question. As far as he was concerned, his daughter…What daughter? I have no daughter. And her mother’s only words to her were issued as sharp commands or not at all. It had come to this: Fantine was given seven days to come up with room and board, or else she had to leave the house. Period. There was no discussion and would be none. The two people she called parents were ashamed of the life inside of her. Fantine had two choices: she could let this shatter her, or she could go on. Was there ever any doubt of it? She would go on. She no longer had the luxury of being weak and powerless. She was no longer alone. Like a tonic, her troubles made her strong enough for two. Fantine would have her baby, and she would go on. Resolve was certainty.

On the evening she came to such resolve, Fantine packed a kit bag with a few necessities. She would not sleep one more night in this house, never sleep another night where she was not wanted. She would not even say good-bye. When her parents were asleep, she closed the front door behind her and stepped into the night.

The moon that night was as big and bright as she’d ever seen it: a gigantic communion wafer in an indigo sky. Fantine took this as a sign, just as the children of Israel did when they followed a pillar of fire through the wilderness. She walked three miles to the cemetery where the father of her child was buried, lay down beside his grave, whispered she would love him forever, promised that their child would always be safe, closed her eyes, slept. She got up at first light, wiped the dew from her face, and walked downtown to look for a place to neaten up and then to find a job. She found both at the Greyhound bus station, a confluence of omens for her.

In the window of the ticket booth, stuck there with Scotch tape, a hand-lettered, five-by-seven index card stated, “Part-time position available. Apply here.” Hoping no one had seen her, Fantine whisked herself into the ladies’ room, where she brushed her teeth, washed her face and hands, fixed a yellow ribbon around her hair, and put on an extra-large, baggy sweater to conceal her pregnancy. Fantine just looked fat, which was exactly what she wanted. She got the job—a custodial one—on the spot. She was to keep the bathrooms clean, mop the station floor, and spruce up the buses when they came in off the road. She checked her bag in a locker and began that morning.

One of the perks of the job (actually, the only perk of the job) was free passage for employees to anywhere in the continental United States. This was not lost on Fantine. That evening she checked into the Young Women’s Christian Association. She had a little money, and paid for the room one week in advance. On the corner was a small mom-and-pop grocery store. Each day after work she stopped in and bought a buttered seeded roll, a half-inch slice of provolone, and a pint of milk. In the morning, on her way to work, she bought the same thing, sometimes adding a thick slice of bologna. The rest of her money she stuffed in a beige Wigwam hiking sock.

This went on for two months. Fantine could stand anything as long as she knew it had an end. People who looked at her, if they saw her at all, saw an overweight teenager with a pimply forehead in a dead-end job. They did not see her as she saw herself: a woman with a soldier’s heart, a mother brimming with love. At the end of two months, Fantine had saved a hundred dollars. She requested a long weekend to visit a sister in San Francisco, got her free ticket, and left Thursday morning. Fantine said she’d be back to work Monday afternoon, boarded the bus, and, with one exception, never traveled east of California ever again.

In the Summer of 1966, Fantine disembarked from the bus at the Greyhound station in San Francisco, a good walk from the intersection of Haight and Ashbury but doable. Her hometown radio station had said that’s where it’s at—the birthplace of the new order—so she knew to go there. She studied a map of the city that she picked up from a counter rack in the bus station and made her way street by street, turn by turn toward “Hashbury.”

About halfway there the scene began to change. The derelicts gave way to a sextet of Hare Krishnas with tambourines and ankle bells chanting and twirling on the other side of the street, then a guy with the longest hair she had ever seen on a man—midway down his back, black as a whipsnake, flowing freely as he shook his head, a leather band twisted like a lariat around his forehead. His face and hands were painted clown white. His lips were large and bright red. His eyes were sad, a tear drawn underneath one of them. He carried a bouquet of daisies in his hand, ran across the street to Fantine, and pulled out his empty pockets with a forlorn face. She smiled and gave him a quarter. He gave her a daisy, even tucked it behind her ear for her.

“Come on,” he indicated, and beckoned for her to follow him. Her parents would have been mortified, but she didn’t feel that way at all. She suddenly felt lighter on her feet. Where would this strange young man with the long hair lead her? And, anyway, her parents weren’t here, were they, and they wouldn’t be, would they? She felt safe. Yes. She didn’t know why, only knew that her feet followed him and her breath came quickly. Fantine had never heard of a “pas de deux,” but she felt as if she were being led step-by-step to a large crowd in front of a big building chanting, “Hell no, we won’t go!” with young men like those with whom she went to high school setting fire to cards they took from their wallets. Young women in flowery prints and gauzy dresses that twirled as they did, others in denim overalls with construction boots, held up placards which screamed “One, two, three, four, we don’t want your lousy war!”; which screamed “War is racism!”; which screamed “No Viet cong ever called me a nigger!” under a picture of a Negro prizefighter. And facing them across the street, a phalanx of soldiers with fixed bayonets and acne. Fantine could tell they didn’t want to be here. They were the ones who were scared. Fantine watched as a young woman holding a bouquet of daisies walked down the line of soldiers, offering each of them flowers. Their NCOs commanded the men not to break ranks, hollered that if any one of them moved so much as a single muscle, that soldier would be made to pay dearly, so they all stood stiff and still and didn’t reach for the flowers offered them. Fantine felt an impulse and acted on it. It was as if she had been overtaken by a spirit not herself, or not what she had come to know as herself. She walked up to the line of soldiers, looked into the eyes of one whose face strained with fear, took her daisy, and stuck it in the barrel of his M-16. He was as shocked at having this done as Fantine was at having done it. Somebody took her picture smiling at the soldier who now had the daisy down his gun barrel, the petals sticking out the business end, and then the other girl, the one with all the daisies, followed suit. She walked down the line and put daisies down the barrels of the rifles, too.

Photos were snapped of the other girl as well, but the one that appeared on lampposts and walls all around the Haight, the one that showed up on the front page of the alternative press, the one the wire services and, finally, the television networks picked up was the one of Fantine smiling up at her soldier boy.

Fantine lingered on the fringe of the festival, for that was how she perceived it, continually mesmerized by the scene and drawn into it, but when the crowd’s energy dissipated, her own ebbed as well. She faded back out of the scene as easily as she had faded in, as easily and with as little thought, the entire picture breaking up as it crackled to black.

When she would talk about this in later years with Cody, when she would tell him the tales of their journey, that first day and night on the street remained as vivid as the morning news. Fantine vowed to find a place of her own, but it wouldn’t be today. It had gotten too late. The sun barely showed anymore, just a snip of it. There was a neon sign on a hotel in the next block that advertised, “Rooms to let. Daily. Weekly. Monthly.” She adjusted the kit bag from her right hand to her left, and determined that she would sleep there for tonight, get up early in the morning, and find a more permanent place to live. Just before she crossed the street to get to the hotel, she passed by a furniture store with a young man wearing bright green bellbottoms in the window who was dusting the model bedroom shown there. It had a gold and white décor. He tidied a wrinkle in the spread, fluffed the pillows, and turned on a faux Victorian reading lamp above the bed. One day, Fantine determined, one day I will have a bedroom like that, then walked away with purpose, crossed the street against the light, and entered the front door of the Pilgrims Rest Hotel.

What happened next can be told swiftly. Fantine asked for a room, got one, and even signed the register, but when she went to pay, she found a long slash in the kit bag, probably sliced by a razor, and the Wigwam sock filled with all of her money was missing. That was the first time she felt any panic since she had left Wyoming. “Where is it? Where the fuck is it?” She was shocked at herself—she had never cursed so in her life. “Okay, okay, okay, but what am I gonna do?” The room clerk had already closed the register and turned his back on her.

“Somebody stole all my money!” she tried to explain.

“I got my own problems,” he said, his back still toward her, riffling through a notepad on his desk.

“I had the money right in here,” she said, searching through her kit.

“On top,” the clerk said.

“Yeah. Right. On top,” she said.

“Somebody saw you do it, cut your bag.”

“I don’t have anyplace to sleep, to go even. What am I gonna do?” She looked up at the desk clerk who was now back at the sign-in desk facing her. He took a key from its cubby and held it up.

“Got its own bath, fresh sheets, towels,” the clerk said.

“Sounds great. You’ll let me have it? I’m gonna get a job tomorrow, so payin’ you back’s no trouble.”

“Let’s talk about a you-do-me-do,” said the clerk as he dangled the key slowly from side to side.

“I’ll clean the room,” she offered quickly, brightly. “Hey, I’ll give you a whole day’s free labor, spiff the place up.” He held the keys out. She reached for them. He yanked them back.
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