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A

peak with a nodded crown rose into the arctic sky, lit
by a crescent moon and the rippling drape of a lime
aurora. Below its icy front, jetties of rock extended on either
side, forming a horseshoe around a small village. Cabins were
huddled, half-buried in snow, and paths winding between the
doorways formed a web, with a larger building at the center. Its roof and tar-papered walls were plastered with rime. A
hand-painted sign, fringed with icicles, hung over the door:
Eisenhart’s Mercantile. Between piles of lumber and rusted
equipment, three sleds were parked, and the dogs that had
pulled them were curled in the powder. For the lower windows, portholes had been cut in the drifts. All the store’s
windows were lit.
Inside, four dozen people were seated on benches, watching, silent. Some were white, from the States. Most were
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Eskimo. The white women wore dresses, and their men wore
jackets and ties. The Eskimo women were in bright-colored
drill. Many had facial tattoos, and all had their hair parted in
the middle and braided on either side. The Eskimo men wore
parkas. Counters and provisions had been pushed against the
walls.
Beside a wood stove, a bride and groom stood facing the
pastor, Lars Koopman, a man in his late twenties, slight with
stooped shoulders, fresh-faced and earnest. His hair was simply groomed, short with a small wave in front. He bowed as he
prompted the bride, raising and lowering the black book in his
hand as if weighing it.
“I, Sara Eisenhart,” she said, “take you, Hiram Somebody—”
She stopped, turning red as a laugh went around. The
groom laughed too.
The pastor nodded acquittingly.
“—take you, Hiram Sumderby,” she corrected herself, “to
be my wedded husband—”
She was blond with big brown eyes. A giggle emerged
from her painted lips as she glanced at the groom. Her gown
had lace sleeves, and it was long in the waist and loose at the
bodice. Sumderby gave her a victory grin. He was six-two and
chinless, the part in his hair was crooked and his cheeks were
pimpled. He stood stiffly in a tux and white tie, eyes on Sara
as she completed her vows.
“—to love and to cherish, till death do us part.”
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Pastor Koopman handed the ring to Sumderby. The bride
held out her hand.
Sumderby’s lips parted. As the pastor gave him the binding words, the young man’s brow kinked, as if he feared he
might say the wrong thing and the spell would be broken.
“With this ring, I thee wed,” he said, and his unsteady
hand slid the ring onto Sara’s finger. It didn’t fit, as hard as he
pushed.
She shifted the ring to her third finger. Sumderby noticed
the amusement on the guests’ faces and joined in, grinning,
happy to be the center of attention.
Ruth Eisenhart, Sara’s mother, stood a few feet away,
watching the ring slide onto the proper finger. Her jaw was
quivering, and she seemed to be twisting inside her green
gown. Her husband, Jonas, tall and thin, had one shoulder
stooped, and his head was cocked. He looked puzzled, waiting to be let in on a secret. Jonas grasped Ruth’s wrist and
squeezed it. She sighed, raised her free hand and touched the
tortoiseshell comb in her hair. Then she turned and forced a
smile for him.
“God, creator and preserver,” the pastor said, “author of
the everlasting, send your blessing upon this man and this
woman.” He joined their hands together. “I pronounce you
man and wife.”
As Sumderby kissed the bride, her father nodded to show
his approval. The kiss cheered the observers, except for two
Eskimo boys wrestling on the floor and a white woman in a
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homely dress at the rear. She was weeping, softly but audibly.
Her sorrow wasn’t sentimental. Something was crushing her.
Small, her silvery hair bound at her nape, she put her hand
over her spectacles, then removed it, facing the pastor with a
pleading look, like a battered child.
Koopman turned away.
Amid the congratulations, Sara approached another
young woman seated in front. Yvetta was her name, thin and
wispy, with striking blue eyes. Her blond hair was braided on
either side, the Eskimo way. Sara flashed her ring, and the
two women embraced. On Yvetta’s neck was a black tattoo, a
paw with four toes, like a print in snow that a fox would leave.
Seated beside her was John Jimmy, a young Eskimo man with
a bronzed, diamond-shaped face and a set jaw. His eyes were
solemn, distant as a sage’s.
Two Eskimo men stood by a window at the rear of the
gathering. One wrinkled his nose as if he was smelling something. The other stepped quickly forward, and when he
reached John, he whispered in his ear. John turned to face the
other, pointed, and the man circled the crowd, heading for the
door. Yvetta faced John and put her hand on his thigh, calling
him back. John met her gaze and relented.
The father of the bride pinched a gold chain at Sumderby’s
waist, pulled a pocket watch out, checked the time and
returned it. Then Jonas raised both arms and asked the guests
to help move the benches aside. He faced the sideboard and
grabbed a small box. To the left was a white cake with orange
blossoms; to the right was an Edison phonograph, its large
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black tulip horn aimed at the center of the room. Jonas opened
the box, removed a blue cylinder and slid it onto the Edison’s
armature.
An Eskimo man stood a few feet away, watching with one
open eye. The other was sealed with a shoelace scar. Jonas noticed him, pulled him closer, then took his hand and set it
on the phonograph’s silver crank. The one eye flared, wondering. With Jonas’ hand on his, together they turned the crank,
winding the mainspring.
“Give them some space,” Jonas called over his shoulder.
“Somebody—” Jonas motioned to the groom.
As the floor cleared, a small man in his fifties, Clayburn
Pike, unlinked arms with a younger woman, freckled with
ginger hair. She raised her brows and pinched her ring finger.
Pike laughed and continued forward. He was thin and lithe,
with an aquiline nose, eagle eyes and a billow of white hair.
“Take off your slipper, my dear,” Pike told Sara.
She blushed and did as he asked.
Pike’s hand dipped into the pocket of his dinner jacket
and emerged with a large gold coin. He smiled and showed
the coin around. When Sara held her slipper toward him, he
dropped the coin into it.
As she put the slipper back on, Jonas set the stylus on
the blue cylinder and flipped the Edison’s latch. The cylinder
began to turn and music blared from the horn. A string band
was playing a waltz, and a tenor sang:
Somebody’s tall and handsome,
Somebody’s fair to see . . .
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Sumderby grinned, embraced Sara and swept her around
the floor. Twisted crepe streamers were tacked to the ceiling
above the couple. The Eskimos stood watching—all but the
One-Eyed Man, who faced the Edison open-mouthed. Pastor
Koopman put his Bible on a barrel and strode past the natives
toward the woman with her hair bound at her nape.
“Mattie—”
She shook her head as if she was fighting a cloud of
mosquitoes.
“We did the right thing,” Koopman said.
His words seem to pierce her. Mattie stifled a cry, then
clenched her eyes. “I know,” she whimpered.
Her submission enfeebled him. As she wiped her tears, he
felt his own starting. Was he going to break down in front of
them all? Koopman turned and strode toward the door, choking on remorse as he crossed the threshold. He continued into
the cold, crunching divots, shivering and hugging himself.
The reflected glow caught his eye, and he looked up, seeing
the curtain of rippling light crossing the heavens.
“Lars,” Mattie cried.
He turned and saw her silhouette in the doorway, with the
lanterns flickering behind her. Koopman was about to reply
when a loud thump shook the snow beneath him, followed by
a huffing and grinding. He gazed at the frozen surface around
him, and then up at Butcher Peak. Smoke was coiling from its
flanks. Cracks appeared in the slopes as he watched, the white
field shattered, puzzling and crazing, breaking into cakes.
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A terrible hiss rose in the valley. Then it drummed, turning throaty.
“Mattie,” he shouted. She was still in the doorway.
Spans of rock were breaking away, the white cakes descending, buckling, turning to powder. A freezing wind
struck Koopman down, and the sounds united in a deafening
roar. Through slitted lids, he saw the churning mass, praying
it would spend itself. But it wasn’t slowing or thinning. Its
billows were consuming the sky, while its thundering front
descended on the valley.
Its leading edge bucked and curled, crashing onto a shelf
and boiling over, mowing down thickets. The surge vanished
in a hollow, then erupted from it, rising over the Mercantile
in a white wave.
The flimsy walls shuddered, then the wave fell on its
roof, and the store exploded as if a bomb had gone off. The
building collapsed, and a sound like a fist closing on crackers filled Koopman’s ears, planks and beams flying, lanterns
popping like heated corn. The wreckage churned and moved
downslope, then the slide’s margin reached him and turned
him end over end.
Partway up Butcher Peak, beneath a giant blade of rock, a
musher stood on his sled runners while rivers of snow roared
past on either side. His nose and lips were spiculed with ice.
Beneath the arc of his parka ruff, his eyes struggled to see
through the roiling clouds. The crunch of the store echoed in
his head, along with the fear of what that meant.
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The tumbling ice grated and groaned. The hiss and rumble faded. Then it stopped altogether.
Garris shouted to his dogs, and the sled broke free of its
ruts, descending.
The clouds were thick, whirling on either side. The way
down was blind, but he trusted his team and his able lead.
Rips in the drifting sheets, glimpses through on the right. A
jumbled morass, boulders of ice and rock piled in hillocks,
riddled with pits and ravines. And the store—
The sled bucked and heeled. They were charging beside
the fan, following its broken edge, blocks purple and blue,
mortared with crush. And the way ahead— The ice dust was
filtering down, but there was no store to see. Zoya, his lead
dog, hugged the slide’s border. But the store—
Wind cleared the drifting dust, and the curtain was drawn.
Where was it, where? Then a moment of horror: nothing remained. The store had been leveled. And his daughter,
Yvetta—
She was mixed with the ice or buried beneath.
The crescent moon was over his shoulder. Above, the folds
in the aurora plunged like pink and gold swords.
Was she thrown free? Was she on the surface?
Garris scanned the slide in the spectral light, looking for
movement.
He could see the extent of the avalanche now. It had
knocked down Mattie’s cabin. All that remained was a wall
and a window. The remains of Pike’s was visible, mixed with
the churn—snapped logs, splintered planks and a piece of
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roof. The flow reached the boulder bed and lapped over it,
petering on the banks of the Rightful River.
Garris braked his team, and as the sled fishtailed to a halt,
he saw Koopman rising from the snow. The pastor faced the
slide, batting the powder from his suit. Garris shouted, and
Lars turned.
Stillness reigned now. There was only the sighing of the
wind.
“My god,” Koopman said, waving his arm.
Garris called to Zoya and the sled moved toward the pastor, skirting the fan’s border. The air thickened again, hazed
with drifting powder. When Lars reappeared, he was limping
closer, squinting, trying to see.
The runners whisked, dogs panting, then Garris dropped
his anchor and jumped off his sled, padding forward. The two
men embraced. Garris was strong as an ox and built like one,
thick-chested with broad shoulders, large legs and giant hands.
“I thought you were inside,” Lars said.
Garris unclasped the smaller man, loosened his hood and
brushed it back. He had a squarish head and a determined
jaw, but his brutish face was foiled by eyes fearful and soft.
He faced the slide. “Yvetta,” he bellowed.
Lars turned too. “Mattie,” he yelled, gazing numbly around.
“Yvetta! Can anyone hear?”
Garris threw back the sled cover, grabbed a pair of snowshoes and strapped them on. Then he drew a shovel and ax
from the basket, passing the ax to Lars. “You’ll freeze,” he said,
retrieving a pair of blankets and wrapping them around the
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shivering pastor. Garris hurried forward, shoeing over the ice.
Lars limped after him, punching holes in the snow.
Of the store, there was only debris—splintered timbers,
jags of glass, a broken chair, a length of stovepipe.
“Yvetta,” Garris shouted.
The people— Where were they? Not a one was visible.
Was Yvetta with them? Was she still alive?
“Yvetta!”
“Mattie, Mattie!” the pastor joined in.
If the snows hadn’t crushed her, Garris thought, how long
would she have? How long before her air ran out or the cold
froze her?
He skirted a pit and passed between boulders twenty feet
high, calling, listening and looking. The fan looked like badly
cooked oatmeal. Remains of the store were everywhere—canned
goods, splintered posts, bolts of fabric, scraps of tar paper.
“Answer me,” Garris demanded. “Yvetta—”
“Please,” Lars cried.
Plats of ice were compacted, firm as concrete. Garris strode
past them, fearful, imagining. He paused at a looser area, digging his shovel in. “Yvetta—” There are people beneath me,
he thought. Crushed, suffocating in darkness, feeling the
unbearable cold.
Lars groaned. Garris turned to see him in powder to his
knees. The pastor began to sob. Garris dug his shovel in. Was
she protected? Was she free and struggling, or cemented in
place, choking at that very moment? Something shadowed
the surface between his snowshoes. He spaded away the loose
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beads, uncovering a slab of bacon.
“Ickeang naktook,” a man yelled.
Garris turned. On the far side of a blue boulder, an Eskimo
man named Toluk was down on his knees, holding another.
Garris hurried toward them. The motionless man was tangled with crepe streamers. Toluk stripped them away. Garris
recognized him. The man’s eyes were open, but his face was
still. Toluk removed his mitt and felt the man’s neck. Then he
shook his head. “Help, help—”
“I can’t leave,” Garris said.
“Dogs.” Toluk stood, pointing.
Garris nodded. “Take them.” Pleasant, a nearby village,
was an hour away.
As Toluk hurried toward the sled, Garris scanned the
slide. “Yvetta,” he cried.
The silence was absolute, unearthly.
Conscripted for slaughter, he thought. Mirabel dead. And
now this, cruelest of all— Yvetta. He blurted a wordless protest, and his tears welled up. Why, he thought. Why had he
ever brought her here?
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The first green sprigs had pierced the snow, but the land was
still in the grip of winter. The river was frozen, its icy banks
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lined with wind-carved ledges. Higher up, the slopes looked
bony and smooth, polished with age. A petrified world, white
and silent, with no sign of man.
They’d left Nome at dawn and it was late afternoon. Garris
walked beside Yvetta on a trail that followed the frozen river.
He carried a packboard on his back, and his daughter bore
one too, almost equal in size. Behind them, Sumderby pulled
a sled loaded with their belongings. A battered cello case wobbled between a leather trunk and a plaid valise. Two canvas
duffels were lashed to the sled rails, along with a wooden stool.
Sumderby wore a dark coat, patched work pants and a rain hat
with spittoon brim. His shirt cuffs were frayed, and his cheeks
were dotted with pimples. He’d been sent to Nome to escort
them.
“I don’t mind telling you,” Sumderby said, “I’ve got a girl.”
Garris shared a weary look with Yvetta. Shy and reserved at
first, the young man had grown increasingly talkative. Yvetta
smiled, amused but tolerant. They’d learned about Sumderby’s
boyhood, his job, how he’d fixed up his cabin, and how he’d
fathomed the mysteries of ledger accounting. The man who
employed him, Garris thought, was kindhearted to a fault, or
a fool himself.
“How much farther?” he asked.
“We’re almost there,” Sumderby said. “She’s a beauty. She
could have any man in the world, but it’s me she wants.”
The river turned north, and the trail turned with it.
“I shouldn’t be talking,” the young man admonished
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himself, “but I’m wild about her. There’s no hiding it, when
you’re in love.”
A raven winged past, and its grating call was like the rattle
of gravel in a hungry craw. Garris followed its flight, and a
mountain range swung into view.
“We’re not headed up there.”
“Gosh no,” Sumderby laughed. “No one lives in the
Teeth.”
The ridgelines were jagged. Amber spires rose through the
snows.
The trail continued to turn, and a peak with a nodded
crown appeared directly before them, its snowy front studded
with rock, rusty and iron-black.
“This is our valley,” Sumderby announced. “Rightful.”
Garris looked at Yvetta, and they slowed together. He
raised his arm, removed his black beret and drew the crisp air
into his chest. When he exhaled, he imagined the poisons had
left with his breath. The insanity was behind them.
“That’s Butcher Peak,” Sumderby said. “Can you see him?”
“I can,” Yvetta replied, pointing at the mountain’s top.
“There’s his head. He’s sitting, and his legs are spread to either
side.”
She had grown so quickly, Garris thought. A few inches
more and she’d rival him. Her reedy body had hints of her
mother’s curves, though modest still and hidden by her tired
brown coat. She wore a ribbon of silk in her hair that he’d
given her on her tenth birthday. Sky blue, it matched her eyes.
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“Do you see?” she asked.
Yvetta had his gravity, but her zeal was her own, bold and
incautious—a bright flower on a flexible stem.
“Father?”
Garris scanned the peak, and the butcher resolved. His
head was bowed, lopsided and shaggy. His shoulders were
slumped, elbows drawn to his sides.
“That’s the Cleaver,” Sumderby pointed.
The butcher was holding a giant blade, a vertical slab
streaked with iron stains. The sharp edge gleamed as if about
to come down.
“Pike named him.”
“Where’s the village?” Yvetta said.
Sumderby motioned, and the three continued along the
trail.
Rightful appeared in a fold beneath Butcher Peak. They
saw the store first, and then the cabins scattered around it.
Some were made of driftwood, others of planking and canvas.
A few looked well kept, but most were in disrepair. One was
roofless, another had a wall stove-in.
“We’re here because of Pike,” Sumderby said. “He found
gold floaters upriver and tracked them to a deposit below those
boulders.”
“When was that?” Garris asked.
“In ’01, during the rush.”
The place looked abandoned. It had been a long time since
gold had been found in Nome or anywhere near. “He left,”
Garris guessed.
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“Oh no,” Sumderby laughed. “That’s his cabin there.”
“Is it warm in the summer?” Yvetta asked.
“Heaven,” Sumderby said. “Grow whatever you like.”
The Mercantile was on the far side of a winding creek. As
they crossed a plank bridge, the door opened and a tall man in
overalls stepped onto the porch. He was in his forties, tall and
thin, bushy-headed and cheerful. He greeted them, thanking
Garris for coming. Then he hurried to help with their baggage.
“I’m Jonas Eisenhart.” He gripped Garris’ shoulder, shaking it as you would someone’s hand.
Over the shopkeeper’s shoulder, Garris surveyed the store.
Its doors and windows were out of square and the eaves were
sagging. The unstable ground beneath played havoc with its
timbers.
A woman appeared on the porch in a long black skirt and
a white blouse. She was statuesque and big-breasted, with her
hair piled high.
“Ruth,” she introduced herself, “and this is our Sara.”
A young woman stepped forward, blond with daring
brown eyes and full lips. She wore overalls like her father and
had a pencil behind her ear. At the sight of her, Sumderby
removed his hat.
“The mice were chewing last night.” Ruth tapped her
cheek, eyeing the pimples on the young man’s face.
He blushed and covered his sores with his hand.
“I wouldn’t wrap fish in those trousers,” Ruth said. “You
wash them or I’ll strip them off and do it myself.”
Sara giggled.
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“Soon as I get their things upstairs,” Sumderby nodded.
Ruth turned to Yvetta. “Just set your pack down. Somebody will manage it.”
Sumderby grinned and began to unload the sled. “I’m
‘Somebody,’” he said.
“How was your journey?” Ruth motioned Yvetta onto the
porch.
“I like the mountains,” Yvetta replied, ascending the steps.
“You’ll get your fill of them here,” Ruth replied.
Somebody lifted the cello case over his shoulders for Sara’s
benefit.
“Careful with that,” Garris said.
“I’ve made biscuits,” Ruth told Yvetta. “Will you have
something to eat?” She took Yvetta’s arm and led her inside.
Garris followed, with Jonas behind. As they entered, the
mingled odors of store and kitchen greeted them. A large
table appeared on the right, with places set. Ruth moved a
bowl of biscuits and a kettle of tea from the stove’s top. Garris
shrugged off his pack.
“Set it by the bench,” Ruth directed, raising her arm to
check the pins in her coif. “We don’t often see people wearing
hats like that.”
“It was my uncle’s.” Garris removed his beret. “He and my
father were from New Brunswick.”
“You’ll love Ruth’s cooking,” Jonas said as they sat down.
“We would take our meals with you?”
“You may count on breakfast and dinner,” Ruth said.
“Lunch is unpredictable.”
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“I’ll be dusty,” Garris warned.
“I know dust,” she smiled. “I’m married to it.”
Somebody appeared, lugging the duffels. Sara traipsed in
front of him, as if daring him to force his way past. Ruth shot
Jonas a look of alarm.
“Sara,” Jonas barked.
She rolled her brown eyes and took a place at the table as
Somebody started up the stair.
“How old are you, dear?” Ruth tidied her blouse.
“Sixteen,” Yvetta said.
“Three years behind Sara. Did you like Nome?”
Yvetta nodded. “I love seeing new places. We walked on
the beach before the snows came.”
“And before that?” Ruth asked.
“Juneau. And San Francisco. That’s where we’re from.”
Garris heard her voice falter. She glanced at him.
“California has painful memories for us,” Yvetta said.
“I love San Francisco.” Sara’s eyes glinted.
“She’s never been,” Ruth muttered.
“Somebody knows all about it,” Sara snapped.
Garris looked from mother to daughter. They seemed to
have little in common. Ruth carried herself with an erectness
that accentuated her classical profile—her high forehead, her
straight nose, the finely tapered chin. An attractive woman.
Sara was slighter and shorter. Her face was boyish, round and
indelicate, and her hair hung thin and loose, like an unwatered plant. She was chattering at Yvetta, but her gaze shifted
as Somebody reappeared with more baggage.
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Sara dropped her biscuit. She bent to retrieve it, dipping
her head beneath the table. Somebody turned with a sly grin.
Ruth grabbed Sara’s shoulder and jerked her upright.
A bell rang. Jonas shouted, “We’re here,” and the door
opened.
Voices sounded, then two Eskimo women and a child
crossed the threshold. The women were short with broad faces,
plump cheeks and flat noses. One was middle-aged and carried a load of pelts in her arms—seal skins, spotted and silver-gray. The other was elderly. She had a chin tattoo and held
a little girl by the hand.
Ruth rose and approached them, calling them by name.
“Very nice,” Ruth said, taking the pelts. “What do you
need?”
The younger woman rattled off a list of foods and supplies.
The little girl had fixed on Garris. She let go of her granny
and ventured forward, small features ripening, wide-eyed,
smiling. She was dressed like an Eskimo hunter, in a fur parka
with a sunbeam ruff, mukluks and hide leggings.
“Help them, will you?” Ruth told Sara. And to the girl,
“Who wants a biscuit?”
The child beamed. Ruth wet a cloth, cleaned the girl’s
hands and face and handed her the treat.
“Would you like to come?” Sara asked Yvetta.
She glanced at Garris, and he nodded. Sara escorted the
three Eskimos and Yvetta away.
Garris turned to Jonas. “They’re local.”
“Yes. There’s a camp up the river.”
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“May I see the sleeping quarters?”
“Of course.”
Jonas led the way upstairs.
“How long has Somebody been in your employ?”
“A year and a half,” Jonas replied.
“Hard to get help in a place like this,” Garris guessed. It
wasn’t a question, and Jonas didn’t reply.
The lodgers’ room had two double bunks and a washbasin
on a small stand beneath the window. A couple of pictures
taken from magazines hung in handmade frames. “You’re not
far from the stove.” Jonas pointed at the floorboards.
Garris nodded.
“We’re in the room across the hall.”
Jonas suggested they look at the work to be done, and they
returned downstairs.
“We came to Alaska with the rush,” he said. “My family had a store in Milwaukee. I started buying and selling in
Nome. Pike was one of my customers. When he struck it, I
came along. Set up a tent, built a one-room shack. By then
Ruth was pregnant.”
“Twenty years ago,” Garris said.
Jonas regarded him.
“There were a lot of people here,” Garris said.
The shopkeeper nodded. “Till the gold ran out.”
Outside, Jonas led him around the building. The siding
was a patchwork of rotting planks, and the duckboards needed
replacing. Two windows were broken. “You have the glass?”
Garris asked. Jonas said he did, then showed him the remains
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of a collapsed dog shed. “I want a larger one. We’re thinking
about the future.” The roof had some leaks, he added, and a
tarp covered each.
He faced Garris. “Where did you learn your trade?”
“In Maine, from my uncle.”
“You’ve been making cabinets in Nome.”
“I’ve done it all,” Garris said, “framing, roofing, furniture.
I built barracks for soldiers in the Great War. In Russia, on
frozen ground.”
“Russia?”
“That’s where they sent me.”
Garris kept his words spare and direct, the way he struck
nails with his hammer.
“You have a lovely daughter,” the shopkeeper said. “Can
I ask—”
“A cancer took her,” Garris answered. “That’s not your
affair.”
“No, it’s not. I didn’t mean to—”
“I have some questions for you,” Garris stopped him.
“There’s not much to your village. You have the money to pay
me?”
“I wouldn’t have asked you here—”
“Snug me up with tea and biscuits, then chisel me down
when the job’s done.”
“Look—”
“I’ve been cheated by grocers and robbed by doctors. I was
pushed in front of mortars by Professor Wilson. I know what to
expect. You want me to fix up your place, you’ll pay in front.”
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Jonas was speechless. He had expected neither scorn nor
literacy, Garris thought, from an itinerant carpenter. The hint
of a smile formed on the shopkeeper’s lips. Did he mean to
placate him?
“I said in my letter,” Jonas laughed, “I’d give you an advance. But now that we’ve met— I’m not sure I can stand
having you around.”
Garris laughed in return. When Jonas extended his hand,
he shook it.
“Shall we see what the women are up to?” Jonas motioned.
As he followed the storekeeper through the rear door and
down a hallway, Garris unbuttoned his coat, feeling foolish.
Beside one suspender, the white of his shirt showed a half-
dollar spot where varnish had dropped. It was like a knot in
a slab of wood. He was no more sensitive than the lumber he
handled, as flat and hard as if he’d just arrived from the mill.
He’d been clumsy with others all his life. The years had only
made things worse.
“The Mercantile serves four other villages,” Jonas explained, “along with the natives who come to trade. We get
lodgers, mostly in winter.”
The store was unevenly stocked. The shelves were half
empty. Goods were stacked at odd intervals, in baskets and
barrels, piled against the walls. Sugar and tea, canned fruit,
blankets and sacks of grain, shot and kerosene, salmon planks
and dusty medicinals. Sara was showing the Eskimo women
bolts of cloth. Ruth made marks on a clipboard ledger. Yvetta
sat in the corner singing to the little girl.
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The Eskimo women turned and approached the girl. The
granny came up behind her and felt for her shoulder, the
old fingers brown and banded. As Garris stepped closer, the
granny turned, the lines in her face trenching deeply. Her gray
hair was thin and stringy and lay broomed across her crown.
There was an ancient kindness in her eyes. Garris felt it pass
through hardship and pain to reach him.
“What’s your name?” the little girl asked in perfect English.
“They go to a mission school,” Ruth explained.
“Garris,” he answered, kneeling.
She grinned, eyes wide. “What’s your name?” she asked
again.
“Garris.” He mimicked her elfish smile.
“What’s your name?” she asked still again.
“Garris,” he laughed, shaking his head.
The little girl shook hers too, mimicking him.
“Play for her,” Yvetta said.
Garris looked at Ruth. “Would you mind?”
“We’d be delighted,” Ruth said, nodding at Jonas and
Sara.
Garris returned to the front room and mounted the stairs
to the lodgers’ quarters. He lifted the cello case onto the bed
and opened it. A battered guitar lay inside, surrounded by
clothing.
He returned to the store, self-conscious, head bowed.
Yvetta was seated on the floor. Garris sat beside her. The
little girl stepped closer, reaching to touch the instrument’s
face. Garris plucked a few strings, turned a few pegs, then
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he rocked back and forth to set the tempo and began to play.
Yvetta joined with her voice.
It was a witless ditty with too many rhymes, a favorite of
Yvetta’s.
The little girl bobbed, eyeing Yvetta with reverence. Four or
five, Garris guessed. Wonderful years. While he played, Ruth
watched his stubby fingers dance over the fretboard. When the
guitar’s final notes rang, a clapping sounded at the rear of the
store. Garris raised his head to see a slight man with stooped
shoulders stepping forward.
“My father wrote that,” Yvetta told the little girl.
The slight man smiled at Garris. “There’s something of
heaven in music,” he said. “We have a mission here.”
“I’ve heard,” Garris said.
“The Society of Friends,” Ruth explained. “Lars is our
pastor.”
“You’re the carpenter,” Koopman guessed.
“That’s right.”
“I want you to see what we’re doing.”

The weather was clear, so Garris began with the roof
repairs. He set up his shop on the first floor, curtaining himself off from the household with tent canvas. As always, the
shop was a home for him. Yvetta brought meals in, and he
would eat at the table where he sawed and planed. At night, by
lantern light, he fashioned posts and boards for the dog shed.
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Indoors or out, his saws spoke as they worked, and so did his
chisels and drills, and the nails as they sank. They had a lot
to say, and he gave them thoughtful replies, lips moving till
weariness overcame him.
Yvetta schooled herself from the books they’d packed with
them and helped in the store. Sara taught her to weigh out
goods and barter with the natives, and when their hours were
free, they walked in the valley together. Garris learned from
his daughter about Sara’s affection for Somebody. The attachment was deeper than her parents knew.
Often he rose before Yvetta. If he tired during the day,
he’d stretch out and nap in the sawdust. No one complained
about his odd hours and habits. He enjoyed working long into
the night.
Pastor Koopman visited in the second week to make good
on his invitation. “I want you to meet the People,” he said.
He spoke of his mission with pride, as if he imagined Garris
would be stirred by it. Politely, Garris said no. He had little
interest in the Friends or the natives. A few days later, the pastor interrupted their dinner to ask him again.
“Can we please?” Yvetta begged.
“Of course,” Garris said. Her eagerness gladdened him.
He’d had worries about bringing her north. Would the harsh
conditions or the rough-hewn residents trouble her? The
friendship with Sara was a great relief. Yvetta’s happiness was
the most important thing in his life.
Koopman and his fellow missionary, a woman named
Mattie, met them on the Mercantile porch, and the four
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followed the trail to the Eskimo camp.
Mattie was small and sturdy-looking, and a decade older
than Koopman. With spectacles and a bun at her nape, she
looked stern and pious, but there was a delicacy in her gestures
and expressions that drew Garris. Did she sense he was an
unbeliever? She did nothing to test him, and her words were
thoughtful, unassuming and warm.
Thirty-eight Eskimos lived in the camp, she explained.
Their ancestral home was to the west, on the coast. They had
numbered over three hundred, then gold was discovered and
the new arrivals brought the “Great Death”—measles, diphtheria, syphilis, TB and the influenza. Those who survived
sought help from the whites. Children without families were
sent to orphanages. Others sheltered in Nome or with missions like theirs.
“I want them to learn modern carpentry,” Koopman said.
“They’re in desperate need of skills like yours.”
Garris didn’t reply.
The river narrowed and turned. Butcher Peak vanished
and the Teeth grew numerous. Bristling and spiny, ridge
beyond ridge, the crests were lined with cusps. A rocky wall
rose on the right, bounding the river, and the Eskimo camp
appeared. It was a rugged place and an intimate one, filled
with the rumble and hiss of wind and current.
“In Rightful, we’re one community,” Koopman said.
Garris regarded him. “With one faith.”
“That’s their choice. We’re not here to convert them. That’s
not the Friends’ way. Those who have found our Lord have
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found Him through guidance and prayer.” The pastor met his
gaze. “Is He in your thoughts?”
Garris shook his head.
“You seem like a good man,” Koopman said.
“Don’t let your faith divide us.”
“I promise,” Koopman nodded, “it won’t.”
As they drew closer to the camp, dogs chained in a pen
began to bark. A dozen people were about.
The shelters were mound shaped, mortared with mud and
roofed by sod. A few were shingled with scrap metal or flattened cans. From the outside they looked like snow-covered
hillocks, with threads of smoke rising from their tops. Garris
wondered how they were lit and where the entrances were.
Between the dwellings, the ground was littered with crates,
washtubs, cans and jars. Seal skin pelts were hanging on racks
and lines like laundry.
As they stepped through the yard, Garris saw faces turn,
following him and Yvetta. Mattie hailed a woman bent over a
large bird, pulling feathers from its breast. When the woman
looked up, Garris saw she was white. She had a heavy jaw and
intense eyes, dark as an Asian’s. Her hair was long and black,
and twin-braided.
“This is Garris,” Mattie said, “and Yvetta.”
The woman stood, faced his daughter, then turned to him.
“The carpenter.” Her voice was cordial, but her eyes were somber. It was as if they had met before and she recognized him.
“Kiachuk,” she said.
“Garris.” He nodded.
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“I can’t shake your hand,” she said, glancing at her bloody
fingers.
She stooped and took a pinch of down from the swan’s
breast. Then she rose and set it on his shoulder.
Was she making fun of him? Testing, curious— Troubled
by something? Her expression was unaccountably grave. He
couldn’t look away.
Yvetta shifted beside him. Garris saw his daughter watching, smiling to herself.
“I want him to meet Ned,” Koopman told Kiachuk.
Before she could answer, a native boy interrupted, circling
them, waving the swan’s severed wings and crying, “Flying
Man, I’m the Flying Man.”
Mattie and Koopman stared at Kiachuk, looking agitated.
Kiachuk knelt, spoke gently and extended her arm. The
boy put the swan’s wings in her hand. Then she rose and
passed them to Mattie, with an expression apologetic but
unperturbed, as if the boy’s misbehavior was something she
was inured to. “He doesn’t know any better.”
“We’ll be in the nursery,” Mattie said. She smiled at Yvetta,
and the two started down to the river.
Kiachuk turned toward a gathering across the yard.
“They’re getting ready to leave,” she said.
Koopman motioned to Garris, and they stepped forward,
following Kiachuk.
“Smelt have reached the Channel,” the pastor explained.
“They’re first, then candlefish and herring. The water will be
black with them. The Eskimos net them, as they did in centu27

ries past. They fish and hunt, but they’ve learned some agriculture too. You’ll be surprised.
“They call themselves ‘Inupiaq,’” he said. “‘The People.’
Ned Jimmy is their leader, the elder. Kiachuk’s his daughter.”
Garris was confused by that. The woman was as white as
he was.
Two men were folding nets. Others coiled ropes and lines,
and loaded supplies into open packs. Cured skins, bleached
by the sun, had been spread on the ground, and a man was
rolling them up.
“Walrus hide,” Koopman said, “to patch their skin boat.”
Garris spotted an older native, short and gray at the temples but muscular despite his years. His brows were thick, his
cheeks grizzled. He was dressing the head of a spear while he
spoke to a man with a long face and one eye, who sharpened
hooks with a flint.
Kiachuk came to a halt before her father. “This is Ned,” she
said, and she spoke to the grizzled man in his native tongue.
Ned inspected the spear as if he hadn’t heard her, as if they
weren’t there.
Garris stood motionless, silent. The One-Eyed Man stared
at him.
Finally Ned straightened himself, squinted at Garris and
spoke.
“It’s a pleasure,” Kiachuk translated.
Garris didn’t reply. Ned’s meaning seemed closer to,
“What’re you doing here?”
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Koopman tried to smooth things over with a kindly smile.
“Ned’s children,” he said, “are the most literate natives in the
Arctic.”
Kiachuk translated the pastor’s words for Ned. He grunted
and spoke.
“My father questions the value of my learning,” Kiachuk
said. “He thinks white schools teach us the wrong things,” she
explained. “‘A man needs to know how to kill a walrus. Christ
makes our sons soft,’ he says.”
Her speech was measured, but her eyes were hard. She was
used to this kind of treatment, Garris thought. However Ned’s
contempt might have pained her, she seemed to accept it.
“Tell him he’s going to miss my lesson,” Koopman said.
When Kiachuk translated, Ned grinned, seeing the humor.
He spoke to Kiachuk, and when he finished she turned to
Garris.
“‘Good luck with your repairs,’ my father says. ‘I built a
home your way. Cut logs with a saw and nailed them together.
It blew down in a storm.’”
Garris laughed. Koopman shook his head. Kiachuk
smiled, but the darkness in her eyes remained.
“How are they made?” Garris asked Ned, looking at a
nearby hut.
Kiachuk posed the question to her father and translated
his answer. “The framework is driftwood,” she said. “Woven
branches. We cover the branches with mud, then grasses and
moss grow over it.”
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“Are the branches fixed together?” Garris asked.
Kiachuk translated the question, and Ned’s eyes flashed
as he answered.
“We lash them with hide,” Kiachuk said.
For frozen ground and fierce winds, Garris thought, it was
a smart solution. The frame was free to shift and stretch. For
those inside, the hut was like a thick sweater.
“Tell him I understand,” Garris said. “I admire your resourcefulness.”
He watched as she translated. An intelligent woman, literate and intuitive. Her dark mood would be unattractive
to some, but not to him. Ned was watching him watch his
daughter, mouth skewed, as if he was chewing on one side.
“Good netting,” Koopman wished Ned. He turned away
from the Eskimo elder, leaning closer to Kiachuk.
“Our goods have arrived,” Koopman told her.
“We’ll get them hauled,” she said, “when the men leave.”
Fresh supplies from the spring freighters had reached the
store the previous week. The Friends, it seemed, were provisioning the People.
Koopman motioned to Garris, and they started back
across the yard.
“Here comes Yvetta and the children,” the pastor said.
Garris saw his daughter with the little Eskimo girl, holding her hand. Mattie and a crowd of other youngsters hurried
beside. Yvetta looked buoyant, sunny and bright. There was
a time when he’d felt that kind of joy in life. He still knew
30

wonder and satisfaction, but his pleasure now came from
working wood. And the finer his craft, the more solitary and
involuted the pleasure had become. Shadowy thoughts. Had
the Eskimo woman triggered them?
“Kiachuk was adopted,” Garris guessed.
“No,” Koopman said, “she’s Ned’s by birth. Before the
rush, the government had a station at Teller. Ned endeared
himself to one of the white women there. When Kiachuk was
born, Ned took her.”
“And the mother?”
“She returned to Auckland with her husband,” the pastor
said.
A half-dozen women and children had collected in a
clearing. Mattie, Yvetta and the little Eskimo girl approached.
The little girl beamed, let go of Yvetta’s hand and ran toward
him, circling his knee and tugging his pant leg. “What’s your
name?” she asked.
“I adore them,” Yvetta said.
Garris put his hand on the little girl’s head.
More natives joined the assembly, reaching the clearing from the huts and the yard, and the nursery downriver.
Koopman left Garris’ side.
As the pastor mounted a rise, his flock found their places.
Some sat on a log, a bucket or a handmade bench, while others
settled on the ground.
Koopman gazed at the river, then turned his back to it.
A young Eskimo man stepped toward him, halting a few feet
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away. He was average height, broad shouldered and long in
the waist. His bronzed face was diamond shaped, with a sharp
chin and black hair parted on either side of his brow.
“John Jimmy,” Mattie said, “Ned’s son.”
Koopman took a Bible from him and began paging
through it, reading passages while John trialed Eskimo translations aloud.
Koopman’s voice reached them. “Do we have it?”
John Jimmy replied, “We have ‘righteous’ and ‘wicked.’
‘Kingdom’ is always hard, but I’ll get the idea across.” His
English was as flawless as Kiachuk’s.
Koopman put his hand on John’s shoulder. They might
have been father and son.
“What is the subject?” Garris asked.
“The Kingdom to Come,” Mattie replied.
The natives were seated and ready. They were all in warm
clothing. The sun was higher, but the air was cold.
The pastor planted himself and raised his head. John took
his position six feet to one side and two feet forward.
“God’s judgment will be visited on the earth,” Koopman
began, “and in that long-awaited hour the righteous will
be separated from the wicked. Those who cling to evil will be
doomed, and those who have Jesus in their hearts will enter
His kingdom.”
John faced the Eskimos, translating the words for them.
“We think we know life. But there is more to know. We
think we see how life begins and ends. But there is more to
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see. When the breath stops, and the body is bound in cloth, is
that the end?”
Koopman spoke earnestly, pausing after every statement.
John rendered the thoughts with a spirited delivery. Phrase by
phrase, the message reached the natives through the mind and
lips of the youth.
An Eskimo woman sat on an overturned crate, sewing and
pursing her lips. Another wove blades of grass into a basket. A
mother and daughter were skinning a seal, sectioning blubber,
putting pieces in a bucket. The woman stopped and peered at
John with a fistful of fat in her hand.
“Though the body is still and lifeless, there’s a deeper life
within that continues to think and see. The dead wait for their
day, and on that day, they awaken. Do they wake in this world?
Do they put on their parkas and mukluks and trudge down to
the Kuzitrin to haul out their fish? No. The world they wake
into is a world of the spirit, where they know themselves and
each other in the deepest and most personal way.
“On this day, those of pure heart, those who have God’s
spirit within them, will find their eternal reward in heaven.
And those who are corrupt, who cast God out of their hearts
in life, will find their reward in hell.”
Koopman was trying to make divine justice comprehensible, and he seemed to be succeeding. There was thoughtfulness in an old woman’s face, and emotion in a younger’s eyes.
The baby she’d been nursing had fallen asleep.
“Will the time of judgment be tonight, after dinner? Or
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while we’re asleep, lost in dreams? None of us know the hour
or day. But God has it in mind.” The pastor touched his finger
to his head. “The moment when he will bring an end to this
world—every man and woman in it—and measure who we are.
“My friend— Picture the expression on Jesus’ face when
your spirit rises before him. You’ll want to be counted among
His righteous. Won’t you?”
Koopman scanned the faces.
“Last week, on Wednesday, Edna left her hut to wash
clothing in the river. Her necklace disappeared—the one with
the blue beads that her grandmother gave her. I don’t know
who took it and neither does Edna. We may never see it again,
in this life. But when the thief stands before Jesus in the hour
of judgment, our Lord will raise his hand and that necklace
will be in it.”
Garris laughed to himself. Edna’s necklace.
“Our world doesn’t reward us as we wish it would,” the
pastor said. “When we do what is fair and just, we aren’t recognized. Our bad deeds aren’t seen for what they are and punished by man or God. Not in this world. That is our sadness,
our grief, our curse. That is the trial to which God puts us.
“To look beyond today and see the life of the spirit and the
reward it will have. To see beyond the hardships of this dark,
frozen world and embrace the kingdom of warmth and light.
That is the message that Jesus brings.”
The pastor’s tone was solemn, but John Jimmy’s was anything but. His gaze was fearless, and his voice rang out, loud
and confident. It had an emotional depth and a fervor the
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pastor lacked, and his physical presence cast a shadow over
the milder man. John’s nose was bold, the bridge sharp and
bowed. He had his father’s thick brows and bold almond eyes.
The power in his voice boomed in his chest, and the hands he
clasped behind him suggested there was more in reserve.
Mattie was nodding, and so were a dozen natives. Garris
wondered how much of the lesson’s impact was the translator’s
doing.
“Let the wicked and righteous grow together until the
harvest,” Koopman said. “On that day, I will send out my
angels. I will cast the wicked into the furnace of fire, and the
righteous will shine forth like the sun in my kingdom.”
The translation was given.
“John,” Koopman said, “will you sing for us?”
The young man took a step forward, collected himself and
began to sing:
Why do we mourn departing friends
Or shake at death’s alarms?
It was a hymn expressing indifference to death and affirming a heavenly reward. Music often reached Garris, and the
hymn’s melody swept him up. Its words reached him too. They
expressed a yearning that seemed authentic. What did it matter that the subject was redemption? People had needs, dire
needs that went unanswered. The hymn understood that.
Garris heard the baby crying. Its mother opened her tunic
and gave it her breast.
Yvetta was rapt, fixed on John. Spine straight, his shoulders drawn back— His eyes were shut, but a great dignity
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shone in his face. His hands were still clasped behind him, but
instead of holding his strength in reserve, it seemed now that
he meant to bare it.
There was beauty in the hymn, and in the young man too.
Garris didn’t often find beauty in people, but when he did,
they seemed like wood. His uncle had been as clear as sanded
birch. His father was the arm of an oak, twisted by life, hard
to plane and patterned with scars. Mirabel was ebony, impossibly dense, with a grain hard to discern. John Jimmy had the
fire of apricot wood. And Yvetta—she was glowing beside him
like osage orange.
The look in her eyes—
It was as if John’s voice was lifting her, carrying her away.
Garris felt the chill of separation, and the shudder of a
parting without appeal. She was at the age. It was going to
happen—
But not with him standing beside her. The attraction, no
doubt, was weaker than he imagined. Still, he couldn’t help
himself. He wanted to protect her, and himself.
Garris remembered Mirabel and the day they met. For
those who knew love, he thought, life made no exceptions;
there was no allowance, no special treatment. The world was
deaf to that music. If Yvetta loved deeply, she would feel pain.
And what could he do? She would learn, as he had, how cruel
life was.
The last verse celebrated a “great rising day,” but to Garris
it was less a cry to be joined with God than a cry to be reunited
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with humanity—a cry that faded quickly as the words were
borne away by the wind.
Koopman stepped forward. The lesson was over.
John faced the river, hearing the birds perhaps, and the
sound of wind and water, feeling the sun on his face with his
eyes closed.
The Eskimos rose and returned to their chores.
“What do you think?” the pastor smiled.
“That’s some hymn,” Garris said.
“I learned it when I was a boy in Pennsylvania. God speaks
through music.”
“Music is a refuge,” Garris said. “From God and everything else.”
Koopman looked at Yvetta. “He’s a hard nut.”
She ignored the jibe. “Your message reached them.”
“That’s what matters,” the pastor replied.
“Is there any way I can help?” Yvetta said.
“Schooling the children’s a big job,” Koopman answered.
“Mattie’s on her own.”
“She has no religious training,” Garris said.
“She doesn’t need any.”
Garris saw the excitement in Yvetta’s eyes.
“In our work,” Koopman added, “the teacher learns as
much as the student.”
“John has a wonderful voice,” she said.
“You should hear his sister,” the pastor told them. “She’s
the nightingale in the family. They were both schooled at the
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Methodist mission. You’d think they went to an eastern prep
school. A real credit to the work we’re doing.”

Every other day, Yvetta followed the trail upriver and spent
the afternoon with the Eskimo children. In the first week,
she returned with the story of how Edna’s necklace had reappeared in the place where she’d kept it. Garris didn’t believe
his daughter was drawn solely by the mission and her affection
for the children. The work she was doing put her in frequent
contact with John.
May arrived, and the days were longer and warmer. He completed the roof repairs and the dog shed. The sawdust in the shop
softened his steps, and the curls loosed by his planes grew like
a garden. The air was a medley of scents—the honey of hemlock, the spice of birch, the tang of spruce; day and night he
breathed the perfumes rising from the wood’s pores. When Yvetta returned from her visit upriver, she would share her thoughts.
“They’re a special people, Mattie says. They have a natural sweetness which our race lacks. This is a good place for us.”
Garris didn’t ask about John. He tried not to dwell on
what might be happening.
One evening after they’d eaten, they retired to the lodgers’
room, and Yvetta opened her heart, hesitantly. She lay on the
bunk with her head on his knee. She was fond of John, she
said. They were the same age, born in the same month. Wasn’t
that strange?
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Garris stroked her temple. They were spending more time
together, Yvetta said. Garris didn’t reply. He was her father.
There were things she wanted to tell him, he thought. Things
he didn’t want to hear.
Had John kissed her? Had they—
It was foolish, he knew, but he felt the violation himself.
His instinct to protect her made no sense at all. Her judgment
was keen. If she trusted John, he should as well. It was his
wish, his duty, to stand for love.
Yvetta was speaking of John’s ideas.
“He hasn’t just learned the lessons by rote. He’s searching.”
Sexual feelings could give rise to wild romanticism in a
teenage boy, Garris thought. Yvetta knew nothing of that.
John had no trade. He’d grown up in a hut, in a frozen land.
Yvetta wasn’t a child, but he couldn’t help think of her as one.
A special child—the only ray of sunshine in a dark world.
“John’s uncle—” She looked up at him. “They called him
‘the Flying Man.’ He died from the influenza.
“John was close to him, like you were with Uncle Luc. The
Flying Man saw things most people can’t see. The Eskimos
have the Christian faith, but a few still—” Yvetta stopped
herself.
“Still what?”
“Sometimes,” she spoke softly now, “when you’re falling
asleep— You see things and hear things. Others are with you.
People, and creatures.”
He removed his hand from Yvetta’s brow. There was silence
in the room.
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“It’s like looking at water,” she said. “You can see your
reflection and the reflection of others behind and around you.
Blurred, rippling, in soft colors. Not the colors of life, bright
and vivid; but pale and runny.”
Garris sighed. “Between the Flying Man, his mission
schooling, and Koopman’s lessons, John’s been fed a lot of
hocus-pocus.”
Yvetta was still for a long moment, then she rose and faced
him.
“Do you really know better? If someone sees something
you can’t see, why must you ridicule them? You have no right
to do that.”
Garris was stunned. He thought to protest, to defend him
self. But when he looked in her eyes, he dared not.
She turned, strode through the doorway and descended
the stair.
A moment later, he heard the front door close, and when
he looked out the window, he saw Yvetta in her parka, headed
down the trail toward the river.
If she had hurt herself or suffered some setback, he would
have known what to do. But the outburst rendered him helpless. He had understood his young daughter. But the woman
inside her—mysterious, struggling to define herself—was a
total stranger.
Garris watched Yvetta shrink to a dim silhouette and
vanish.
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he aurora filled the sky, a great arc of green, bridging the
darkness from the moon’s silver crescent in the east to the
ranks of glimmering Teeth that stood between Rightful and
the Bering Sea.
Garris shuddered, gripped his spade and drove it into the
crush. Had an hour passed? Every fresh pit he dug with reviving hope. “Yvetta,” he called, praying she’d hear. “Yvetta,
Yvetta—” Time, more time. Another minute for her. A minute of strangled breath, of freezing cold. He had to find her.
Lars was shouting his name.
Garris looked up. “Where are you?”
“Here, I’m here.”
Garris scanned the jumbled ice. He didn’t see him, and
then he did.
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Lars was clambering onto a boulder. He struggled for
balance, tipping and waving his arm to be seen. “Hurry,” he
yelled. “I’ve found her.”
Garris started toward him.
The lime aurora glowed brightest on the pulverized ice.
Blocks were set in it, faceted and cracked like barbaric jewels,
green-gold on reflecting faces, midnight blue in their depths.
Timbers were everywhere, a dented fuel tank, a wad of linen,
a casserole dish and a carton of soap. Garris saw Ruth’s silver,
scattered as if a thief had entered her kitchen and been caught
in the act. “Hurry,” Koopman cried.
As Garris wound through the blocks and hillocks, a dog
barked and came bounding toward him, waving its tail. One of
the native dogs that brought guests to the wedding. “Garris—”
Koopman was kneeling in a hollow, the ax beside him. As
Garris drew closer, he saw a hand protruding from the snow a
few feet from Koopman’s face.
“It’s Mattie,” Lars said, shivering.
The hand was waxen, the fingers curled. There were
grooves and pits in the snow around it. Garris handed the
shovel over and grabbed the ax.
Koopman used the shovel blade to continue his chipping.
“You’re sure?”
“I know her hands,” Lars replied.
Garris removed his mitt and felt Mattie’s wrist. “There’s a
pulse.”
The third finger moved. Koopman gasped, wild-eyed.
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Garris rose, hefting the ax, bringing it down. “Jesus. It’s
like cement.”
“Careful,” Lars bleated, using the spade’s point to scrape
around her wrist.
Garris continued swinging. The ax blows left shallow dints.
“Be careful,” Lars insisted. “She heard my voice. Her fingers,” he opened his hand, “reached out.”
The auroral rays were plunging from heaven to earth, as if
they had some kind of score to settle. “We’re here,” Lars spoke
to the buried woman. “We’re here.”
Garris struck with the ax, again and again. Koopman
wheedled and chipped.
The rays of light were glowing silver. Mattie’s elbow
appeared. Then the tips of the rays turned red. Time was passing, but how much— The hand looked ghostly now, a visitation from some other realm.
Garris dropped the ax and sank to his knees.
“What are you doing?” Lars demanded.
Garris felt Mattie’s wrist and sighed, thinking of Yvetta.
“Her heart’s stopped,” he said.
“No it hasn’t. You’re wrong.”
“Look at her hand,” Garris murmured. “It’s turning gray.”
He imagined his daughter, pressed to death, freezing, unable
to breathe.
“Please—” Lars broke down, sobbing, eyeing the curled
fingers, a closed fist now. He seemed afraid to touch it.
The sight was too much for Garris. The unlucky pastor,
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he thought. The gentle woman, so innocent, so well-meaning.
They wanted a better world. How much they sacrificed, and
how little it mattered.
Was Yvetta already lost? Broken, frozen. Smothered or
crushed like Mattie. What could he do on his own or with
Lars? And even if she was still alive, even if help arrived—
Would there be enough time to save her?
Above, the luminous curtain was turning in on itself; and
as it coiled, its color shaded from green to blue. While Lars
sobbed, the glowing spiral expanded to fill the night. Garris
felt like he did when Yvetta sang with all her heart, and the
tears were flowing down both their cheeks.
They were all just helpless children. They longed for a life
more kindly, more just than the one they’d been given. Like
an imagined future, the great blue screw-thread trembled with
tension and turned in the heavens.
Was the wind sighing, or was it the whisk of sled runners?
Garris stood. Dog teams were ascending the Rightful
Valley in line on the trail. Help, from Pleasant. The light from
above haloed them all, the dogs’ icy fur refracting the glow, as
if they’d been dispatched from some fabled realm. The man
driving the first team came into view, mounting the slope.
Garris raised his arms and shouted.
The man saw him. He drove to the edge of the fan and
braked his sled. Garris hurried to meet him as the following
teams pulled up on either side. Many in Pleasant were known
to Garris, but the man stepping toward him was faceless. His
head was hooded with a dark balaclava.
44

Ten months earlier. June 9, 1921.

The repairs to the Mercantile were completed on schedule and
to Eisenhart’s satisfaction. By then, Yvetta had grown close to
the Eskimo children. Her affection for John, and his attachment to her, had become a local story. The prospect of their
departure lay heavy on Yvetta, but what could be done? They
had to go where the work was.
Garris stepped along the path to Pike’s cabin. Jonas had
invited him there “to express our thanks.” Summer had come.
Most of the snow had melted off Butcher Peak. All that remained were fringes beneath the brute’s spread legs, and a
white sheet below his tarnished blade. Garris felt the sun on
his brow, and the lightness that came with a project’s completion. He felt, as well, the excitement of leaving, of setting out
for some place new.
He knew the Arctic better now. Work on the roof and
siding had given him a view of the country as the season
changed. The Teeth in the distance grew longer. Their gums
receded and the enamel dissolved, revealing fangs, pointed and
cracked. The first rains came in early May, then two weeks of
fog filled the Rightful Valley; and when the fog dissolved, sun
beat on the melting ground. Summer was the time for building repairs, and the northland was sprinkled with villages.
Large gray rocks lined the pathway to Pike’s door. On
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the left, ptarmigan had been strung up to dry on a driftwood
rack. On the right was a woodpile Somebody kept fresh. A
mastodon tusk leaned against the cabin wall. The logs themselves were of uniform dimension, peeled and saddle-notched
at the corners, and the window beside the door was the largest
in Rightful, sporting eight panes.
When he knocked, Jonas opened the door and motioned
him in. Garris hung his knapsack on a peg, and Jonas handed
him a stein. Pike stood on his bear rug, and as Garris turned,
he raised his tankard. The hawkish nose, red cheeks and billowing hair lifted as well. “To a job well done,” Pike said.
“Well done,” Jonas echoed, lifting his mug.
The three men drank.
Pike’s amour, Blinne, sat at a plank table covered with rags
and brushes, cleaning his shotgun. She was an Irish girl, short
and trim, with ginger hair, thin brows and a delicate mouth.
She looked fragile for the Arctic, but Garris had been there
long enough to know better.
“You’ve added your piece to Rightful,” Pike said, “and life
tips out its reward.” He nodded to Jonas.
The shopkeeper pulled a roll of greenbacks from his pocket
and handed it to Garris. The repair work was paid in full, so
this was a surprise.
“That’s how the scales work.” Pike motioned to a shelf
above the stove.
A pair of brass scales stood there, circular trays hanging
from triple chains. They were out of balance, with a small
weight on one side and a fist-sized rock on the other.
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“My first big haul,” Pike remembered. “I brought a sample
to the office in Nome, and after the assayer weighed out my
worth, I asked him how much those scales were.”
“Not the scales,” Blinne said, without raising her eyes.
He ignored her, pointing at a framed photograph on the
shelf. An elated Pike with dark hair stood between piles of
gold bricks. “After it was smelted, I had ’em stack my gold,
with a space for me to stand.
“Eighteen months before, I was sifting dirt back of Council.
They kept talking about the gold on Nome’s beach, so I went to
have a look. Ten thousand men! And every one of ’em a fool—
the sea floor was covered with gold, they said. It was coming in
with the tide!” He laughed. “‘Easy money’ men. They packed
the saloons and dance halls. A year later, they were all bums
without a nickel. The government hired a ship to haul ’em back
to the States.”
Pike looked out the window. “Back then no one cared
about these mountains. I thought, ‘Might be something there.’
Ten thousand loafers playing ‘Kitty Climb the Pole,’ and I’m
tramping the Teeth, eating the cuffs off my shirt—”
“Piker—” Blinne rose.
He waved her down. “A man has to follow his star, Garris.
Have the nerve and the daring, and he has to work—”
“You haven’t done any work in twenty years,” Blinne said.
Pike bristled. “What would you know about work,
Cherry?”
“Smoking and reading newspapers?” she laughed. “Tramping to the bank in Nome?”
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“The jades are like fleas—that’s work. As soon as I hit
town, they jump on.”
She threw her rag down. “Clean your own damn guns.”
“Happy to,” he snapped. “They’ll be cleaned right for once.”
She started across the cabin. One of her legs was misshapen, and her foot dragged. The thigh was fine, but below
the knee the leg was bent at an odd angle. Her limping left an
uncomfortable silence in its wake.
Blinne slammed the door behind her. “You’re sleeping
alone tonight,” she yelled.
Pike sighed. “My stocks are in those papers. I’m looking
after my investments,” he explained to Garris. “I smoke ’cause
I’m in tobacco.”
“Tobacco companies?”
“Yup. Autos gonna ruin the trains, electricity gonna ruin
kerosene. But a man will always want a good smoke.” He
forced a laugh. “Watching investments is work. The only time
I waste is with Cherry.”
“Careful, Clayburn,” Jonas said.
“Ah—” Pike waved his concern away.
“She’s talked to Ruth about leaving.”
“You think I care?” Pike was incredulous. He pinched the
gold ring on his pinky, rotating it with authority. “A fellow
like me deserves better. She was another man’s wife. Bill overlooked her defects, and so have I. But there’s a limit. Which
brings me back to my point.” He looked at Garris. “Life has
rules. It doles out rewards based on the effort a man makes.
I named this place Rightful because the riches were earned.
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“Now,” he spread his arms, “I live beside the Rightful
River. I look out my window at the Rightful Valley. I sleep
on a wool mattress, under a squirrel quilt. I have a copper teapot and a mercury thermometer. I stroll to the store and buy
canned peaches on tick.” He gave Garris a concluding smile.
Garris glanced at Jonas. The storekeeper was mum.
“Luck had something to do with it,” Garris said.
“Oh sure, but it was daring and spine that gave luck its
chance. You’re an educated man. You understand what a symbol is.” Pike held his palms out to either side and tipped them.
“The scales weigh out to each his due.”
He’s sawing dovetails, Garris thought. Pike’s focus was
on the cut, and there was rhythm and determination in his
strokes. He has some purpose, Garris thought.
“My story is what Lars would call a lesson,” Pike said. He
looked at Jonas. “We’re going to pay him a visit, aren’t we?”
Jonas turned to Garris. “Why don’t you come along.”
Garris nodded. “I was going to return some things.”
Pike stepped over to his bed, took a small box from beneath his pillow and slid it into his pocket. The three men put
on their rubber boots, and Garris pulled his knapsack from
the peg.
As they exited, Pike spoke. “Give me a minute to make it
up to her.”
They started along the trail, and when they reached
Blinne’s cabin, Pike stopped and knocked on the door.
She swung it all the way back and stood glowering, hands
on her hips.
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“I treated you poorly,” Pike hung his head. “I’m a rat and
a goon.” He removed the little box from his pocket. “I have
something for you.”
Blinne stared at the box. Then she laughed and took it.
When she opened the lid, she laughed again. Then she sighed,
“Oh my.”
“Put it on,” Pike insisted.
Garris saw her pin something to her shirt, below the collar.
“Specially made, for a special woman.” Pike’s voice
dropped as the words left his lips, “My Cherry.”
Blinne brushed a tear from her eye, embraced him and
kissed his lips.
“Come with us,” Pike said, taking her hand.
She stepped forward and Garris saw the brooch on her
shirt—a silver cherry with a curled stem.
The trail to Koopman’s was muddy. There were pools on
either side, and meltwater trickled beneath the rocks, on its
way to the river. Windflowers pushed through the heather and
lichen, and the blueberry was ankle high. It was midday, but
the sun shone from the south, and the clouds looked pearly.
“Perfect, isn’t it,” Pike said. His billow of white hair was
iridescent.
They passed the water hole. Ten feet deep, blasted out of
the rock, it collected runoff in spring and summer.
“I was out last night,” Pike said. “Guess who was here,
fishing.”
“Don’t tell me,” Jonas said.
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Pike laughed. “It was past midnight.”
They were talking about Somebody.
“Is there anything to catch?” Garris wondered.
“Just fry.” Pike held up his thumb and finger with two
inches between. “They find their way from the river.”
Beyond the water hole, cabins built by prospectors appeared. They passed one with broken windows. Its door was
open, and the roofline had drooped. The boulder bed between
the village and the river swung into view, fissures clogged with
snow. The trail switched through a bog, and they followed the
duckboards single file.
Pike hollered, “Lars, Lars,” and Blinne joined in.
The missionary’s cabin appeared. The pastor opened his
door and welcomed them in. Mattie was seated at a table,
mending one of his shirts. She lived there with him, a fact
that was avoided in conversation. Garris strode to the bookcase behind Lars’ desk, opened his knapsack and returned the
books he’d borrowed.
“How was Emerson?” Koopman asked.
“Optimistic, as always,” Garris replied. “Thanks for the
use of your library.” He faced the group. “You’ve been friends
to us. It’s hard saying adieu.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t.” Pike nodded to Koopman.
An effort’s been made to orchestrate this, Garris thought.
“We have a dream,” Lars said, approaching, “something
we’ve prayed for—and the dream is about to come true.”
He circled the desk and opened a box of letters. “The funds
51

have been approved. The Society of Friends, together with
the Bureau and Pike, are providing us the money to build a
Meeting House.”
He unscrolled a draftsman’s drawing. “It will look like
this.”
Garris studied the drawing. “A church?”
“We’re the church. This is a place for us to talk, to eat, to
learn, to sing, in good weather and bad.”
“It will have a steeple and clock,” Mattie said.
Garris nodded. “Congratulations.”
“We want you to build it,” Pike said.
“You’d do a fine job,” Jonas affirmed.
Garris was silent.
“It means staying here with us,” Lars said. “Helping make
Rightful a better place.”
“It’s just a sprout now,” Jonas said.
“Imagine—” Pike spoke as if sharing a secret. “Streets
with electric trolleys. Homes, nice ones, on either side of the
river. Markets and shops.” He cocked his head. “It’s not so
crazy. Towers with views of the Teeth,” he predicted. “A suspension bridge across the Sinuk. And in the center of things,
a park with statues of the Rightful founders—men who had a
vision of the future.
“And women,” he added. “Mine will be here this winter,
won’t you Cherry?”
“Oh sure. Who needs London or Paris.”
“It would be an honor to have a man of your character
with us,” Mattie said.
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An improbable vision, Garris thought. It was the last thing
he expected.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I have other plans.”
“Chances like this don’t come along often,” Pike insisted.
“You can’t start now,” Garris said. “You’ll have to wait for
the snows to haul lumber.”
“Rezkov has a cache,” Pike explained. “You’ve met him?”
Garris shook his head.
“A drift cruiser,” Pike said. “He picks logs off the beaches,
brings firewood in the winter. When it’s warm, there’s a trail
he runs a wagon over.”
Garris regarded Lars. “What’s wrong with the mission as
it is?”
“The Meeting House will give the People a sense of permanence. They need that badly. The camp is fifteen years old. Those
huts are temporary lodging to them. During the Great Death
their ancestral home was a charnel. They’ll never go back.”
Mattie was nodding.
“We will all better ourselves here,” Lars touched the drawing. “It’s not only faith and worship. Mattie will teach history,
hygiene and medicine— She’s much more than a schoolmarm
and nurse. There are modern skills the People can learn. Cultivation, farming and breeding—a hundred things.”
“A Meeting House,” Jonas said, “will draw people from
Nome and Council. They’ll visit, stay a few days or a week.”
“And shop at the Mercantile,” Garris ventured.
“It’s not just commerce,” Pike said. “It’s not just travelers
we’re thinking about.”
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“People need more than goods,” Jonas agreed. “Among
those who visit, there will be folks who might like to call this
home. They’ll attend Lars’ meetings, they’ll admire our industry. They’ll see what we have here and want to be part of it.”
“And they’ll think about having a place of their own,”
Pike winked. “A summer cabin, or a house for all seasons.”
“This could be the spark,” Jonas said, “that ignites a fire.”
Blinne raised her brows. “They’re putting the hug on you.”
Garris laughed, and then, with all eyes on him, he shook
his head.
“It means a lot to me that you respect my skill,” he said.
“But—”
“You have a better offer?” Pike asked.
“I’m not going to settle here, or anywhere else.”
Silence filled the cabin.
“Like the willows,” Koopman said, “we need roots. And
so do the People.”
“I’m not going to lie,” Garris said. “I don’t think you’re
improving them.”
Conversation stopped. Garris saw Mattie eyeing him over
Lars’ shoulder.
“They can’t survive on their own,” Jonas said.
“Before the missions showed up,” Pike said, “they were
drowning their daughters.”
Jonas put his hand on Pike’s shoulder.
“They never had enough to eat,” Pike went on. “Too busy
trading wives and conniving with their witch doctors.”
“That’s enough,” Blinne warned him.
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“I was here. I saw it. ‘For godsake,’” Pike said, as if upbraiding the natives, “‘get to work. Stop wasting your time with the
Flying Man.’”
“Will you shut up?” Blinne snapped.
Garris laughed.
“To each his due,” Pike declared. “The universal principle.
Put them on the building crew—that’s my idea. And a clock,
up high where they can see it.”
“Are you done?” Blinne said.
“There’s no future for Rightful with a tribe of loafers in
our backyard.” Pike looked at Garris. “They’ve been the fleas
on the dog for too long.”
Lars sighed. “I wish all that’s happened to them—the disease and starvation, their ruined families—was due to sloth.
But it’s not. Their misfortunes don’t have anything to do with
your ‘universal principle.’ They need more than jobs. They
need to believe there’s a cure for injustice, a divine reward.”
Pike lifted his chin. “You don’t buy that nonsense,” he said
to Garris.
Garris looked at Mattie. There was calm in her eyes, and
patience. She was a forgiving woman, with a subtle strength.
Her hair was down, and it was luxuriant. Did the pastor realize how fortunate he was?
“My wife was a Christian,” Garris said gently. “But she
couldn’t persuade me.” He looked at Lars. “I don’t believe
things are settled up when we die.” He looked at Pike. “And I
don’t believe in your scales. I don’t see right being rewarded in
this world, and I don’t see wrong being punished.”
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Mattie motioned to Blinne, and they stepped toward the
rear. Two small beds were against the wall, a couple of feet
from each other. An ivory curtain hung from a rod, separating the sleeping area from the rest of the cabin. They passed
through, and Mattie closed the curtain.
“This is it.” Garris opened his hands. “A man enjoys what
he has, whether its earned or stolen. And then he’s gone.”
“If that were so,” Jonas said, “we’d all be thieves.”
“Maybe we would be,” Garris replied, “if we knew we could
get away with it. We’re cruel creatures, and we’re shameless.”
“You don’t believe that,” Jonas said. “I know you don’t.
You don’t believe it about Yvetta or the native children. You
see too much to love in them.”
“To love,” Garris nodded, “and to pity.” He looked from
Jonas to Pike, thinking he should hold his tongue. “We’re
born with a desire to do good. But the world’s a bad place. It
breeds bad things in the purest hearts.” He faced Koopman.
“That’s the real ‘fall from grace.’ The difference between what
we imagine the world to be, and what it really is. Uncaring.
Unjust. Godless. We learn and we’re corrupted.”
He met Pike’s gaze, then Koopman’s.
“I’m not building your Meeting House,” Garris said.

After he’d packed his tools, Garris headed for the Eskimo
camp to fetch Yvetta. As he entered the yard, he spotted her at
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the river’s edge, seated with John. Her head was on his shoulder. His arm circled her waist.
“It’s a shame,” a voice said.
He turned to see Kiachuk closing the distance. Garris
halted. The white Eskimo woman’s smile was wistful.
“We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning,” he said.
“They couldn’t persuade you.”
Children with baskets appeared on the upriver trail, approaching the camp.
“We gather eggs this time of year,” she said. “Goose, snipe,
seagull. Eider duck eggs are best. They have creamy yolks.”
She looked over his shoulder, toward the building site. “I’m
no Christian. But a Meeting House would be good for the
People. I was hoping—” Her dark eyes searched his. “To know
you better.”
“I’ve had thoughts like that myself.”
Kiachuk gazed down the slope, at Yvetta and John. “She
wants to stay.”
Garris nodded.
“You’re afraid of what might happen to her. And what
might happen to you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Injuries,” she said. “Mistrust. I can feel it. You’re afraid
of being close.”
The darkness in Kiachuk was a living thing, with senses
and emotion.
“What happened to you?” she said.
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Garris didn’t reply.
“Please,” she drew closer. “You weren’t always this way.”
“No. I wasn’t.”
“What happened?”
He looked in her eyes. She’d lived with despair. No doubt
of that.
“There was a war,” he said, “a ‘Great’ one, according to the
papers.”
“Yes, I know.”
“I was drafted. We thought we were going to the Western
Front, but they sent us to Russia to fight the Reds. Peasants.
We slaughtered them. We burned their homes. They hated us.
When they captured an American, they would cut off his arms
and legs; put out his eyes; castrate him.”
“You took others’ lives,” she said.
Garris shook his head. “I built barracks and bunks for the
wounded.” He turned his head. “When I came back to San
Francisco, my wife—” His voice faltered.
Kiachuk reached out and took his hand.
In the silence, he shared his grief. Being gone for so long
on a brutal, pointless political errand. Returning to find the
woman he loved was slipping away.
Kiachuk’s palm was warm. Her darkness was with him.
“My childhood friends,” she said. “Aunts and uncles, the
families we knew— Our elders are dead, our villages are gone.
The strength and wisdom that bound us together— The Great
Death destroyed it all.”
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Kiachuk faced him. “We might have borne our fate differently, if we’d had men like you.”
Her words confused him.
“Devotion keeps you whole,” she said. “You are homeless now, but still— Close to the earth and the beauty in life.
Wood makes you strong. Your craft connects you. Your craft
and your love for Yvetta.”
She turned and gazed at the couple sitting by the river.
Garris did too, trying to imagine how the teenagers felt.
“She really cares for him,” Kiachuk said. “She’s happy
here.”
And that, too, was true.

They chose the best of the vacant cabins. It had a good
roof and floor, and it was on the main path. A window at the
rear, Yvetta pointed out, would give them a view of the river.
The repairs were simple, and two weeks of balmy weather
made them simpler. Garris fashioned a table and two chairs,
and put them a few feet from a sheet metal stove, along with a
dresser that held pots and utensils. A workbench ran along the
side wall, and on the shelves above were his drills and planes,
frame saws and hand saws, hammers and bags of nails. The
cello case was in the corner, the guitar tipped against it.
While he worked on the cabin, Garris studied the Meeting
House plans. They’d been drafted in Oregon under the eye of
59

the Friends, and the design was simple and sturdy. He was
pleased when he saw Lars’ budget. There was money enough
to do things right.
He and Yvetta moved their things from the lodgers’ room,
and Ruth hosted a housewarming party in their new abode.
The next day, they attended a gathering in the Eskimo camp
where Lars announced the project. All the whites in Rightful
were present. The natives listened to John’s translation, and the
response exceeded Lars’ expectations. After the announcement
there were discussions and questions. Everyone including the
children wanted to help. Kiachuk caught Garris’ eye and left
her father’s side, patting her thighs as she came.
He stood at the rear of the gathering, and when she reached
him, they spoke in muted voices. “Things have worked out,”
she said.
That night, Yvetta was unusually quiet. When they had
finished eating, she said she wanted to share something important. Something “that must be kept private.” About John.
Of course, he said. She could trust him. He would honor
the secrecy of whatever she told him.
“You don’t know scripture,” she said.
“I remember passages your mother read me.”
Yvetta nodded to herself. “John has had what the Bible
calls a revelation.”
He accepted her words soberly. “What has he seen?”
“We live among spirits,” she said. “The world is full of
them.”
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Her expression was anxious. Was she breaking some vow?
“Spirits,” he said without derision.
“John is thankful to Lars and Mattie, and he loves the
Bible. But his truest teacher was the Flying Man. John’s been
searching.”
Garris put his hand on hers and stood. Yvetta stood too.
“He’s been searching for his own belief,” she said, peering
at him. “And he’s found it. He says it’s because of me.”
Garris saw uncertainty in her eyes. The child inside her
was frightened.
“You’re very close,” he said.
“Very.”
Yvetta reached out and embraced him. Garris put his
palms on her back. His daughter was trembling. She put her
brow on his shoulder and began to cry.
When her crying had stopped, he asked a few questions,
but the sharing was over. She had no more to say. The next
morning, when he rose, she was already gone.

Koopman had decided months before that the ideal spot
for the Meeting House was midway between Rightful and the
Eskimo camp, on a flat stretch of ground by the mouth of
Bone Bag Creek. He and Garris walked the plot, and then
Garris inspected it closely, looking for rock, digging pits
to check soil depth and permanent ice. Three days later, he
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showed Lars where he thought the structure should stand, and
the day after, he was laying out the site.
It was nearly noon. Garris was down on his knees, pounding a stake into the ground with a mallet. Yvetta was visible with Mattie and Lars, down by the river with a gang of
Eskimo children. At the camp’s center, women sat together,
scraping seal pelts with their knives. The snow on the huts was
spotty now, and the sod beneath was turning green. With the
coming of spring, men were pulling fish out of the rivers, and
grayling and trout hung from the drying rails.
Garris heard a clanging and jingling. He straightened,
scanning the bench behind him. A string of epithets in the
Eskimo tongue joined the jingling. Then Ned Jimmy appeared,
tramping through the alders with a packboard loaded with
dead animals. Weasel, mink and a large red fox— The animals
were tangled in a mass of chains, foot traps and snare wires.
He gave Garris an ugly look and spat as he passed.
Garris set down his mallet and rose. Ned was headed
toward the camp. Garris followed him.
Work in the camp stopped. Ned was cursing loudly now
for all to hear. The women stood, Kiachuk among them. Men
approached from up the slope. A granny emerged from inside
her hut. Ned was haranguing them all, waving his arms and
shouting. When he reached the camp’s center, he shrugged off
the packboard and hurled it down, animals, traps and all. He
continued to curse, his rage focused on the pile at his feet. The
natives gathered around. They were quiet, respecting Ned’s
anger. A few men spoke, scowling, agreeing.
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Garris halted twenty feet away. Ned noticed him and
whirled around.
“Mink!” Ned snarled. “What he got going? Fox, mink—
What he got going?”
Mattie was still by the water with Yvetta and the children,
but Lars was hurrying toward the crowd. Kiachuk stepped
forward and spoke to her father. He shouted her down, including her in his reproach. Lars strode up to them, breathless, and
Kiachuk turned to explain.
“He found these on Bone Bag Creek. A trapper. White, he
says. He thinks he knows who it is.”
“Tom Astley,” Lars said.
Kiachuk nodded.
“‘It’s our land, our creek,’” Kiachuk translated Ned’s rage.
“‘These are our animals.’”
Lars gazed at the furry bodies and metal contrivances.
“Let’s separate the skins from the traps. He’ll want those back.”
“He can’t trap here,” Kiachuk said.
“No, of course not.”
Ned gave Koopman a look of disgust and strode toward
his hut. Kiachuk directed the women, and they stooped to the
task while the men watched.
Lars signaled to Garris and stepped toward him.
“We’ll put his gadgets back on the creek,” Lars said.
“You’ll talk to the man?”
“We can ask him if he’ll work somewhere else.” Lars
sighed. “The law doesn’t give them any claim to the animals.”
“There are lots of other places to set his traps.”
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“Astley’s new here,” Lars replied. “They say he’s a strange
character.”
An hour later, Ned and the men left for the coast to fish.
Kiachuk doled out the trapped animals, and the women
skinned them and hung them to dry.
Lars, with Garris’ help, gathered up the traps and returned
them to the mouth of Bone Bag Creek, along with a note.
“Can he read?” Garris wondered.
Lars shook his head. “Who knows.”

By the end of the next day, the foundation was staked and
the locations for post holes were marked with stones. Garris
returned to the camp for Yvetta and, with Mattie and Lars,
they started back to Rightful. The trail veered away from the
river and passed a bluff. The Eskimos had a communal dog
team, and the dogs were penned there. As they approached,
they heard one yowl. Then another and another.
Lars halted. Mattie and Yvetta did too. Garris continued
forward.
As the pen came into view, he saw a dark figure hunched
over a dog lying on its side. The figure bent and rose, bent and
rose. It was flogging the dog with a chain. Through the yelps,
a croaking was audible. Ravens were perched on an outcrop
of rock behind the pen, and a pair were circling above. The
dog taking the beating jerked its legs and lay still. The man
stopped and straightened.
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He was short and lanky, and he wore a hide shirt and pants
with rusty stains. He twitched like an insect and the hanging
chain rattled, and when his head turned, Garris saw straight
black hair and an oversized brow, too wide and too tall, with
a skeletal nose.
The dog whimpered and moved. The chain rose, and the
man resumed, hair slashing as he struck, hiding and revealing
his face. Garris checked behind. Natives had heard the dogs’
screams and were hurrying along the path. But as he watched,
they halted. They could see what the man was doing. Why
had they stopped?
Lars and Mattie were twenty yards back, but Yvetta was
striding toward him.
“Don’t look,” Garris whispered, grabbing her, holding her
close.
“What can we do?”
Garris shooshed her, but the trapper heard.
His arm froze in midair. He turned. Then he was staring
straight at them.
The breeze raised hackles on his parka. His arm fell, the
chain swinging beside his leg. His eye orbits were deep, and
points of light glittered within.
“Let’s go,” Garris muttered.
He clasped his daughter’s hand and continued along the
trail.
The man’s eyes followed him. Then they shifted to Yvetta.
Seconds passed. A grunt emerged from the man’s throat.
He turned, his frame spasmed and the chain rose and de65

scended, laying on another dog. The dog screamed, and the
man raged back, peering at Yvetta between the blows.
Garris closed his mind, hurrying, burning inside. When
he looked back, the pen was hidden by willows. Lars and
Mattie were close behind, fear in their faces. The corners of
Lars’ mouth sagged. Avoidance was the Friends’ answer to violence. And it was his answer too, Garris thought. Keep Yvetta
out of harm’s way—that, above all. In a world of wrong, it was
the best he could do.
Lars and Mattie caught up.
“Astley,” Lars said.
Mattie shuddered. “He’s starting something.”

It was 2 a.m., but it was near the solstice, so there was light
in the sky. Rightful was asleep.
The cabin was divided by a blanket nailed to a beam.
Yvetta lay behind it, on a cot by the stove. In front of the
drape, Garris slept on a pallet near the door. On returning, he
and Lars had agreed to talk with Jonas and Pike first thing in
the morning. But the meeting came sooner.
A knocking woke him. Ruth was at the door in her robe.
Jonas was rousing Pike, she said. Ned and Kiachuk had
come.
Garris could hear Ned making a commotion on the
Mercantile porch.
He accompanied Ruth up the trail, and the group gath66

ered in the kitchen, around the table. Everyone was seated but
Ned. He was apoplectic.
As Garris sat down, Ned let loose an Eskimo torrent.
“One dog is dead,” Kiachuk translated. “The others are
bloody, with many wounds.”
She spoke slowly, and her eyes met his. Garris saw trouble
in them. Trouble and dread. Ned didn’t wait for her to finish.
He jabbed Pike in the chest and sneered while he spoke.
“The lead will never run again,” Kiachuk rendered his
words. “We will cut her throat and feed her to the others.”
Ned was shouting, gesturing with both hands.
“She has no courage now,” Kiachuk translated. “The white
devil has taken it. He’s letting off steam,” she remarked.
Garris could feel her forbearance.
“What are you going to do about this?” she translated.
“He wants to know. What are you going to do?”
Jonas looked at Pike.
Mattie tried to put her hand on Ned’s wrist, but he
slapped it away and began to rail again. He wasn’t waiting for
an answer.
“You steal our land,” Kiachuk translated.
Ned glared at Pike, rage mounting.
“You kill our animals,” Kiachuk rendered his words.
Ned turned his accusations on Ruth.
“You give us your disease and destroy our people.” Kiachuk’s voice sank.
Ned pointed at Mattie, then he jabbered at Koopman.
“The whites are a curse, a curse to the world and everything
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in it,” Kiachuk translated. She closed her eyes, as if the words
pained her greatly.
Then Ned turned to Garris, his eyes brimming with contempt. He spoke, and the delivery was low and malevolent. But
the translation didn’t follow. When Garris looked at Kiachuk,
her lips were pursed.
“Go on,” he said.
“Koopman poisons John with Jesus. And you poison him
with Yvetta.”
“You’re an arrogant fool,” Garris shot back. “Tell him
that.”
Jonas raised his hand, shaking his head.
“Tell him,” Garris demanded.
Kiachuk translated. Her father just laughed.
Garris showed Ned his scorn. “You had to tear up his
traplines.”
When Kiachuk conveyed the reproof, Ned responded in
kind.
“Bone Bag Creek belongs to us,” Kiachuk translated.
“What will you do?”
Ned scanned the group.
“We’ll send word to the Deputy,” Jonas said.
Garris looked at Ruth.
“He has an office in Nome,” she explained.
Lars frowned at Pike. “Can we talk to Astley?”
“I ran into him once in Nome,” Pike said. “Tearing up the
saloon at 1st and D. Crazy man.”
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“He’s been to the store,” Jonas said. “He wasn’t short on
cash.”
Pike lifted his chin. “Gets a good price for his furs, I’ll bet.”
Garris turned to Kiachuk. “Do the People trap on Bone
Bag Creek?”
She shook her head.
“So it’s not about the animals.”
The room was silent. Ned stared at Kiachuk, wanting to
know what had been said.
She took a breath. “My father—”
Ned burst out, red-faced, yammering in his native tongue.
His mouth was skewed. Life had fed him something so tough,
Garris thought, it could never be swallowed or digested. All he
could do was to keep on chewing.
“He says he’s going to find Astley,” Kiachuk told them, “and
do to him what he did to our dogs.” She uttered the threats as if
she’d heard them before.
“He’s not serious,” Lars said.
“Ned knows better than that,” Jonas agreed.
Ned straightened, raising his hand as he spoke, as if he was
making a vow.
“He says,” Kiachuk looked at Garris, “if Astley isn’t punished, we’re done with the Meeting House. Build it on your
own. It will be a place of shame for the People. None of us will
ever enter that cursed place.”
The room was silent. Lars’ lips parted, but no words
emerged.
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Then Ned spoke again, gravely, circling the table.
“This is a matter of honor,” Kiachuk rendered his words.
“A man hopes for it. Hunts for it. He plans for the time, and
when the moment arrives, he drives his harpoon into its chest
and eats its liver.”
With that, the camp’s leader turned, and Kiachuk escorted
him away from the table and out of the store. Garris watched
her go, wondering what it would be like to be a mouthpiece
for a man like that. Father and daughter couldn’t have been
less alike.
“‘Our land?’” Pike laughed. “The government owns it. The
mineral rights are mine, and the animals belong to whoever
lays hands on them.”
No one disagreed. Garris looked at Jonas.
“The law doesn’t recognize Ned’s claim,” Jonas said, “and
neither does history. Their ancestral home is on the coast.
They moved here because they needed help from people like
Lars and Mattie.”
Koopman was pale and silent.
“Was he serious,” Garris said, “about going after Astley?”
“Attacking a white man,” Jonas said, “is a capital crime, no
matter the cause.”
“He’d hang, and he knows it,” Pike said.
Ruth closed the lapels of her robe. “I’ve never seen him so
angry.”
Lars looked around the table. “Ned doesn’t understand
how badly they need the Meeting House.”
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“He doesn’t have the power to stop construction,” Jonas
assured him.
“He’s threatened us before,” Mattie reminded Lars. “The
People know us. They count on us, not just for food and medicine and schooling, but for faith and hope. They won’t turn
their backs on us because Ned’s upset.”
Ruth was silent, but Garris could see she wasn’t convinced
Ned’s threats were toothless. “What about Astley?” he said. “Is
there more to come?”
“He’s got animals to skin,” Pike replied. “Let him tend to
his traps.”
“I’ll write a note to the Deputy,” Jonas said.
Pike waved his hand. “Leave it be. Things will settle down.”
No one challenged him.
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ew arrivals from Pleasant were crowding around him.
The man with the dark balaclava held a lantern. Others
had poles, blankets, picks and shovels.
“Who are you?” a woman asked.
He brushed the snow from his face and batted his parka
hood back.
“Garris,” one said. “The carpenter.”
A half-dozen more drew close, breathing hard. The woman
scanned the avalanche fan. “Who was inside?”
“Everyone,” Garris replied.
“The wedding,” a man nodded.
More dog drivers arrived, braking and anchoring, hurrying forward. “The Chief knows what to do,” the woman
assured him.
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The hooded man passed the lantern to her and reached out
his arm. Garris felt the Chief’s mitted hand on his shoulder.
“How many?” the Chief asked.
“Forty or fifty.”
“You were clear.”
“Three of us were.” Had he ever met the man? The Chief’s
hood hid his face. Only his eyes and teeth were visible.
“Let’s unload,” the Chief shouted. “I want lamps and kerosene here,” he stamped his gumboot. “Blankets, bedrolls—by
that sled. Tents, stove, food and coffee—at the edge of the fan.”
He was heavyset, with a barrel chest and thick arms. “We’ve got
drilling rods,” he told Garris, “long-handled brooms—things
we can use to probe the snow. And lots of rope. Goose brought
bandages. There will be doctoring to do. What’s the matter?”
“My daughter’s down in it.”
The Chief’s eyes met his. “We’ll find her.” He strapped
on his snowshoes and faced the morass. “Where was the
Mercantile?”
Garris turned to Butcher Peak, finding the cleaver, getting his bearings. “Over there,” he pointed across the tumbled
surface.
The Chief started forward. Garris followed.
“You can live for hours beneath the snow,” the Chief said.
“The trapped air’s a big coat, keeping you warm. If there’s a
pocket by your head, you can breathe. If you’re under a piece
of wall or roof, you can move. Yvetta, isn’t it?”
“That’s right.”
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“There’s a good chance, Garris. Ice numbs you. If she
wasn’t hurt, she won’t be in pain. She may be able to hear us.”
The Chief turned to face the rescuers. “I want lanterns,”
he shouted, “and a pole in every hand. You three,” he pointed.
“More snow could come off that peak. Every few minutes,
whatever you’re doing, look for movement. Watch for holes,”
he directed them all, “and keep an eye on each other. Call
to those buried and don’t stop calling. Alright,” he nodded,
extending his arm. “Spread out. When someone’s found, I
want a half-dozen of you to come running.”
The rescuers hobbled forward, heading in different directions, calling out to the buried, moving planks and rocks,
sounding the slide with poles.
“Yvetta!” Garris left the Chief’s side. “Yvetta!”
He noticed Koopman between two blocks. The pastor was
kneeling. He’d returned to Mattie.
Garris paused before a deep well. “Yvetta—”
He listened for an answer, praying she could hear. The
great blue screw-thread in the sky above him spoke in a whisper now—an interior voice, filled not with panic and dread,
but with hope and care. The fan glimmered, and so did the
valley’s slopes. It was as if the dawn of some other world had
leaked into theirs. The blue light edged the searching rescuers. Their poles were made of turquoise glass, and their eyes
were too.
“Yvetta,” he shouted, stepping forward.
A woman cried out, “Over here.”
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Ten months earlier. June 28, 1921.

Garris couldn’t sleep. He lay faceup on his pallet, fretful,
sticky with sweat.
Ned had risen the day after making his threats, expressed
his disgust to the People and left on a hunting trip with Toluk
and the One-Eyed Man. Koopman gave an impassioned lesson, encouraging the other Eskimo men to show up for work
on the Meeting House. And they did. Jonas, because he
trusted the rule of law, penned a letter to the Deputy in Nome,
describing the friction with Astley and what the trapper had
done to the natives’ dogs.
Still, Garris was worried. No one knew when Ned would
return. Jonas had asked Somebody to watch Bone Bag Creek,
and he reported that the traps were there and baited. He found
a weasel in one. The next day Somebody spotted him through
the willows, skinning a fox. Ravens were gathered round,
waiting for the carcass. The trapper was coming and going,
and the black birds came and went with him.
Garris did his carpentry during the day, too busy to brood.
But at night, the fears returned. When Mirabel was alive, they
worried about protecting Yvetta. After she passed, he assumed
her share and more. They had fled San Francisco to escape
the crime and squalor, and the crushing memories. They were
at the end of the earth now, a place without many comforts.
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He’d imagined that here, at least she’d be safe. Did the trapper’s presence change that? Was he in a stew about nothing?
That afternoon, the first bank of scaffolding was raised.
Garris was up on top. Yvetta called to him as she passed,
returning along the trail to the cabin. She had a ptarmigan
under her arm, and she promised it would be cooked by the
time he arrived. Two minutes later, he saw Astley and his dogs
on the Creek, a few yards from where Yvetta had paused on
the trail. Garris hurried back to the cabin. Yvetta was puzzled,
but he didn’t explain.
Now, as he lay alone with his thoughts, he rebuked himself. What was he doing?
Garris rose and crossed the cabin, the boards creaking
beneath his feet.
He drew the hanging blanket aside and approached
Yvetta’s pallet. She was sleeping soundly, lost in dreams. He
saw the photo of Mirabel on a section of log beside Yvetta’s
cot, and the look in her eyes urged him forward.
He put his hand on Yvetta’s shoulder and shook her gently,
waking her.
They sat at the little table, and Garris explained his concern.
Rightful was a shattered place, he said. It had been twenty
years since Pike found gold. The handful of whites hanging on
wanted things to be different, but their desires had no foundation. This was the land of the Eskimos, and they were a
ravaged people. The life they had led was gone. Their leader
was a bitter old man, looking for vengeance.
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Yvetta nodded. She understood what he was saying.
Astley was sick, Garris said, and Ned had blood in his
eyes. And the whites in Rightful had no control over either.
The conflict could flare at any moment. If Bone Bag Creek
became a battleground, they would be at the center of it.
Yvetta was silent. Then she frowned. She was still so naive
about where danger lay, he thought. But her convictions were
strong. Stronger than ever.
“Ned isn’t the only voice in the camp,” she said. “There
are others who see the future more clearly.” She spoke slowly,
choosing her words with care.
“The People must see beyond the Great Death,” she said.
“Jesus isn’t the answer. They need to believe in themselves.”
“Are these John’s ideas?”
She nodded.
“We’re not safe here, Yvetta. I think we should leave.”
“We can’t do that,” she said.
He was causing her pain.
Yvetta met his gaze. “We’re in love.”
At her age, he thought, love was a miracle. You imagined
no one had ever felt that way.
“It will hurt,” he said, “but in time—”
“You’re wrong.” She rose.
Garris looked up at her. His daughter’s eyes were in shadow. She seemed to tower over him. She was judging him
harshly, he thought.
“There’s no one like him,” she said. “He sees things others
can’t see.”
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She stood straight, her shoulders drawn back and her
hands clasped behind her. It was the pose John took when he
sang for the camp.
“He sees things,” she repeated. “He knows things others
don’t understand.”
Garris stood.
“Like the Flying Man,” he said.
Yvetta looked away.
She wants to tell me, he thought, but she’s afraid. She was
worried she’d already gone too far. “What is it that John can
see?” he asked gently.
Yvetta was mute.
“Please,” Garris said.
A weighing stillness. Then she drew a breath and faced him.
“Everything has a deeper self,” she said. “A Real Self. Animals, plants, the water and wind— Huge or tiny. Few or
many. Real Selves can be silent. If they’re hidden or cast aside,
the hopeless feeling comes over us. When Real Selves are free
to speak and sing, we feel their joy. Sometimes we’re drowning
in it. I’ve heard Real Selves. I’ve seen them with my own eyes.”
Garris didn’t react. This was a species of wood he’d never
worked.
“I know John’s Real Self,” she said softly, “and he knows
mine.”
Her words brought him relief and sorrow: relief for her,
that she was no longer carrying the burden for his happiness;
and sorrow for himself.
“Three weeks ago—” Yvetta spoke haltingly.
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Garris waited.
“The best day of my life,” she said. “We were on an old
Eskimo trail— Walking, not speaking. A butterfly—a large
one, yellow and black—flew between us, zigzagging. John
heard its Real Self speaking. It said to follow, and we did.
“We climbed beside a stream. The water was sliding from
edge to edge, and the sun made it look like a stair of glass.
Then it narrowed to strands, spinning together. The butterfly
circled a bowl rimmed with rocks.
“Up the bowl’s side— There were willows around it.
Inside, at the bottom, was a green mat, like a bed.”
Yvetta paused.
Garris said nothing, afraid of what he might hear.
“The bed was soft. Crowberry,” she said. “There were cushions of azalea with red buds and tiny pink blooms, as small as
snowflakes. We lay down with our heads on one. I couldn’t
hear them at first. And then, with John’s help, I could.”
Her voice was calm and self-assured.
“Bees were humming. Beside us, hoppers jumped. In the
willows, the catkins were gold, like lit candles. ‘Close your
eyes,’ he said. When I did, the wind rose and the willows
shook, and the Real voices all spoke at once. The wind whistled ‘freedom, freedom’; the hoppers snapped, hurried, impatient; the bees were preaching—to us and each other. I could
hear the windflower petals, brushing, speaking of love, while
the grasses trembled and sighed. Through it all was the water,
drumming against the rocks.
“And then,” she said, “the unbelievable thing. I heard
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wings, fluttering. ‘Open your eyes,’ John said. Birds were bobbing on the rim of the bowl, flicking their tails. Their backs
were as blue as my ribbon, and as I watched, they leaped into
the air. They were flying around me.”
A bead of tear, in the corner of her eye.
“They called my name,” she said, “‘Yvetta, Yvetta,’ as if they
had known me all my life. I laughed. John had to explain.” She
took a breath. “They were calling my Real Self.”
Garris watched and listened.
Yvetta put her hand over her heart, eyes suddenly deep,
pleading with him to understand. “I rose up,” she said, “the
smoky part of me. The other part—the hard part—was down
in the bowl. My Real Self was free and flying. I was part of the
sky, glowing and full of sun and wind. All around me were the
Real Selves of birds and catkins and pebbles and streams, all
speaking together. It was the voice of love—strong, but tender
and sweet. The most beautiful voice I’ve ever heard.”
Garris struggled to speak. “A day you won’t forget.” To his
ears, the words sounded patronizing.
“Not ever,” she smiled. “The birds are wheatears, my
guides. They knew the Real Yvetta before I did.”
He opened his arms, and when Yvetta moved close, he
embraced her.
“You know now,” she murmured.
Garris sighed. “This is a place of joy for you.” He wanted
to honor her new sense of who she was, but there was no forgetting Astley.
Yvetta read his unease. “I’ll be fine,” she assured him.
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“Will you play me to sleep?”
Garris stifled his doubts and retrieved his guitar. He sat
on the stool while Yvetta stretched out, and he played like
he had since she was a child. Carefree and foolish, the music
had little connection with the woman she was becoming. But
he clung to its innocence, and she sang along, as if to soothe
him. Bird feathers were tacked to the wall above her cot. As
he gazed at them, his daughter’s voice seemed to lift him out
of a world he feared and could not comprehend, and return
him to a realm of safety and understanding. He touched
the strings gently, making them hum, weaving a cocoon for
Yvetta’s voice.
When she’d fallen asleep, Garris remained beside her, gazing at the photo of Mirabel on the section of log. So much life,
so much beauty—
He rose, stepped past the blanket partition, leaned the
guitar against his workbench and lay down. When he closed
his eyes, the image of Mirabel came alive. Her smile was
wistful. He could feel her longing. She was wearing her ivory
blouse with the cuff collar, and as she drew closer, her eyes
grew misty. A dangling lock tickled his cheek; and the parting of her lips and the charge of damp breath signaled the
moment, that precious moment—of aching anticipation and
naked desire—that preceded the splendor of the physical act.
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It was the end of a long day when Garris drew up to
Blinne’s cabin door. Through the open window, he could hear
her singing to herself—heartfelt words in a mournful tone.
When he knocked, she answered and invited him in.
“What was that?” he asked.
“An Irish ballad.”
“A sad one,” he said.
“Mo Chleamhnas. ‘My Match.’ About a man who’s with
the wrong woman.”
Blinne supported herself with a cane. As she spoke, she
turned and hung it on the window sill. “When I’m loading the
stove or making the bed, my leg likes the help.” She motioned
at a small table and a pair of caneback chairs.
Garris seated himself. She sat across from him.
“Can I ask how it happened?”
“A broken crate,” Blinne said. “I was six, and we were playing hide-and-seek in a rubbish pile. Clayburn talks about getting a doctor to fix it.”
“You won’t find one here.”
“Nope.” She sighed and looked around. The shelves by her
stove were loaded with cans, tea, jars of jam. A blackened ham
hung on a hook. Pike was taking care of her.
“Bill’s still with me,” she said. “That’s his jacket, on the
peg. Every time I walk through the door, I see it.” Her husband had been a market hunter. He’d been kicked to death by
a moose the previous fall.
“I prefer Clayburn’s place,” Blinne said. “I like the smell
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of his pipe and the light coming through his window. And
there’s always wood in the stove.” She laughed. “‘I’m spending
tonight by myself,’” she mimicked. “I’ll bang till he opens the
door. He doesn’t know a thing about women.”
“We can’t do it alone,” Garris said, “can we.”
“You miss your wife.”
He nodded.
“Ned’s daughter has her lamp lit for you.”
“She’s an unusual person.”
“Carrying a heavy load, with that father of hers.”
“Maybe he’ll put the business with Astley behind him.”
He narrowed on Blinne. “Yvetta admires you. Your honesty,
your toughness.”
“She’s discovering what it means to be a woman.”
“Quickly, it seems.”
“She’s got a friend in Sara,” Blinne said.
“I’m not sure why. They’re not much alike.”
“Teenage girls,” Blinne said. “They’re both in love, and
they’re both trying to manage their parents.”
“They talk about that?”
“Garris,” Blinne laughed, “do you know what’s going on?
A storm has hit the Eisenhart place.”
He shook his head, unsure what she meant.
“Somebody’s fishing the water hole in the late hours,”
Blinne said. “Sara snuck out. She returned the next morning
with her clothes soaked. She told them she’d slipped and fallen
in, and Somebody saved her. Ruth is furious. Jonas is too.”
“I see.”
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“Do you? Sara wants me to order a Davidson syringe for
her. She doesn’t want to get pregnant.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Garris confessed. “Yvetta needs
someone to talk to.”
Blinne softened. He saw sympathy in her eyes.
“I want her to be free,” Garris said. “I want her to follow her heart. I don’t want her to be angry or resent me later.
But— Yvetta’s so young, so taken by John, so full of hopeful
fantasies— She can’t see the dangers.”

Ned was gone for three weeks. He returned with a new
perspective. After he divided the hunting bounty among the
People, he proclaimed that the Meeting House needed a water
supply, and he was going to build it. Some took him at his
word. Pike was skeptical, and so was Kiachuk. But Ned picked
a half-dozen men and began work on a large tank made of
Eskimo drift. The water would come from snowfall in winter,
and in the summer, the tank would fill with rain.
Three walls of the Meeting House were framed now,
along with some rafters. Garris had drawn off the Mercantile’s
woodpile for that, but flooring, roofing and siding required
new logs. He calculated the footage, and Jonas made arrangements with the drift cruiser, Rezkov. Ned and his men finished the water tank, and there was cheer all around when
Lars christened it beside the Meeting House. It was Ned’s way
of reasserting his power, Garris thought. But the tank’s front
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puzzled him. Ned and his men had carved a large crucifix
there. It seemed unlike him to make that kind of concession.
Three days later, Garris was straddling a roof beam,
swinging his hammer, cleating timbers. The valley was jade
and emerald now. The snow had all melted. Willows along the
river were thick with leaves, and dryas was blooming on every
bench. The Eskimos gathered shoots and roots, and their drying rails were loaded with fish. The North, it seemed, would
be kind for a while.
From his perch, Garris had a view down into the water
tank. He was surprised to see it was full. Light flashed on its
surface. The glitter of sun on the winding course of Bone Bag
Creek had vanished. For a moment, Garris struggled for an
answer; then, through the brush, he noticed a path of wooden
culverts—hollowed logs connected one to the other—running from the head of the Creek to the tank’s lip. Astley’s traps
were still there, but the animals were gone. Ned had drained
the Creek dry.
Garris turned toward the Eskimo camp. And as if the fear
had brought him to life, the trapper appeared, descending the
slope behind the huts, headed for the yard.
Above the bloodstained pants, Astley wore a fur vest, and
his hair looked matted. He was moving quickly.
Where is Yvetta? Garris thought. He couldn’t see her. And
then he could. She was mounting the river bank with the children, shepherding them toward the yard to hear Lars’ lesson.
He descended the scaffolding quickly and hit the path
running, the claw hammer in his hand, hoping to reach the
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camp before Astley. At the bend, alder hid the view. The trapper would slow, he thought. Yvetta would find some cause to
delay. He pounded beside the river, breathless, praying for
time.
Then the camp appeared. Eskimos were collecting in the
yard. A few men were there, but it was mostly women and
children. Mattie seated herself on an overturned bucket. Was
the trapper still descending the slope? Garris couldn’t see him.
Lars and John took their positions. A moment of silence, and
the lesson began. Yvetta was standing ten feet from John.
A shot rang out.
A voice bellowed over Koopman’s, and as Garris mounted
the bank and headed across the bench toward the yard, he saw
Astley lurch through the seated Eskimos. He had a revolver in
one hand, barrel raised to the sky. The other held a club that
he drubbed against his thigh.
“Peel yer eyeball,” Astley shouted. He swung his club over
nearby heads, flattening the crowd. “Tom teachin’ now.” He
leered at the pastor.
Astley’s face had red spots. Was it blood?
“You’re welcome to join us,” Lars offered.
“Jess skin to me,” Astley said. His tone was confidential,
as if Koopman was caught in one of his traps. He closed the
distance, raising his club.
Lars stood his ground.
Garris halted in the lee of a hut, his eyes on Yvetta.
Mattie stood. “Your soul,” she cried to the trapper. “Think
of your soul.”
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Astley opened his arms and looked at the sky. “How you
like it?”
A wispy cirrus lazed in the blue. The silence was absolute.
No word from God, not a whisper.
The trapper snorted and swung his club. The blow folded
Lars in two, and he fell to the ground. Astley stooped over him
and clubbed him again.
The People rose as one. Garris saw dread in their faces,
fear and hatred. A few seemed about to react. A woman had
been cutting meat with a knife. One man had a machete in his
hand. But no one moved.
Koopman wasn’t defending himself. His arms lay limp,
thinking no doubt that his god would approve. Astley’s nostrils chugged. His spotted face shook, and as the club rose and
fell, a tassel of beaks that hung from the haft rattled before
each blow. A rock was bound to its top, Garris saw. If the club
struck Lars’ head, it would split it open.
He stepped from the lee of the hut, hurrying forward.
There was disbelief in the Eskimo eyes, rage, contempt—
Women held their children. A man clenched his jaw, another
bowed his head. One gripped the arm of another, stopping him.
“Come on,” Astley croaked, as he brought the club down,
“come on, come on.” He was tempting the natives.
Mattie screamed and threw herself over Lars, trying to
protect him. Astley kicked her aside. John Jimmy launched
himself at the trapper’s back, circled him and wrenched him
around. Astley tore free and clubbed John in the belly. The
young man groaned and sank.
88

Garris was striding through the natives, hammer in hand.
Astley faced John again, raising his club. Yvetta screamed.
As John pulled his knife from its sheath, Mattie cried out,
reaching, gripping John’s arm, trying to stop him.
Yvetta strode toward Astley, her eyes wild.
Garris reached the front of the gathering. “You,” he
boomed, raising his hammer.
The trapper turned.
Garris waved his daughter aside. Astley narrowed on him,
recognizing his adversary.
“Father!” Yvetta cried.
Then an egg broke on Astley’s chest, and the yoke slid
down his shirt. Another struck his forehead. An Eskimo
woman stood with a basket, hurling duck eggs at him. Astley
laughed and drove his boot into Lars’ side. Then he turned to
Garris, grinned and shook his club.
“You,” the trapper snarled. The promise of a future reckoning.
Astley dodged another egg, gave them his back and
tramped away, returning up the slope behind the camp.

Except for a window of seal gut, Ned’s hut was like a cave.
The earthen walls were dark and smooth, and the floor had a
firepit at its center. The space was lit only by the coals in the
pit and an oil lamp with a red flame; the air was smoky from
smudges burning to keep bugs at bay.
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Kiachuk stirred a pot with seal meat in it. Ned was explaining how he’d taken the seal in the old way, from a kayak. He
sat cross-legged, with his younger daughter beside him. The
speech was punctuated with sucking sounds—she was nursing an infant. The three were naked to the waist, and so was
Garris.
“We have guns,” Kiachuk translated her father’s words,
“but this is best.”
Ned patted a spear on the wall behind him. Perspiration
beaded his face.
“Family heirlooms,” Kiachuk explained.
There were bludgeons on the wall, bows and slate-tipped
arrows. Ned slid his fingers over a carved staff with an ivory
blade.
“The elders’ harpoon,” Kiachuk said. “A symbol of leadership, passed from one man to the next.”
“You’ll give the harpoon to your son?” Garris said.
When Kiachuk rendered his question, Ned shook his head
and answered.
“John’s not a leader,” Kiachuk translated. “The boy doesn’t
hunt.”
She peered through the haze at Garris, spleen in her eyes.
A rill of sweat coasted between her breasts. The younger
daughter used a bird wing to fan her baby.
Garris faced Ned. “Does a leader stir feuds? Does a leader
use craft and deceit to endanger his people?”
Kiachuk translated his words, but it was as if she’d said
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nothing. Ned’s gaze was vacant, and his dogged jaw just kept
chewing.
The old man had imagined his ruse would make Astley
a Rightful problem, that Garris and the others would rid the
valley of him. But you’re wrong, Garris thought. He and his
daughter were going elsewhere. Yvetta would grieve. John
would mourn her departure. The aborted Meeting House
would stand where it was, and Ned could take the credit.
Mattie was with Lars in John’s hut, tending the pastor’s
wounds. John was alright, but Yvetta insisted on staying with
him. Garris wasn’t going to leave her alone in the camp, so
he accepted Kiachuk’s invitation to spend the night. He’d
arrange their departure the following day.
Kiachuk passed a bowl to him. It was full of berries
drowned in oil.
Ned spoke again, mouth skewed, eyes shifting. Kiachuk
translated, “She’s attractive, don’t you think. No little girl ever
smiled so sweetly.” Her tone was dull and indifferent.
Garris tried to make sense of Ned’s words.
“He’s talking about me,” she explained. “He says I looked
like an Eskimo when I was born, but every winter I got whiter.”
Ned was still speaking. Garris could see the humiliation
in Kiachuk’s face.
“We are all like her now,” she translated. “Whiter every
year.”
When Garris turned back to Ned, the old man was staring
at him.
91

“Leading the People is a great honor,” Kiachuk rendered
his words. “But I have a special honor. It is for me to see the
People die.”
There was no reaction from his daughters. They seemed to
be used to this kind of talk. In the silence Garris imagined Ned’s
forebears around the fire, chipping a blade, carving a fishhook,
weaving a net. Kiachuk stirred the pot. There was the sound of
the infant sucking. Then Ned faced him and spoke again.
“You have a pretty child,” Kiachuk translated. “Where is
your wife?”
“Death took her from us,” Garris replied.
When he heard his daughter’s translation, Ned lifted his
chin with a knowing gaze, as if he saw in Garris another man
who’d been robbed of his future. Then his words came quickly.
Kiachuk struggled to keep up.
“We were merchants, traders, and not just for natives.
Down the coast and across the sea—Yupik, Aleut, Russians,
Chinese. Metal and stone, tools and fur, ivory and clothing.
Whatever you needed, you could get from us. We lived at
Sandbank. We were the People. Now we can’t even pay our
debts at Eisenhart’s store.
“Forty years ago, we lost our caribou. The whites killed
our whales and brought the Great Death.”
Ned spread his arms.
“The People on the ground, and the dogs are eating them.
Our children are orphans. Spring comes and the fish are here,
but no one catches them. The People are sleeping, and they
never wake up.”
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Ned stared at the fire, his skewed mouth chewing.
Kiachuk removed meat from the pot with a wooden paddle. Ned muttered something beneath his breath.
“You think I’m a fool,” Kiachuk translated, “but what
choice do I have? All my power has been taken away. The
People did nothing to deserve this miserable end. Where is the
justice for us? Where is the justice?”
Kiachuk handed the paddle around. Her nursing sister
took a piece with her fingers. Garris did the same. When he
put the meat in his mouth, it was rubbery, with a sharp taste.
“The seal’s heart,” Kiachuk said.
Ned’s temper seemed to change as he ate. The lines in his
face smoothed. He straightened, faced Garris and spoke.
Kiachuk was silent. When Garris turned to her, she bowed
her head.
“What did he say?” Garris asked.
Ned was speaking too, scolding his daughter.
“It’s about me,” she said dimly. “‘You like Kiachuk?’”
Ned continued, waving his hand.
“She’s no good to an Eskimo man,” Kiachuk translated.
Garris looked at Ned, stunned. “You’re her father.”
“I have no children in me,” Kiachuk explained. “A woman
must be a mother before she can be a wife.”
Ned was talking over her. Kiachuk closed her eyes. Garris
could feel her shame and the roots of her darkness. It was as
if she’d been deeply wronged or had made some surrender she
shouldn’t have made; and this was the explanation.
“What is he saying?”
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Kiachuk shook her head.
“Tell me,” he said.
“He’s offering me to you,” she said. “Stay here. Kill Astley
and bring me his hide. Kiachuk’s yours. Give Astley to me.
You don’t need children. You have Yvetta.”
Garris turned back to Ned, seeing a bitter challenge in the
old man’s eyes.
Then the speaking was over. Ned returned to his food.
There were only the sounds of eating and the infant nursing.
The younger daughter lay down. Ned stretched out, and
then Garris did too. As he drifted to sleep, he heard Kiachuk
humming. They said she had a wonderful voice, and it was true.
He dipped in and out of sleep, feeling the warmth of the
smoldering fire, the odor of smoke in his nose, and then— The
fragrance of hair.
Kiachuk had stretched out beside him. “Garris,” she
whispered.
He heard the distress in her voice. He turned onto his
shoulder. Her face was in darkness, but he could see the lamp’s
glimmer on her braid and her ear.
“Forgive us,” she said. “It was wrong. To use me as barter.
To twist you that way.”
He touched her cheek.
“My father has been a burden for the People. Instead of
making things better, he adds to our grief.”
“He can’t help himself,” Garris said.
“Astley will return, and the People will pay. John won’t
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sit by. He won’t forget.” Her voice wavered. “Sometimes I
think—”
Garris put his hand on her shoulder.
“He wants it to be over,” she whispered. “The last stroke—
The end of the People. To see us dashed to pieces and scattered
on the wind.
“Garris,” she said. “I want you to stay.”
“I have to think of my daughter.”
“If you leave, she will suffer, and so will John. And the
mission, and Rightful. And the People. We need you.”
He was silent.
“You can see, how fragile life is for us.”
Late that night, the wind mounted. It beat against the
hut’s seal gut window like thrashing wings.
Ned rolled over. “Sleep?” he murmured.
“No,” Garris said.
“Wife, good. Good sleep.”
“Good sleep,” Garris agreed. “What happened to yours?
You, wife.”
“Influenza,” Ned said.
The wind thrashed again.
“Wife good,” Garris sighed.
“Wife good,” Ned echoed.
Garris turned away.
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At first light, he left Ned’s hut to retrieve Yvetta from
John’s.
Mattie was dressing Lars. John Jimmy lay on a squirrel
robe. A restless night had made his hair wild, and the turmoil
inside him swamped his eyes. Astley’s blow had only bruised
his middle, but Yvetta was attentive, kneeling beside him with
a cup in her hand.
“It’s time,” Garris said.
Yvetta began to cry. She dropped the cup and embraced
John. It was really goodbye. John held her tightly.
Their naked devotion was hard to watch.
“No mercy from me,” John said, eyeing Koopman over
Yvetta’s shoulder. Then, turning to Garris, “No forgiveness.”
He’d learned nothing from the Bible about turning his
cheek.
“We’ll let the authorities handle it,” Mattie said.
“He’s a Swallower,” John replied. “He’s not from our
world.”
“Tell my father what you saw,” Yvetta said.
“His mouth was open,” John said, “when he struck me.
The dog teeth were sharp, and his tongue was pointed. Stiff as
a whale’s erection.”
“Astley’s a man, not a devil,” Lars said. “He’ll be judged
like the rest of us.”
A few minutes later, the four were moving through the
camp and along the trail. The morning sun glimmered on
the Teeth in the west. Garris flanked Lars, crutching his arm.
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Mattie was on the other side, one hand on his back, one on his
elbow. Yvetta followed behind, tearful.
A barking rose from the communal team as they passed
the pen. The lead had lost her nerve, but a younger dog had
taken her place.
Mattie drew a breath and spoke. “Garris—”
Her hair was draggled. Her expression was glum.
“Lars and I— We want you to reconsider.”
“My mind is made up.”
Koopman faced him. “I prayed for guidance last night,”
he said. “I feel better this morning.” His brow had a poultice,
his chest and knee were bound. He laughed. “I don’t scar.
That’s how God fashioned me.”
“He heals quickly,” Mattie agreed.
“And so with the injuries of life,” Lars said. “They come
and they go.”
The framing of the Meeting House came into view, with
the water tank beside it.
“Please,” Mattie said. “So much depends on this. The
mission’s future. The welfare of the People. The charity of the
Friends.”
“We’re not staying,” Garris said.
“The Lord gives us strength.” Koopman summoned his
strength and gave a brief lesson. “Until the harvest, God asks
us for patience. God asks us to deny wrath and fury for any
end. The spirit must guide our lives—the spirit which calls us
to live in peace with all people.”
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“Astley doesn’t feel it,” Garris said.
“This won’t end in peace,” Yvetta spoke out.
Garris looked at Koopman.
“Rezkov will be here tomorrow,” the pastor mumbled.
“Will you help him unload the logs?”

A sawing rig and trestles flanked the Meeting House.
Nearby, a pile of drift logs had been stacked beside a low
wagon. The dogs who’d pulled it were lying on the tundra,
still in their traces.
Garris had helped with the logs, and as the Eskimo
men departed, he stood talking to Andy Rezkov, sharing his
thoughts about where he might land. Rezkov, in his early thirties, had a blunt nose and a dark beard. His eyes were clear
and blue, but they dodged, and he kept them slitted. He was
stocky and wide in the hips, and the way he handled his logs
marked an uncommon strength. He wore knee-high rubber
boots and a canvas hat. From the first word, it was clear he was
unschooled and unread.
Sara had arrived with a sealed envelope. Jonas had penned
a second letter to the Deputy, another plea for help. Rezkov
was to carry it with him to Nome. He held the envelope in his
hand, gesturing with it as he spoke.
“From Port Clarence to Nome,” Rezkov said. “Logs from
everywhere wash up on those beaches. Trees don’t get started
in the Arctic, but they all end up here.”
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“Strong dogs,” Garris said.
“The strongest. We all need wood. Ain’t it so? Build a
home in good weather, build a fire in bad. White and Eskimo,
Chinese and Canuck— We’re appreciated. Without us, they
would all have perished a long time ago.”
“Us?”
“Me and Jook.” Rezkov eyed the envelope. “You’re leaving
them with quite a mess on their hands.”
“That’s not my doing.”
Rezkov waved the letter. “This won’t help.”
“There are laws—”
“Someone has to stand up to him.” Rezkov put the letter
in his vest and gazed at the Meeting House. “You’re handing
the victory to Astley.”
“You know him?” Garris asked.
Rezkov shook his head. “I see his fires sometimes, when
I’m passing the front range. Threads of smoke.” He drew a
corkscrew with his finger. “Setting traps in those peaks—” He
smiled. “Hell of a dog driver, running a team up there.”
“You’d go after him.”
Rezkov nodded. “And I’d take a gun. You have one?”
“No.”
“A man like Astley understands fear. From his trapline.
A lot of those animals aren’t dead when he finds them. Some
whimper and foul themselves. Some panic. Some snarl. Some
act helpless to catch him off guard.”
“You think I’m afraid.”
Rezkov made a simple face and nodded.
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Garris laughed.
“Lars has an excuse for his meekness,” Rezkov said.
“What’s yours?”
“When you’ve learned a little more about life,” Garris replied, “you may see things differently. The wrong in the world
is like a disease. It can’t be defeated. You only put yourself in
harm’s way if you expose yourself to it.”
“A man doesn’t fight because he thinks he’ll win,” Rezkov
said. “He fights because fighting’s important.”
“I have a daughter to protect,” Garris said.
“Stand and watch while others get hurt. Is that what they
do in San Francisco?”
“In the States,” Garris said, “men like Astley wear white
coats and tailored suits. Our president forced four million
men to fight a war for no reason. He is everything I hate about
mankind and the world. There’s no getting rid of people like
that.”
“You’re not in the States,” Rezkov said. “You’re on the
frontier. It’s just us and Astley.”
Justice is in our hands. A simple prescription, Garris
thought.
Rezkov removed his hat and used his thick fingers to
comb his hair back. “A man uses trouble to measure himself.”
He spoke slowly. “In the winter we’ve got the cold. When it
drops to sixty below, it’s like Astley. The cold is watching you.
It’s clever and strong, and it wants to hurt you. If you take
your mitt off, your fingers turn white. Work up a sweat and
it freezes—you’re wearing a suit of ice. You feel helpless. You
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want to curl up in the snow and pretend it’s not happening.
But you don’t. You face it and fight it, and you feel some pride
if you survive.” He tapped his chest. “The cold wakes up the
fire inside.”
“Maybe you should go after him,” Garris said.
“If he crosses my path—”
“Why wait?”
“He’s harder to fish out of those mountains than you
think. And I’ve got wood to deliver. But if Astley uses his
chain or his club on man or dog when I’m around, I’ll make
him pay for it.”
Garris smiled. “I like you. We might have been friends.”
Rezkov returned the smile. “You never know—” He glanced
at the framed-up Meeting House. “Astley will be pleased.” He
laughed. “The People may be better off without it.”
Garris shook his head. Was the drift cruiser playing with
him?
“Lars is an honest man,” Rezkov said, “and I know he
means well. I’m hauling his logs. But I don’t like what he’s
doing.”
He was enjoying Garris’ confusion. “Always preaching to
me. He can’t stop himself. ‘Andy, stop bartering with folks
who don’t have anything. Just give them the wood.’ ‘Charity,’
he calls it. ‘Good for your soul.’ You know what I think?
“Jesus helped beggars because it made him feel like a million bucks. But they felt like hell. He took their pride, and
they hated him for it.”
“I know what you’re saying,” Garris replied. “Lars treats
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them like cripples. But— Maybe that’s what they are.”
Rezkov regarded him. “There’s a fellow in Juneau who
got his legs cut off in the mines. He delivers mail downtown.
Good man. Works hard, harder than the rest of us. Sets a fine
example.
“My customers know: when the wood shows up, there’s no
credit, no charity. Jook and I worked hard to get that wood.
If it’s going to keep you warm, we want something in return.
Fish or sourdock, a tool they don’t use or a place to sleep, an
old blanket to make shoes for my dogs— They get something
they need, and so do I. Pride and respect. That’s a life worth
living.”
He sighed and gazed at the logs he’d brought.
“We weren’t put on this earth to get gifts,” Rezkov said.
“Lars has a good heart—the world needs more people like
that. I just wish he wasn’t so stupid.”
“He knows how you feel?”
“Oh he knows,” Andy laughed.
“May I meet your dogs?”
Rezkov smiled and led the way toward his team.
“Which one is Jook?” Garris said.
But he needn’t have asked. At their approach, a large dog
rose—a malamute with clear blue eyes and a dark widow’s
peak. One ear was tattered, and his muzzle was scarred.
“He’s a native pooch, from Shaktoolik. I raised him from
a pup. He puts on weight this time of year.” Rezkov scratched
behind Jook’s ear. “He’s the boss of this outfit.”
Jook raised his snout, eyeing Garris.
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“He’s in harness year round,” Rezkov said, “but he prefers
the sled. That takes brains. Any dumb mutt can pull a wagon.
You’d chase that bastard down,” he said to his dog. “Wouldn’t
you.”
“You’ll think differently,” Garris said, “when you have
someone you care about.”
“I have someone.” Rezkov scrubbed Jook’s ruff.
When Andy and his team had departed, Garris returned
to the cabin. On his workbench, between an auger and his
spirit level, was a revolver with a battered butt and a scratched
barrel.

103

