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St. Elias by Meris Lee

Paroled after seventeen years of imprisonment in Texas for a crime she did not commit, social outcast Elias travels on an impulse, illegally, to the Copper River Valley in Alaska. Elias arrives in the small town of McCarthy, the gateway to Wrangell-St. Elias National Park, with no ID, no friends, and no prospects, with the goal of escaping the ruins of her former life and finally seeing the mountain she shared a name with. 

She finds work as a line cook at a hotel and forms relationships without revealing her past, eager to prove to the world and herself that she can be a truly independent adult. She finds herself falling in love for the first time and struggling with the complexities of emotions associated with such a monumental event. At the same time, a local law officer is bent on investigating and exposing her true identity. 

As Elias wrestles with her new life’s demands, can she grow beyond her past and allow herself to love again?
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Chapter One

In late May, Elias Dotson found out she was granted parole, again. She was chopping cabbage in the kitchen when the warden delivered the news. She paused, uncertain whether to rejoice or worry. Twice before she had earned the privilege of leaving the central Texas prison farm she’d reluctantly called home since the start of the new millennium. And twice it was revoked just days before her release for failure to conform to social graces expected of the adult she appeared to be at first glance.

She had spent half her life so far in prison, incarcerated since the age of seventeen. So how could she behave like an adult when she hadn’t been treated like one, or given a chance to be one, under the well-meaning rehabilitation and reformation programs of the criminal justice system, where she never had to set her schedules, manage her finances, or determine how to make a living? Every morning, she woke up when the lights were turned on, proceeded to shower with her feet tippy-toed on the moldy tiled floor, and then reported to the kitchen for her cooking duties. Unsavory punishment was sure to be served had she entertained the idea of altering a tiny fraction of her routines. She was so used to being told what to do that she couldn’t make any sensible decisions for herself—at least that was the excuse she’d always told everyone.

Elias detested everything about the prison except for the kitchen, although her assignment included cooking leftover scraps and feeding the noisy, hideous hogs on the farm. She enjoyed the sorcery of transforming those ashen and shriveled haricots into sweet and smoky baked beans. She delighted in surveying the mess hall from behind the cafeteria line and seeing the look on her fellow inmates’ faces as they eagerly chowed down her tangy barbequed briskets. She had long ago decided she would become a chef once she left prison for good, although she was not sure how to procure such a position and how to keep it if she were awarded one.

Elias was ambivalent about going up in front of the parole board again. She botched the first parole for neglecting her kitchen duties due to the overwhelming excitement about freedom, and the second for getting into a fight with another prisoner who taunted her cellmate, Lucy. She didn’t even like Lucy, who had a habit of stealing her Doritos one chip at a time, hoping she wouldn’t notice, but she always did. Lucy was dirt poor and never had any visitors, whereas Elias had her stepmother, Helen, who visited once a week with a paper sack full of goodies from the dollar store. Elias never liked being teased at school for being an honor roll student when everyone else could barely keep up. When she saw Lucy targeted for being poor in the yard one day, she couldn’t help but take pity and threw a left hook at the bully, a whole foot taller and at least fifty pounds heavier than she was. She knocked out several of said bully’s teeth, created a bloody scene, caused a riotous uproar from the other inmates, and promptly lost her privilege to leave prison the following day.

When Helen, already annoyed by the new warden, who didn’t believe Elias’s stepmother could be a black woman, was informed of the bad news the next morning, she exploded. “Stop being so impulsive!”

She had come down to the prison farm, excited about taking Elias home, only to have that bubble burst yet again. “Think before you act,” Helen bellowed.

“There was no time to think,” Elias replied. “If you'd been there, you would’ve done the same. This woman got Lucy in a choke hold, and if I didn’t stop it, Lucy would’ve died.”

“The guards wouldn’t let that happen.”

“The guards cheered me on,” Elias told her, “along with the rest of the girls.”

Helen responded with a sigh, and Elias knew she had disappointed Helen yet again.

Elias had no memory of either of her birth parents. She had photos of her father, and so at least she knew his face. According to Helen, he was the kind of man who could fix anything. Helen was driving through the neighborhood one day in the middle of winter when her car broke down in front of his house. Looking for help, she knocked on his door. He answered, holding his crying infant, Elias, dressed only in a disposable diaper. Helen took Elias while he worked on the car. She wrapped Elias in a blanket, put her down for a nap, and cooked a meal with whatever scraps she found in the kitchen. He came back in to tell her the car was ready to go, but after they sat down to eat in the cramped, drafty house that one winter afternoon, she just never left, not even when he got drunk and died in a car crash when Elias was three.

Elias wanted freedom more than anything, but she was simultaneously afraid of it. She had but three years left in her sentence, and she now panicked at the thought of having wasted half her life in idle obedience behind bars instead of learning how to live unsupervised, not that it was a subject taught well, if at all, at the prison. She wondered whether she could use the remaining three years to catch up, to learn the proper ways of the adult world, if three years could make a difference at all.

But, well, it was all said and done now. Elias did everything she could to control her impulsive temperament and stay on her best behavior until the day she could see the light outside. She finished the day’s work in the kitchen and slept a dreamless night. In the morning, she changed into a knee-length cotton dress Helen brought her. She gazed into the mirror at her face, still pale despite the many afternoons spent baking under the Texas sun while feeding the hogs, and wondered whether she still looked like the seventeen-year-old girl who was sent to a prolonged, nightmarish time-out.

She absent-mindedly brushed her hair, long, straight, and black, falling nearly to her waist, and blinked and blinked as if trying to switch off her innocent green irises and turn on a more mature color, like hazel. She didn’t want others to see through her youthful appearance and see that, inside, she was just as childish. The cotton dress didn’t help, she thought. She needed something grown-up, woman-like. Yes, she was a woman, was she not? She certainly qualified by age. She ran her fingers through her hair and down her neck, took in the skin-on-skin sensation, and imagined a man’s hand on her instead. Her cheeks warmed. She laughed at herself. But in another second, she bit her lower lip and sighed. Who in the world would want her, an ex-con who knew better the life within the walls of a prison than without?

»»•««

Helen picked up Elias in the old ’97 Honda Accord, now rusting at the bumper and sporting a black garbage bag instead of glass on a rear passenger window. A dubious used-car lot sold them the car just weeks before the fateful day when Elias’s life took a seriously wrong turn. She had to force her mind away from thinking about it on the way home to Fort Worth because it saddened her, and she wanted to look happy for Helen’s sake.

Helen did most of the talking on the two-hour trip home, dishing out one idea after another about what they could do in the coming days. “How about a movie? Or a mani-pedi? Window shopping at the new outlet mall? Or maybe just go fishing? You used to love fishing. You still do, right?” asked Helen. “We can fry some catfish and have a little homecoming party. Get the neighbors and some of your friends from school. I feel like celebrating. My baby’s home, finally!”

“No.” Elias shook her head. “I don’t want a party. It’s not like I’m coming home from graduating college or serving in the military someplace dangerous like Iraq. I’m not proud of where I’ve been.”

“Well, I’m proud of you,” said Helen. “Look at you. You’re a grown woman now. Nothing is stopping you from going where you want to go. You can reach as far as you want. And speaking of college, you could apply soon—”

“Mom,” said Elias. “I don’t want to think so far ahead. I just want some time to chill and enjoy having you again.”

“Okay, okay. No pressure,” said Helen. “But you were a straight-A student before, and I don’t want to see your smarts go to waste.”

“Maybe you want to spend the money to get your car fixed first?”

“This car is just a car,” said Helen. “You’re the most important thing in my life, and my priority.”

“Mom…” Elias felt like crying.

“You know I love you, right?”

Elias let her tears go. She felt so undeserving of Helen’s affection and devotion. She imagined other people her age already working and giving back to their parents, and yet she was still a burden to Helen.

As they exited US 287 and rolled into their neighborhood, Elias surveyed the row of shotgun houses with boarded up windows, chain link fences, overgrown weeds, and leaky air conditioning units sitting precariously on the sills—some images of her childhood never changed. There was the same old food mart, the only store selling groceries within five miles of her house. The iron bars on the door and the men loitering outside looked just as they did seventeen years ago. A chapel stood every five houses, and the man who used to preach into a megaphone on Friday mornings was still there, delivering a sermon as they drove by. The neighborhood, situated in southeast Fort Worth, one of the most disadvantaged enclaves of the county according to some, didn’t seem to have changed in all the years she was gone. Elias wanted to take comfort in it, to tell herself she hadn’t missed much, but she was a little disappointed—the place felt forsaken before, and it looked forsaken now.

“Welcome home, baby,” said Helen with a warm smile as she and Elias both stepped out of the car.

Elias took a moment to study the restored shack house she’d grown up in. It still featured the same yellow wood sidings, and the hammock her father installed on the porch still swayed in the breeze. When she entered the living room, it smelled just as it did before, a mixture of Helen’s proprietary hair products and lavender-scented candles. Helen ran a hair salon out of their home. Elias grew up with the smell of shampoo, conditioner, and hair gel, as well as Helen’s customers’ jokes and laughter permeating their house, which now seemed so familiar and yet so foreign. She felt as if she were a stranger visiting somebody else’s home for the first time.

But the feeling didn’t last too long. As soon as Elias had her fill of the smothered chicken Helen made just for the homecoming, she felt more at ease with her new domicile. Although the old couch seemed a lot smaller and the bathroom more confined than she remembered, she was comfortable. Helen had left her bedroom as it was when she left for prison. The narrow white desk with her high school textbooks piled on top, the poster of the rock band Coldplay and the lyrics of “Yellow” pasted to the wall, the collection of lucky trolls with a wild array of bright colors for their hair standing on a shelf, and her periwinkle blue pajamas still folded and placed on her pillow as Helen always did before…

Elias touched the pajamas and then put them away in a drawer. They reminded her too much of those late nights when she would stay up to talk to Ce’Rainitee on the phone after finishing homework and studying for exams. Those innocent years were gone, and she didn’t want to be sad, not tonight.

She plugged her ankle monitor into a wall outlet via a charging cable and fell into a deep slumber as soon as her head hit the pillow.


Chapter Two

Elias nearly tripped while trying to get out of bed. She cursed silently. Roosters were still kept in her neighborhood, apparent by the crowing cacophony outside, and they didn’t care she might like to sleep in on her first full day out of prison. She reached down to uncouple the charging cable from her ankle monitor. A blue light on the monitor was supposed to be lit, but it wasn’t. The monitor didn’t charge. Elias wasn’t too concerned. It wasn’t her fault the monitor was defective.

“Oh, good,” said Helen when Elias came in the kitchen. “I was about to wake you. You’ve got a doctor’s appointment in thirty minutes.”

“Do I have to go?” said Elias, throwing her arms around Helen. “I want to spend time with you today.”

“I want to make sure you have a clean bill of health to start your new life with.” Helen poured Elias a glass of green smoothie from a blender.

Elias wrinkled her nose and pushed the glass away. She showed Helen her right ankle. “My monitor didn’t charge.”

“I can’t believe Officer Paige hasn’t called,” said Helen. “I’ll call her. You drink your breakfast and hurry to your appointment. Go on.”

Elias picked the glass up and touched the rim to her lips lightly. “I don’t want to be late for the appointment.” She put the glass down and sprinted out the front door.

Walking in the soft, golden light of the morning sun was always Elias’s favorite thing to do in the neighborhood when there seemed to be boundless hope and renewed energy. The decrepit houses and unruly lawns looked less depressing and more like quaint features of this little piece of heaven where people genuinely cared about one another despite the worst of circumstances.

Her small joy dissipated, however, when she reached her old high school. She stared as the students chaotically roamed toward the entrance and then disappeared one by one through the metal detector guarded by two police officers. She sighed. She never thought she’d be envious of such an activity as simple as going to school, not when she was seventeen.

Her pulse quickened when she came to a house with a narrow porch and a tire swing tied to a tree in front of it. Mr. Flournoy used to sit on that porch and smoke, drinking a beer and watching the day go by. Despite her best effort to resist thinking about the past, memories surfaced and flooded her head with images of those scorching summer afternoons when she and Ce’Rainitee, Mr. Flournoy’s older daughter, hand-wrestled catfish in the pond and then sat on the tire swing to share a thick slice of chilled watermelon sprinkled with salt. Mr. Flournoy called them vanilla and chocolate twist cone when they squeezed into the tiny space defined by three rusty chains. Heavenly, Ce’Rainitee’s younger sister, used to laugh when she saw them, with a face so angelic it made Elias ache in the chest just thinking about it.

At last, she arrived at the neighborhood clinic. Before she went in, she looked across the street at the vacant, one-level brown-bricked building with its parking lot fenced off. The building itself was boarded up, with graffiti on the walls and the roof caving in. Elias remembered sneaking into the nightclub there with Ce’Rainitee. The Flournoys left long ago, and although she wished her childhood best friend still remembered their innocent years together, deep down she had convinced herself there was no such thing as friendship and loyalty, and, extrapolating from Ce’Rainitee’s cruel, silent departure, there was no such thing as love.

That one afternoon seventeen years ago, when they met in Ce’Rainitee’s house to work on a Huckleberry Finn project and babysit three-year-old Heavenly. The toddler was watching Sesame Street when they discovered some crack cocaine stashed behind the television.

“This looks just like the crack they smoke at the club,” said Ce’Rainitee, rubbing the cream-colored substance between her fingers.

“And why is it here behind your TV?” asked Elias.

Ce’Rainitee shrugged, but Elias could guess why. Mr. Flournoy was known to be in and out of jail for possession of drugs. She didn’t want to embarrass her friend, so she didn’t press on. Instead, she suggested, “Wanna try it? See what the fuss is all about?”

Ce’Rainitee raised an eyebrow at first, but their curiosity soon got the better of them.

They had seen people smoke it at the nightclub and so they knew what to do. They were in a state of unreal euphoria when they decided to also examine Mr. Flournoy’s pistol. They knew he kept one inside the coat closet, just above the doorframe. Elias was the one who moved a chair to the closet door and stood on it to bring the gun down.

“This thing’s heavier than I thought…” she said, sweating and giggling as she tossed the gun back and forth from one hand to the other.

“Let me see.” Ce’Rainitee took the gun from her. “It’s not even loaded.”

“How do you know?” Giddy, Elias put both her hands to her head now as she tried to slow down her breathing.

“Because it’d be heavier.”

“Whatever.” Elias laughed. “You could tell if it’s got bullets in it by feeling its weight? I don’t believe it.”

“I’ll show you.”

Ce’Rainitee pointed the gun at a wall and pulled the trigger. Elias was at once seized by a loud and explosive popping sound. She recoiled and ducked. She could tell something metallic had shot away from the barrel and hit the brass shelf standing along the wall because of a clanking noise.

“Jesus,” Elias cursed. “You were wrong.”

Ce’Rainitee laughed at first, but then she stopped and screamed, “Heavenly!”

Elias turned to the little girl, who had slumped over on the couch, and blood poured profusely from a hole in her temple. Ce’Rainitee, appearing mortified, sank her knees to the ground. Elias, heart racing, face numb, couldn’t feel her legs, either. She dragged herself over to the child.

“Heavenly?” She called out with fear. She put her ear to the three-year-old’s chest, hoping to hear a beating heart, but all she heard was silence. “Oh, no! Heavenly?”

She didn’t want to believe it. She felt like all the air was sucked out of her and she couldn’t breathe. Heavenly was dead.

Ce’Rainitee dropped the gun and came over. She scooped the limp body of her little sister into her arms, tears flowing from her eyes, as profusely as the blood from Heavenly’s temple.

Elias took in a long and agonizing breath. Time stood still as she tried to overcome a whirling sensation and make sense of what happened. The gun was loaded. A bullet was fired, and it had ricocheted off the brass shelf and hit Heavenly in the head. She rubbed her eyes and blinked, hoping to wake up from the nightmare. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t exit this bad dream. It was real, painfully real.

Maybe, Elias thought, they should call 911. The ambulance could take Heavenly to the hospital and bring her back to life…

But she’d seen too many deaths in her neighborhood to be naïve about these things. She imagined Heavenly being zipped up in a body bag and taken away on a stretcher, and then she imagined the police talking to Ce’Rainitee to find out what happened. She imagined her friend being handcuffed and taken to jail, tried in front of a jury, convicted, and then sentenced to the harshest punishment possible on account of her skin color—everyone in the neighborhood believed, given the same crime, a dark-skinned person would receive a more severe penalty. And so, Elias imagined the worst. Ce’Rainitee could be locked up for life, or worse, get the needle. Was it possible to be sentenced to death for killing someone by accident? She tried to shake off the fogginess inside her head. She didn’t know the laws. She only knew she couldn’t let Ce’Rainitee die. After all, it was her, Elias, who wanted to play with the gun in the first place.

Instinctively, she picked up the pistol and wiped it with her shirt, and then, in as calm a voice as she could muster, she said, “We have to say I did it. You hear me?” She reached to turn her friend’s wet face toward her. “It was me. I did it.”

Ce’Rainitee, holding her sister whose arms hung lifeless, stared at Elias and shook her head.

“Listen,” said Elias. “They’ll never let you out of prison. But they’ll let me out in a few years tops. You can’t go to prison. Your mom’s lost one daughter. She can’t lose you. I can’t lose you.”

Ce’Rainitee kept on shaking her head and trembling, speechless, her eyes fearful. She neither agreed nor disagreed.

When the police came, and the Flournoys returned, Elias did all the talking, feeling feverish and achy all over at the same time as if she were hit by the flu in addition to the horror in front of her. Both girls were taken to the police station. Ce’Rainitee became mute and was released home after a professional evaluation. Her diagnosis: extreme stress reaction in response to witnessing her sister killed by her best friend. Elias, on the other hand, was charged with, and later convicted of, manslaughter, a second-degree felony, for having recklessly caused the death of a child under the influence of an illegal substance. She was handed a twenty-year prison sentence, much, much worse than the lesser punishment she anticipated. But she held on to her word. She would keep Ce’Rainitee safe.

Mr. Flournoy was also charged with negligence for failure to keep a firearm out of the reach of children. He was fined four thousand dollars but no prison sentence because the judge said he had been punished enough already for losing a daughter. Elias heard that if she were killed, Mr. Flournoy might have been sent to prison for a year on top of the fine. Although she didn’t like the idea of Mr. Flournoy or her best friend going to prison at all, she indeed wished she were the one, instead of Heavenly, shot dead and stuffed into the cold and lonely dirt hole at the cemetery’s babyland.

Ce’Rainitee’s parents, unaware of the arrangement, soon turned against Elias. The day Elias was sentenced, the Flournoys packed up and moved to California. Helen, who was kept in the dark as well, had informed her of the news. It broke her heart. Seventeen years later, she still ached. Ce’Rainitee’s fearful look was the last thing she saw of her childhood pal. Mr. and Mrs. Flournoy never allowed their daughter to come into contact with her after that day, the day on which the two girls were going to make a miniature model of the Mississippi River out of Styrofoam boards, decorate it with scenes from Mark Twain’s famous story, and blow everyone’s mind in their Honors English class.

Well, everyone’s mind was blown, but not in the way Elias imagined.

Quickly, she turned her gaze away from the dilapidated structure and entered the clinic.


Chapter Three

“I’m nervous,” said the woman sitting next to Elias in the clinic waiting room. “I’m not used to a place like this. People look so—different.” The woman shifted in her chair and lightly touched her hair, a cascade of golden curls. She wore a sophisticated dress suit and patent leather shoes, her mahogany skin smooth and radiant.

“How so?” Elias, conscious of being the only white person in the lobby, did not understand what the woman was talking about.

“I used to have great insurance under my ex-husband.” She glared at the other patients with disdain. “The clinic I used to go to was upscale and quiet, with nice décor and beautiful furniture, and everyone dressed with taste. Not like here.”

Elias was offended by the woman’s criticism. But instead of firing back a snarky comment, she decided to do the mature thing of looking away and caught the glance of a young man, who wore a red baseball cap with its visor turned to the side of his head, white tank top, baggy pants, and a gold chain around his neck. He was bobbing his head rhythmically to the music blaring from his phone. When he flashed Elias a smile, the gold grill behind his lips glimmered under the fluorescent light.

Elias was happy not to have to listen to the woman anymore when the medical assistant ushered her into the exam room. “Dr. Thomas will be here in a moment,” he announced after he took Elias’s vital signs and stepped out.

Elias’s eyes widened when Dr. Thomas came in. How wonderful it was her doctor was a woman! All the doctors who visited her prison were men, and Elias had a feminine question.

But Dr. Thomas obviously took Elias’s expression the wrong way. “I know, you don’t think I look like a Dr. Thomas. Yes, I’m from India, but I have done all my medical training in the US, and I know what I’m doing.”

Elias was perplexed by the outcry. “I do not think you don’t look like a Dr. Thomas. I’m just glad to meet you.”

Dr. Thomas seemed taken aback. “Sorry. Some patients are not happy to see me. They think because I don’t look like them, I won’t understand their problems.”

Elias nodded. Her community, historically and still majority black, was a tight-knit one, and people didn’t trust outsiders so readily. “Give them time to know you. Once you gain their trust, they’ll be your most loyal patients.”

“I hope so,” said Dr. Thomas, glancing at her laptop. “Did you know in Alaska there’s a mountain with your name?”

Elias shook her head.

“It’s the second highest mountain in the country, inside our largest national park,” Dr. Thomas explained. “I was just there for two weeks. It was wild.”

Elias had never seen anything other than the flat north Texas prairie, let alone a mountain. Before she went to prison, Helen talked about going to the Hill Country or the Gulf Coast for a vacation, but they were never able to gather enough money to do so. Elias had no idea what wild meant.

“What do you want to talk about today?” asked Dr. Thomas.

Elias lifted her left pant leg. “Just these bumps. They hurt.”

Dr. Thomas took one look and asked, “How have you been shaving?”

“With a razor blade, soap, and water.”

“You should use a dye free, fragrance-free, moisturizing shaving cream with vitamin E, formulated for sensitive skin,” said Dr. Thomas.

“I’ve seen it advertised on TV, but where I can buy it?” asked Elias.

Dr. Thomas looked surprised. “You don’t know?”

Elias’s ears warmed. She was never properly educated on shaving while incarcerated, and before she went to prison, neither Helen nor Ce’Rainitee saw the need to discuss the subject because their legs were almost hairless.

“Well,” said Dr. Thomas. “Most grocery stores should carry it.”

“There are no grocery stores within walking distance here,” said Elias. “And I haven’t learned to drive.”

“Don’t all Americans learn to drive as teenagers?”

“Well.” Elias hesitated for a moment. “I was about to learn, but then I got locked up.”

Dr. Thomas let her jaw drop slightly. “I see. When did you get out?”

“Yesterday.” She showed Dr. Thomas the monitor on her right ankle.

Dr. Thomas nodded, her eyes full of pity. “If you need help with housing or jobs, our social worker has all the resources to help a former felon. Just let her know, okay?”

“Sure.” Elias shrugged, thinking over the term former felon in her head as if trying it on for size, wondering whether that was the label people would know her by for the rest of her life.

»»•««

Elias heard someone call her name as she walked out of the clinic after her appointment. She turned and saw a man wearing a cowboy hat, plaid button-down shirt, jeans and western boots. The face brought up a sweet and tender memory. “Big Ray?” Elias said timidly.

“The one and only.” The man grinned. “Helen said you were coming home.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Nothing but to see the doctor for my heart. I already had two heart attacks.”

“No way.” Elias shook her head, frowning.

“Come on,” said Big Ray. “Let me get you some hot links. You used to love those.”

Elias followed Big Ray to the barbeque man on the street adjacent to the clinic parking lot. She decided not to press Big Ray about his heart attacks as he clearly didn’t want to discuss them. They stood in line in front of a black barrel charcoal grill on top of a trailer hitched to a pickup truck. The barbeque man, wiping sweat from his forehead with his arm between filling orders, seemed not to have aged at all. “Grills on wheels,” said Elias. “I can’t believe he’s still around.”

“Where do you think he’d go?” said Big Ray, and Elias wondered whether he was hinting at the fact no one in the neighborhood seemed to have left. No one, except Ce’Rainitee…

They got smoked sausages, drenched in Louisiana Hot Sauce that glistened in the sun. Elias ate hers in a few bites. She licked her lips. She’d missed the hot links. She’d missed home.

“I still can’t believe the FBI shut it down,” said Elias, her chin pointing to the deserted building across from the clinic.

Big Ray sighed. “It’s a shame. Mama Z was counting on her brother to run the nightclub and make honest retirement money for her. She didn’t know he was dealing crack and heroin right out of there.”

Elias was reminded of the time in her life when many of her friends were experimenting with drugs supplied by Mama Z’s brother, who turned out to be a distributor for a notorious crime boss in Fort Worth. “Are they just gonna let it rot?” asked Elias.

“There are supposed to be changes coming,” said Big Ray. “Well, it’s great seeing you, but I’d better go home now.”

Elias had a crush on Big Ray when they were in school, and she wasn’t ready to let Big Ray go yet. Although she had neither faith nor experience in love between a man and a woman, she was curious and anxious to give it a go. After all, that was what grown women did, wasn’t it? Falling in love, sleeping with a man, having children, though not necessarily in that order.

“Maybe we can see each other again? Like to have dinner or something,” said Elias, sure that her face was red at the moment.

“Of course, you have to come over to my house for dinner. My wife makes the meanest chicken and dumplings. And wait till you try her greens.” Big Ray smacked his lips together. “How about tomorrow night?”

Elias’s face tingled as she tried her best not to show her embarrassment. “Uh, that might be too soon. I’m still trying to settle in.”

“Give me a call when you’re ready. Helen has my number.” Big Ray walked toward a paint horse tied to a live oak in the clinic parking lot. Elias almost forgot that besides chickens, some in the neighborhood also kept horses and rode them as transportation. “You want a ride home?” asked Big Ray.

“Nah,” said Elias. “I’m good.”

Big Ray mounted his horse and tipped his cowboy hat.

“Idiot,” Elias cursed at herself as she watched him ride away.

»»•««

Elias stood patiently in the cramped but very busy kitchen of a nationally known fast food restaurant, waiting to be interviewed by the manager. It had been almost a week since she came home, and she had been busy applying for jobs. There were only a handful of independently owned chicken-and-seafood places in the neighborhood and an even smaller number of franchised eateries within walking distance of her home. She had tried all of them, and nobody wanted to take her on. This was her last chance to see about getting hired.

Elias watched as sizzling burger patties got turned over on the griddle and perfectly julienned potatoes got dropped by the baskets into the boiling oil of the deep fryer. Every step seemed mechanical, from the moment an order was placed until the minute the tray, on which wax-paper wrapped sandwiches and vacuum-sealed pouches of condiments were thrown together, was presented to the customer. No thought was required for this job, Elias gathered, and she wondered why the human hands hadn’t been replaced by robots but was glad that, because of this technological delay, she was afforded an opportunity at employment.

“Okay, Miss Dotson, is it?” said the manager in a shirt and tie, a young man who seemed a decade younger than Elias, walking back from the rear of the restaurant. They were short-handed, and he had to man the to-go window during lunch hour. “Step into my office.”

Elias followed him into an enclosed space no bigger than the janitor’s broom closet at her old high school. The terracotta tiles with black grouts reminded her somewhat of the moldy floor of the showers at the prison. There was only one chair, and the manager sat down. Elias tried to breathe normally, but she never could be at ease during job interviews. For one thing, she still hadn’t figured out what to do with her hands, trembling from nervousness.

“So,” the manager started. “I looked over your application. You haven’t worked in the last seventeen years at all.”

“I worked in the kitchen in…in prison, as I said there on my application.”

“But not in the real world. The real world is very different from prison. We’re fast-paced, and we’re very intense.”

How would he know that prison was different from the real world? Had he been to prison? Elias mused.

“For one thing, we always have to make the customers happy. You don’t have to do that in prison.”

Elias pressed her lips together. She did try to make her fellow inmates happy despite it not being a decree. She certainly enjoyed times when they complimented something she cooked. She never thought of doing a haphazard job at preparing meals for the inmates.

“I would appreciate a chance to learn and grow in a real-world environment,” said Elias.

“Tell me.” The manager tossed her application on the desk and leaned back into his swivel chair. “Why should I hire you when there are truckloads of more qualified, experienced folks out there, with no criminal records at all?”

Elias wanted to kick herself. She had been asked this question at job interviews before, and still, she had not thought of a great response that would persuade the power that be to employ her. And so, she went with her usual. “I will work harder than anyone you hire. Believe me. And I will not disappoint you. Because I’m new at this, you can train me however way you want. I follow directions well, and I’m a good team player—”

The phone rang, and the manager put a hand on the receiver and said to Elias, “I’ll give you a call when I make a decision.”

Elias knew it was her cue to leave, and so she did, as the manager picked up the phone and kicked the door closed behind Elias.

»»•««

Helen was working on a woman’s hair when Elias got home. Another woman had her head inside a clear, steamy plastic bubble.

“Thank the Lord. You’re home,” the woman Helen was working on said with a warm smile. “Come give your Aunt Eloise a hug.” Elias went over and hugged Eloise, adding a kiss on the cheek. Eloise was not related to Helen by blood, but they had been like sisters to each other for over three decades, and Elias was always appreciative of Eloise’s doting gestures and supportive presence in their lives.

“How you’ve grown! You’re a woman now,” said Eloise.

The other woman took her head out of the bubble and raised an eyebrow. “Did you forget about me?”

Elias turned to the woman. “Queenie?”

“I know, I’m prettier now than the last time you saw me.” Queenie pouted.

Elias hugged Queenie, too. “Are you a dental hygienist now? I remember it was your dream.”

“I never did save up enough money to go to school for that,” said Queenie.

Another person stuck in the ‘hood, thought Elias.

“Speaking of school,” said Helen, “I’ve got a catalog from the community college for you, Elias.”

College? Elias hadn’t thought about going to college. Right now, she was suddenly struck with a desire to skip town for a while. Not to jump her parole, just to have a little time away from home, away from this neighborhood where no one seemed to be able to escape, to be somewhere completely foreign, far, far away, like Alaska, a place she could explore independently, where her namesake mountain stood awaiting her.

“How did the job interviews go?” asked Helen.

Elias shrugged. “I’m not sure there are jobs for me here. Too many qualified and experienced folks, by the truckloads, apparently.”

“Don’t give up,” said Helen. “That’s a great reason to go to school. Learn a new trade and broaden your chances.”

“I was thinking,” said Elias. “I’d like to take a trip.”

“A trip?” exclaimed Helen.

“I’ve never been anywhere but here and prison. I feel trapped. I need to get out and see the world.”

“And when did you decide on that?”

“Just now.”

“Why are you always so impulsive? Can’t you think things through before you act? You’re not a kid anymore.” Helen raised her voice and yanked at Eloise’s hair so forcefully she screamed.

“Where do you want to go?” asked Queenie.

Elias hesitated for a moment before answering, “Alaska.”

“Alaska? Child, you are on parole.” Helen was red in the face. She let go of Eloise’s hair and stormed toward Elias. “You want to go back to prison?”

“Of course not. Officer Paige can help me get permission to leave for a week, or two…”

“Stay put,” said Helen. “You’ll get through parole, and then you can go anywhere you want.”

“But why Alaska? Why not Atlanta?” asked Eloise.

“Or L.A.?” Queenie chimed in. “I’d love to take my kids to Disneyland if I had the money.”

“Will you two stop?” Helen yelled at them.

Elias peered at Helen, her face twisted in anger, fuming.

“Trust me on this,” Elias pleaded. “I have to get out of here, sooner rather than later. I’m afraid I’ll never go anywhere if I don’t go now.”

“You know, Elias.” Helen breathed out slowly, her eyes wet, defeated. “I could’ve left, too.”

Elias hated to see Helen like that, which was how Helen looked the day the jury sentenced her. She couldn’t help it. She just kept disappointing Helen. True, Helen had stuck with Elias through thick and thin, and Elias was grateful. But they said one should follow one’s heart, and her heart was telling her to go, although it didn’t make any sense to anyone, not even to herself if she were to give it another thought.


Chapter Four

Despite Helen’s protest, Elias left home anyway. She had contacted Officer Paige, who for some reason never found the time to come by or ask Helen to bring Elias in for a replacement monitor. So, she decided just to sneak out the back door before dawn one day. She had checked out an atlas from the library and mapped out the general route. Alaska was far, but she thought she could make it there and back in time without having to bother Officer Paige, who, she assumed, was busy with the other more problematic parolees.

Elias left wearing a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, with a small satchel that carried one change of clothes and simple toiletries, a bottle of water and a few granola bars, and a handful of one-dollar bills she found in a plastic jar underneath her bed. She first hiked northwest along US 287. It took some courage to stick her thumb out and wave down a total stranger, but she did it. The first ride was with a young man named Brandon, on his way to Wichita Falls to visit his family.

“I’ll be a sophomore in UT in the fall,” said Brandon after Elias settled in the passenger seat. “I haven’t declared a major, yet. How about you? You like TWU?”

“TWU?”

“You go there, right? It says TWU on your shirt.”

Elias looked down on her shirt, which she had randomly picked out of the pile of clothes Helen bought from a Goodwill store. “Well…What are you interested in?”

“Everything,” said Brandon. “So many possibilities. I feel like I can do anything I want, and I don’t want to do just one thing, you know?”

Not really, Elias wanted to say. She didn’t have so many possibilities or feel like she could do anything she wanted. She was only good at one thing, cooking, but she didn’t think Brandon would consider it a glamorous career.

“Where are you headed?” asked Brandon.

“Alaska,” said Elias. “I’m going to get on a boat in Seattle and go to Valdez.”

“What’s in Valdez?”

“From there, I’ll hitchhike to Wrangell-St. Elias National Park, and see my namesake mountain, Mt. St. Elias.”

“Wow!” said Brandon. “Some of my friends are backpacking through Europe this summer, but I don’t have the money to go. I might do what you’re doing instead. I don’t know my country very well. I’ll bet the landscapes and cultures are not less interesting than those in Europe, right?”

Elias had no answer. She didn’t know backpacking through Europe was a thing. But she was glad Brandon thought her journey a great idea.

When it took her a whole day just to catch rides and get out of Texas, she realized she underestimated the time it would take to get to Alaska. Google Maps said it would take only a day and seven hours to drive from Fort Worth to Seattle, did it not? Elias tried to bring up the memory of that particular screenshot in her mind. While she held up a sign asking for a ride, food, and money outside a gas station in Albuquerque, she thought long and hard about whether to turn back. Helen, though most definitely distressed, probably had not told Officer Paige she disappeared. She could go home now, and there would be no trouble.

But as she went from the grassy High Plains of the Texas Panhandle into the semi-arid Tablelands of New Mexico, she was impressed with the vastness of the world, and she was desperate to see more. And the people she’d met were fascinating. There was the truck driver whose son died while saving his fellow soldiers in Iraq. Elias wept with the heartbroken father who was still trying to make peace with God. Then there was the physician who took a year off to travel with his wife and two children in an RV. He gave his version of the State of the Union address. Elias appreciated it because no one ever discussed these things with her and she felt so grown up, even though she didn’t have much to say regarding healthcare regulations or the United States’ stand on the conflicts in the Middle East.

No, she didn’t want to go home. She wanted to go on.

And so, on she went, traversing through the ponderosa and blue spruce forests of the Rocky Mountains with gem-like lakes and cascading waterfalls, and then the rugged canyons of the Colorado Plateau topped with sandstone arches. Somewhere along the White Pine Scenic Byway of Coeur d’Alene, she was picked up by a couple of retired school teachers, the Konos, who were driving to Seattle. They were flying to Tokyo, where they were born.

“It was very difficult for me to learn English when I first moved to Idaho with my parents,” said Mr. Kono. “But I had a great teacher. She was very patient. She made me want to be a teacher. Teachers make doctors, lawyers, politicians, businessmen, you know, the leaders.”

Elias pondered for a second whether teachers made criminals and prisoners, too, but she kept that thought to herself.

For the next few hours, until they reached Seattle, the Konos told Elias about their excursions around the world, the people they met and the food they tasted, the architectural treasures and the natural wonders. Elias never met anyone who traveled so much. She was jealous. Why was she not bestowed with such privilege to roam the planet as these two? Why was she born into circumstances so inferior, so asphyxiating there never seemed to be a way out?


Chapter Five

A commercial fishing vessel at sea, with its machines churning and the hull slicing through rough waves in the howling wind, was a clamorous place, Elias soon realized. At the Fishermen’s Terminal, Port of Seattle, she had managed to persuade the captain of the F/V Sardinia to give her a ride to Valdez in exchange for three weeks of work onboard the 163-foot freezer-longliner dedicated to the harvest of sablefish in the Gulf of Alaska. Elias produced no identification. But this was not as problematic because this particular boat missed its original departing date due to a last-minute repair, and most experienced workers had already left with other factory ships, leaving the F/V Sardinia no choice but to take anyone still looking for work regardless of qualifications and leave Seattle right away so it wouldn’t miss the entire sablefish season. The captain, Elias was told, would have to assemble new hires in Valdez anyway, as it was without a doubt Elias wouldn’t be the only one leaving the ship there. Such was the nature of the fishing industry, always in flux, never a constant.

The rigid lifestyle onboard the factory ship reminded Elias of prison. Every morning at four o’clock, she climbed down from the top berth in her narrow cabin, put on her orange PVC bib overalls and brown rubber boots, and followed her roommates out to start fourteen hours of labor. Elias had signed on to help the ship cook, and so she was largely confined to the galley. Cooking on a seaborne vessel was much more difficult than she imagined. One time, the boat was tilted to such an angle that the meatloaf pushed out of the oven and crashed into pieces on the tiled floor. Elias, horrified, held on to the edge of the sink in order not to fall. The ship cook, however, had already been thrown off his feet and was on the floor, laughing and waving a spatula coated with tomato sauce. “Oh, look. Jailbreak for the brave meatloaf. So sad it didn’t survive.”

When the sea was calm again, Elias cleaned up the mess, and the brown flakes stuck to the terracotta slabs reminded her of the moldy showers in prison. Maybe she would end up like the meatloaf, destroyed and unsalvageable. But she savored her freedom right now, despite having to contend with the treacherous environment of the sea with its perpetual piscine odor and unpredictable weather.

When she was not cooking, she was assigned to the gutting station where she, for hours on end, inspected the inside of each fish already cleaned out by a machine. On her first break, she would come above deck and watch as miles of hooks on a longline, automatically baited with pieces of squid, shot rapidly into the open ocean. Then, on her next break, she would observe men gaffing large black fish one after another out of the sea, at a rate of sixty fish per minute. Elias was told there were close to eight thousand hooks on the longline, set and retrieved twice a day.

One day, two deckhands named Jack and Mike pulled a twelve-foot-long fish out of the water. “Whoa! We got a Pacific sleeper shark,” Jack shouted.

Elias backed away as she eyed the large creature with fear. “Is it alive?”

“Nah.” Jack freed the shark from the hook and tossed it back in the water. “Most bycatch is dead by the time we see it.”

“That’s awful,” said Elias.

“I used to work on a trawler,” said Mike. “We caught all kinds of stuff: dolphins, turtles, corals from the seabed. That was a lot worse. With longliners, we’re concerned with catching the birds, and so far, we’ve only caught two or three birds. Right, Jack?”

“Yes,” replied Jack, never slowing down in his repetitive motion of bending over the notch on the starboard side of the vessel and hauling each sablefish out of the water onto the conveyor belt where the machine separated the fish from the hook. “But one of them was a black-footed albatross…”

“Jack was torn up,” said Mike. “He loves birds, and the environmental nuts say the albatross need protection. What do you do? You have to fish and make a living, right? There is no perfect way to do it.”

Elias could see Jack was upset. She had little knowledge of the fishing industry and its various side effects, and she never contemplated the method with which the fish on her dinner plate was obtained. Before she got a job on the F/V Sardinia, she didn’t even know what a factory ship was, let alone its impact on life in and around the ocean.

Below deck, the conveyor belt brought each fish to be beheaded and gutted by an apparatus so loud Elias wore earmuffs, or she would be deaf by the end of her shift. The fish were then sorted by weight and placed in trays to be frozen. There were men whose sole job was to dump frozen fish blocks out of the trays all day, and others did nothing but wrap up the fish blocks in cardboard boxes and drop them down a chute to storage. Such demanding and monotonous labor! But everyone kept a stoic face, and no one dawdled for a second.

Down at storage were walls and walls of neatly stacked cartons of frozen fish blocks. Elias was told the ship could hold over 1.5 million pounds of fish, worth around 10 million dollars. In storage, which was a walk-in freezer, men constantly moved the cartons, each weighing fifty pounds, from the bottom of the chute to the top of the latest stack, which at times could be over six feet tall. One of the men mentioned he’d developed arthritis since he started working on a fishing boat a few years ago and now he hurt everywhere. Elias asked him why he had not quit.

“Are you crazy?” said the man. “This is the best paying job I ever got. I can deal with the pain. When I get off this ship in Valdez, I’m going to get me some beer, and that’ll cure everything.”

Elias didn’t think beer was good medicine, but she decided not to voice her rebuttal out of respect.

When the F/V Sardinia neared the Prince William Sound, Elias saw dozens of airplanes flying in and out of the Port of Cordova. Hundreds of fishing boats were reeling in gillnets full of large, silver fish.

“The salmon run,” said Jack during a coffee break. “Those ships don’t freeze the salmon as we do with sablefish. They bleed and dress the salmon, put them on the ice, and send them to get boxed up on the dock. The jets take the salmon to Seattle, where fresh king salmon fillets sell for forty bucks a pound in Pike Place.”

“Sounds like good business,” said Elias.

“It’s good business for the big seafood companies. An Alaska Native upstream will disagree.”

“Oh?”

“Many Alaska Natives practice subsistence fishing, meaning their lives depend on the salmon. Most of the king salmon are caught by commercial fleets before they get upriver to be caught by the subsistence fishermen, who, you can argue, have a bigger stake in the salmon run than the deep-pocketed connoisseurs in the lower forty-eight, who have so many more choices when it comes to food.”

“You sound angry.”

“I am,” said Jack, dumping the rest of his coffee in the sea. “I’m an Alaska Native, but instead of fighting for our fishing rights, I’m helping the big seafood companies profit off our lands and waters. Well, money got me, didn’t it?”

Elias watched as Jack resumed the task of gaffing sablefish out of the ocean with an irate fervor. She couldn’t imagine how money could transform a person, for better or worse, but it was obvious money was a very complicated thing for which people were willing to sacrifice precious sea life, personal health, and cultural heritage. She always thought of having money as a defining feature of adulthood. Money was a vehicle by which an adult could get what he needed and wanted. But could money hurt, too?

They reached Valdez on the day of the June solstice. The captain of the F/V Sardinia let Elias keep the coat and the boots. Elias waved goodbye at the crew, smiled, and started toward town. She was excited to be in a place that was foreign to her. In town, she asked the driver of a dusty Subaru Outback for assistance getting to Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and accepted the offer for a ride to Chitina. Chitina was just sixty miles from McCarthy, and McCarthy, according to the Subaru owner, was the gateway to the park.


Chapter Six

The wooden, two-basket fish wheels at the wide confluence of the Chitina River and the Copper River tugged at her heart at a very primal level. Perhaps, Elias thought, it was because she had just spent three weeks on a highly efficient fishing vessel, and so the fish wheels, powered by the current of the rivers, catching one or two salmon every minute or so seemed almost primitive and pitiful. She slumped back in her seat and looked out at the black spruce trees lining the bank of the Chitina River as the Jeep she was riding in started down a rough gravel road.

“I hope we don’t get a flat today running over old spikes,” said Katy, the Jeep driver Elias had flagged down in Chitina. “This used to be a railroad bringing copper down from the mines in Kennecott.”

“Copper mines?”

“That’s how our famous river gets its name.”

“Does the mighty Copper River get its start from Mt. St. Elias?”

“No. It’s from a glacier of Mt. Wrangell, but the Chitina River on our right comes from a glacier of the St. Elias Mountains.”

Elias was glad to hear it. She couldn’t believe she was following along the bank of a river coming down from her namesake mountain. “I want to see Mt. St. Elias.”

“You have to go to Yakutat for that.”

“How do I get there?”

“You need a boat or a plane,” said Katy. “My boyfriend’s a tour guide, and he takes people to Yakutat on his plane.”

Elias frowned. It would cost money to get on a plane for sure. “Are there jobs in McCarthy? Or Kennecott?”

“There are some. I shuttle people back and forth between McCarthy and Kennecott, which, by the way, is spelled with an e in the second syllabus when referring to the town, but with i when referring to the glacier. Don’t ask me why.”

“Any other jobs?”

“Why are you interested? You aren’t just passing through?”

“No, I intend to stay in McCarthy for a few weeks.”

“Why? There’s nothing in McCarthy.”

“I want to get a job and save up for a trip to Yakutat and see Mt. St. Elias.”

“You’re serious?”

The Jeep ran over a large pothole and Elias was jolted from her seat, nearly bumping her head against the door.

“You said your last name is Dotson?” asked Katy. “How do you spell it?”

Elias gave it some thought before she replied. She was a fugitive and should reserve some personal details. “D-O-D-S-E-N.”

“It’s close to the word for our cultural hero, the raven, which is dotson’, D-O-T-S-O-N, known for being an impulsive trickster who’s always getting in trouble for wanting to do good.”

Elias reflected on that for a moment. Maybe she could blame her impulsiveness on her last name. “What do you mean by our?”

“Our people,” said Katy. “I’m an Alaska Native.”

Elias thought of Jack at the mention of Alaska Native. “Are there reservations in Alaska?”

“We don’t have reservations in Alaska. We have villages that form corporations to make money by providing contracted work with the feds, the state, or private companies, and we as shareholders earn dividends from those incomes.”

Elias didn’t understand the arrangement, but she nodded anyway.

“Some Alaska Native corporations have very few people, and if they score a big contract, everyone makes good money,’ said Katy. “Others have a lot more people, and the money gets spread pretty thin. Our corporation’s shareholders each get a few hundred dollars a year.”

“Is that good?” said Elias. She had never seen a few hundred dollars before.

“I used it up in a few weeks.”

“Oh…”

“We used to roam all these lands, but now they’re partly owned by the feds, partly owned by the state, and partly owned by private companies and individuals, including both Alaska Natives and non-Natives. It’s a constant fight on who gets to use which land.”

“So, is McCarthy an Alaska Native village?”

“No, it’s just a regular mountain town.”

“I can’t wait to see it.”

“It takes only ten minutes to see the whole town,” said Katy. “It’s itty bitty, but it’s charming in some ways. I hope you won’t be disappointed.”

Disappointed? This journey had been everything but a disappointment. Elias was certain McCarthy would be no exception, and she could barely contain her excitement in getting closer to her destination.

»»•««

At the end of the McCarthy Road, Katy parked the Jeep in the parking lot of a small resort called Glacier Cabins and signaled Elias to get out. She removed a duffel bag from the backseat and led Elias to an all-terrain vehicle. “We’re riding this ATV across the footbridge to McCarthy, over the Kennicott River. It’s illegal, but everyone does it.”

Katy took the front seat and asked Elias to sit in the back and hold the duffel bag. The ATV thundered over the wire mesh footbridge, not much wider than the ATV itself. Elias looked over the railing and held her breath as she watched the menacing rapids of the Kennicott River rush down the valley beneath. After they crossed the river, Katy made a right turn and rode into the town of McCarthy. Elias felt like she was on a western movie set seeing the wood-sided buildings with tall, rectangular false fronts, and she was tickled when she saw the town saloon, amused such a thing still existed in the twenty-first century. It rained recently, and the thick clouds made everything look gray and gloomy. Puddles of all shapes and sizes seemed to have overtaken the muddy graveled street. It wasn’t long before they passed the general store and reached the edge of the town. Katy stopped the ATV in front of a one-story log cabin with a red door and an elevated porch.

Elias followed Katy into the cabin and set the duffel bag on a futon by the door. She took in the musty air, eyed the small dining table with four mismatched chairs to her right, the kitchenette just beyond with a gas range, a sink, and a combined microwave-refrigerator. Katy showed her the bathroom in the back of the cabin, as well as the bedroom that barely contained two sets of twin bunk beds.

“I have two roommates this summer,” said Katy. “If you don’t have a place to stay, you’re welcome to my last bed.” She tapped on a top bunk.

Elias was amazed by the tiny living quarters. Her shack house back in her impoverished neighborhood in Fort Worth was larger than Katy’s cabin. Thinking of her family home reminded her of how worried Helen had to be, how sorry she was to have disappointed her stepmother again, and how much she missed the comforting smothered chicken…

“Well? What do you say?” asked Katy, her hands on her hips.

“I don’t have any money,” replied Elias.

“That’s fine. You can pay me later. Speaking of jobs, what are you good at? My roommate Gina’s a music major at University of Washington, but she’s here working for a construction company that’s restoring a hiking trail inside the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park. My other roommate, Shuping, who’s from Shanghai, cashiers at the general store.”

“I was trained to cook,” said Elias. “I can cook for thirty, forty people at a time.”

“Then you should go up to Kennecott and talk to Mr. Mason,” said Katy. “He’s the head chef at the hotel up there. I know he’s looking for a line cook.”

“That’d be wonderful. Thanks.” Elias appreciated all the help from her new friend.

Katy took her to the general store to grab lunch. Shuping had the day off and was out hiking. They sat down on the deck outside to eat their sandwiches and watch the tourists, all very young, sporting colorful jackets, walking in mucky boots, telling each other about the awesome trek or ice climbing they just did on the Kennicott Glacier. A few village children roamed on their bicycles along with a couple of dogs that seemed to consider the entire village their backyard. All in all, it was a sleepy town despite the boisterous energy of the tourists. According to her new friend, the population of McCarthy was somewhere between twenty-five and forty-five depending on the season, and most of them lived in poverty. Elias had a hard time believing there could be a town poorer than her neighborhood back home.

“Don’t feel bad,” said Katy. “I went to this reservation in Montana once to visit a friend. That place is a whole lot worse because they don’t have tourists. A true third world country, right here inside the USA.”

Elias couldn’t picture what that reservation might have looked like, and secretly she debated with herself whether it was foolish to run off to a place like McCarthy just to see a mountain with her name. She was also anxious Katy and her roommates might discover she was there illegally. Where would she run when the authorities came for her? There were formidable mountains all around and only one road out of town.

»»•««

Mr. Mason of the Kennecott Hotel was a portly middle-aged man with a beard and a ponytail, his head wrapped in a bandana. The fact Elias didn’t produce an identification card or a social security number didn’t seem to bother him.

“Oh, heck,” said Mr. Mason, stroking his beard. “I doubt anyone’s going to take the trouble to come all the way up here to audit me. You’re hired.”

Mr. Mason gave Elias the menu and told her to come back the next morning. Elias was ecstatic, surprised at Mr. Mason’s quick decision. The job would last until the tourist season was over in mid-September when all of Kennecott and most of McCarthy would be closed for the winter. Elias couldn’t think that far ahead yet. After all, she was only trying to save up enough money for a plane ride to see Mt. St. Elias. And now she seemed to have herself committed to a job that would extend beyond her original plan. She considered whether she might just leave after she saw what she came here to see, but the genuine hospitality of Katy and the earnest expression of Mr. Mason dissuaded her from that thought. She would do her best to stay on and help out until the end of the tourist season and then decide what to do, whether to return home or continue her self-imposed exile. No one was forcing her to work as in prison, but she would discipline herself to do it.

Elias looked out the dining room window at the Kennicott Glacier and the snowcapped Mt. Blackburn sitting majestically on the horizon. Her earlier doubt about coming to Alaska scattered like the clouds in the sky, now a clear blue with the radiant sun, which had risen before four that morning and would set after eleven that night, hanging gloriously in the south.

»»•««

Later in the night, Elias met Katy’s roommates. Gina came home in an orange vest, red hair flowing beneath a yellow hard hat, and apologized about the dried mud on her shirt when she hugged Elias. Shuping welcomed Elias warmly as well and offered to loan her clothes upon hearing she had come to McCarthy without luggage of any kind.

At first, Elias was apprehensive about sharing a small room with three other women. It reminded her of prison and Lucy, the thief, and the bully she fought with. No one said anything about rules regarding behavior or expectations. She felt foolish when she asked Katy about curfew, lights out, bathroom schedule, and chore responsibilities. Katy burst out laughing as if she thought Elias was only joking. To her relief, Elias found all her roommates easy to get along with in the ensuing days. They came home at different times, but all got in bed by midnight for a lively chat before drifting off to sleep. There was no problem sharing the small bathroom, and everyone cleaned up after herself. The top bunk was better than the bed she had in prison. Elias volunteered to cook all the meals, and everyone seemed happy to pack delicious, homemade lunch for work. Elias felt this was the first time she was appreciated for something she decided to do on her own. In prison, she was forced to work, and although she enjoyed cooking there to an extent, cooking for her new friends simply because she wanted to brought about a satisfaction nothing else could compare.


Chapter Seven

The restaurant at Kennecott Hotel was upscale, and even though Elias was more used to mess hall meals at the prison, mashed potatoes, creamed spinach, and such, she was such a quick learner that within a short time, the sous-chef asked her to help prepare slow-roasted prime rib and crab-stuffed halibut. She learned to plate the dishes so they looked magazine worthy. When she received her first wage ever, in cash, she teared up secretly. It was a small step toward making a living on her own, but a step nonetheless.

On an evening off, she decided to walk up the mountain and see the fourteen-story Kennecott Mill, said by many to be the tallest wooden structure in the United States. It once concentrated copper for the mining company that made hundreds of millions of dollars in the early twentieth century. She was enthralled by the tall, expansive edifice, painted red, built into the side of a mountain. Although some parts of the mill were in disrepair, by and large, it was well preserved. She imagined what it might have been like a hundred years ago─men wearing hard hats yelling and shouting as they worked, loads and loads of copper concentrate leaving the railroad depot just to the side of the mill, passing through McCarthy, heading to Chitina, and then following the Copper River down to Cordova. She pictured the men walking out of the mill at the end of the day, past where she was standing right now, down to the company store to pick up tins of pomade, going back to their bunkhouse to clean up and get ready for a dance at the Recreation Hall. Elias never danced with men, and the thought of dancing with one someday made her blush. A bittersweet feeling rose in her mind. She had only danced with Ce’Rainitee at the nightclub before she went to prison. She reminisced about her old best friend until she reminded herself again that the painful history should remain buried.

She walked down the mountain to the old company store, which was restored and now served as a welcome center for tourists visiting the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park. It was a front-gabled structure with redwood sidings. The chime over the door rang loudly when she went in, the sound piercing in the quietness of the afternoon. There was no one there but a ranger behind a counter. He turned his gaze from his computer to look at her but said nothing. She felt as if she had intruded on a private moment. She didn’t expect to be the only visitor there, nor get the attention of a strange, lonesome man, tall and imposing, dark brown skin, with short, curly black hair above a wide forehead and deep, thoughtful eyes.

“May I help you?” he asked, seeming a bit stunned to see her.

She realized she must have been staring. She tried to calm the mysterious flutter in her stomach. “Oh…um…no.” She bit her lip. “Actually…”

“Yes?” he said in a firm and clear voice that reverberated in the air around her, making her skin tingle.

She trembled slightly. “I’m sorry. It’s just, well…” She took a step toward him. “I haven’t seen you before.”

“I would imagine not,” he said in a peculiar, almost aristocratic, accent that she had only heard in old black-and-white movies from the 1940s. “What are you looking to do in the park today? I could help point you in the right direction.”

“Okay…” She had already seen the Kennecott Mill and didn’t plan on seeing anything else. Time seemed to tick away slowly while she worked on a response.

Eventually, the ranger nodded. “Let me know if I can be of assistance.” He returned his gaze to the computer in front of him.

Elias felt a pull toward him, but she remained in her spot instead. “I’m Elias.”

He looked up again, a puzzled expression on his face.

“Elias. That’s…that’s my name,” she said, wondering what she could do to get a smile out of him.

“So, you’re here to see your namesake mountain?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

He shrugged. “Just a lucky guess.”

She felt foolish. She didn’t know where the conversation was headed, but words kept coming out of her. “I’m saving up for a plane ride to Yakutat to see Mt. St. Elias.” She swallowed hard, trying to calm her palpitating heart. “I’m a line cook at the Kennecott Hotel down the road. Do you ever eat there?”

He shook his head. “I’m afraid I haven’t found myself in the position to afford a dining experience at the esteemed Kennecott Hotel, but many tourists have complimented its fine cuisine.”

She couldn’t help but adore his courtly manner of speech. “Where are the many tourists today?”

“Most tourists come in only very briefly, usually in the mornings. Afternoons are slow.” He looked straight into her eyes, his countenance hard and his manners cold. “It’s all very well. I have chosen this particular post for the quiet and the solitude.”

She got the feeling he wanted her to leave. Her heart sank. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to bother you. I’ll go now.” She turned toward the exit. This was stupid, she thought, just like a few weeks ago when she tried to ask Big Ray to dinner and found out he was married.

“Wait…” he called out.

She turned around and saw that his face had softened into a sort of apologetic expression.

“You’re not bothering me,” he said, kindlier now. “I’m not doing anything of importance. Are you sure I can’t help you with the park today? It’s a short walk from here to the terminus of Kennicott Glacier. There’s a nice lake there where you can kayak, or just enjoy the shore filled with spectacular cottongrass.”

She smiled. “That sounds lovely. Tell me more. I should have plenty of time this summer to do what you suggest in the park.”

He pulled out a map and a brochure and began to describe various points of interest in the park to her. He was professional, and she enjoyed listening to him talk. She hardly registered anything he said, other than the voice he said it in. Ten minutes later, when the talk was over, she grabbed the tourist materials and reluctantly left the welcome center.

She walked aimlessly with her mind replaying the scene with the ranger again and again. He wasn’t friendly at all at first, and perhaps he ended up being pleasant only because he remembered it was his job to make visitors feel welcome. Nonetheless, she enjoyed the chat. She happened upon a pizza bus, painted red and silver, parked at the edge of a cliff. She ordered a cup of hot Alaskan Chai and sipped it while looking out at the sweeping view of Mt. Blackburn and Kennicott Glacier to the west and breathing in the clear, alpine air. It was early July, the heat of summer in Texas, but in Alaska, she had to keep a jacket on to stay warm. There sure was quiet and solitude in these mountains, and she wondered if she, despite her desire for love and companionship, was also destined for a quiet and solitary life.


Chapter Eight

Elias was still thinking over her encounter with the ranger in Kennecott when she returned to Katy’s cabin. She slid her muddy boots off her feet and placed them by the door. She wiggled her toes and stretched them a little inside her cold and damp cotton socks, which were not the best for these parts. Her roommates mentioned something about Merino wool, but she couldn’t afford it the last time she inquired at the general store.

“Hi, Elias. How was your afternoon off?” asked Katy, who was making tea in the kitchenette.

Elias smiled. She could smell cinnamon, and a hint of nutmeg in the tea Katy was conjuring up. The aromatic steam comforted her after hours in the chilly mountain air. “I walked around Kennecott and stopped in the visitor center.”

“So, you met Stuffy Sam?” Katy brought two cups of tea to the dining table.

“Who?” asked Elias as they sat.

“The ranger who’s always there on weekday afternoons. Samuel Collins,” replied Katy. “He came about a year ago and pretty much kept a distance from everyone. The man just couldn’t be bothered with us uncivilized crowd. We found out from the other rangers that Stuffy Sam’s from a rich family in Atlanta. He does nothing but look down at us. He would hardly speak to us, and when he does, it’s always in that I’m above you tone of voice, you know what I mean?”

“What’s he doing here if he’s rich?”

“My guess is he’s the black sheep of the family. I heard he dropped out of law school. Howard University, a highly respected school on the East Coast according to Andy,” said Katy, a bitter grin now showing on her face.

“Who’s Andy?”

“I’m sorry. I’m so busy with work and Andy hasn’t felt good enough to visit, and so I haven’t introduced you to each other. Andy’s my boyfriend.”

“I see.” Elias wondered why Katy didn’t seem too excited to talk about her boyfriend. “So, is Andy sick or…”

“You can say that.” Katy took a sip of her tea and sighed. “Andy’s got a problem with…with his moods.”

“How so?”

“Well…” Katy rubbed her fingers against her mug. “Andy’s the life of the party when he’s fine, and you’d never guess there’s a dark side to him. And then, he’ll just crash into this hole, and there doesn’t have to be a reason. His grandmother died last year, and they were very close. So, he’s been in the hole more often than not since her death. And then there’s his business. It’s not doing well. He owes the bank money, and they almost took his plane last year. He needs the plane to take tourists around these mountains. The plane is his life.”

“It sounds like a pretty tough problem.”

“Tell me about it,” said Katy. “All the friends I grew up with have left the Copper River Valley as soon as they graduated high school. I also wanted to leave and go to college in Anchorage or another state and study medicine someday. But Andy wanted to stay, and he still does, even with these lousy prospects. He loves the mountains here, and I love him.”

Elias was touched by Katy’s resolve to give up her dreams and future for the man she loved. Elias didn’t know if she would do the same, but then, she’d never loved. To her surprise, the image of sullen Samuel Collins suddenly flooded her mind, and she could feel a warmth in her face somehow. She couldn’t understand what was happening in her head. Surely, she was not going to try and fall in love with that grump of a man.

“So, what are you going to do?” asked Elias, switching off the image of the ranger and attempting to refocus on her new friend and the issue at hand.

“I don’t know,” said Katy. “I don’t know how to help him, other than to stay by his side, when he lets me.”

“Why won’t he let you?”

“When he’s in a mood he thinks he’s no good for me, that I deserve better. He pushes me away. We fought this morning. He wants to break up again.”

“Oh, Katy…” It all seemed more complicated than it needed to be somehow.

The cabin door opened, and in walked Gina and Shuping.

“What a day!” Shuping plopped down on the futon. “I’m exhausted. These tourists drive me nuts. Why don’t you carry this? Why don’t you carry that? Can’t you have it special-ordered and shipped here next day?”

Gina chuckled. “To which you should’ve answered, ‘No, sir, we’re not Walmart, and you’re welcome to return to the convenience of whichever city you’re from because clearly, this vacation is not working out for you.’”

“And the next thing you know,” said Shuping, “I would be out of a job.”

“Then you can come and work with me at the trail restoration project,” said Gina. “It’s awful fun working in construction. It builds character.”

Elias laughed. She would never be able to quip like her new friends did, but she certainly enjoyed watching them do it.

Shuping, playfully, gave Gina a disapproving look.

“Okay, okay.” Gina looked around the room at her friends. “So, are we ready for the cookout at the Glacier Cabins?”

“As tired as I am,” said Shuping, “I’m in fact looking forward to it. Are we going right now?”

“No time like the present,” said Gina. “It’s supposed to have started twenty minutes ago.”

“I’m going to skip it,” said Katy, somewhat despondently, getting up from her chair at the dining table and walking toward the back of the cabin. “I’m not in the mood to be in a crowd tonight.”

“Maybe I should keep you company.” Elias knew Katy was still worried about Andy.

“Don’t be silly,” said Katy, disappearing into the bedroom. “Go and meet some people. Have fun. I’ll be fine.”

“Come on.” Gina pulled Shuping and the reluctant Elias out the door. “I’ve been waiting for a party to happen for forever.”


Chapter Nine

The Glacier Cabins, across the Kennicott River from McCarthy, was the resort where Katy parked her Jeep the day Elias arrived. The evening air was cool, and Elias had to don a coat, gloves, and a wool hat. The sun already set behind the mountains, but there was still some daylight left. When Elias and her friends arrived at the Glacier Cabins, a suckling pig was being roasted over a fire pit, and aromatic smoke filled the air. Men and women sat or stood in small groups chatting while children ran around picking wild raspberries from the bushes nearby. A trio of acoustic guitar players provided the entertainment. Platters of vegetables, potato salad, bread, and cold cuts spread out over a long table under a white canopy, the underside of which was decorated with Christmas lights. Gina and Shuping wasted no time in sampling the food and offering their critical opinions about the dishes.

“Andy’s here.” Gina peered over Elias’s shoulder.

She turned and saw a lanky man with a beard that covered the hollows of his cheeks. The man stopped in front of her and waved. He looked happier than she expected.

“Elias, meet Andy,” said Gina. “Andy, meet Elias.”

“You’re the new roommate.” He offered a hand.

She shook it. “Nice to meet you, Andy.”

“Same here.” Andy scanned around. “Where’s Katy?”

“She said she was tired and wanted to stay home,” said Shuping.

“I’m hungry,” said Gina. “Do you guys want to check out the pig?”

“I do,” said Shuping.

“I’ve got to help grill salmon in a minute, so no,” said Andy.

“Do you mind if I stay with you and watch?” Elias asked him, hoping to talk to him in private.

“Of course not,” he said. “I love sharing the art of grilling our world-famous Copper River salmon.”

“See you guys in a bit then.” Gina walked away with Shuping.

“The grill’s that way.” Andy began to turn.

“Wait,” said Elias. “I want to talk to you about Katy.”

He nodded. “Did she tell you about our fight?”

“Yes. She didn’t want to come because she was heartbroken.” She wanted to say something to help Andy make up with Katy, but in her heart, she wondered whether they should split up for good so Katy could leave the Copper River Valley and pursue her dreams of becoming a doctor.

And as if Andy read her mind, he said, “I don’t want to tie her down. She should live the life she deserves.”

Elias didn’t want to comment on that response because she didn’t think it was her place to do so. Andy led her to the grill. The smell was sublime. A tall man, wearing a gray campaign hat and a gray short-sleeved uniform shirt tucked into a pair of green slacks, was carefully turning a salmon fillet onto its reverse side.

“Come on, Sam,” said Andy. “Hungry people are waiting for the fish.”

Elias felt her heart flip when Sam turned around. He also looked a little surprised to see her, but he only said stiffly, “Cleaning, marinating, and cooking salmon properly requires time.”

“Haven’t you heard of sashimi?” Andy chuckled. “It’s trendy in Anchorage now. We can eat the fish raw, especially when it’s so fresh.” Andy turned to Elias. “He and I caught these salmon a couple of hours ago.”

“I was approached by the organizers of this function to grill salmon,” said Sam. “I do not wish to disappoint by presenting the alternative—sashimi.”

“My goodness,” exclaimed Andy. “Must you always be so serious? I was just joking.”

“I’m aware of that,” said Sam.

Elias wanted to laugh but suppressed it instead. Stuffy Sam was, well, stuffy.

“Anyhow,” said Andy. “Elias, this is my buddy, Sam. And Sam, this is Katy’s new roommate, Elias.”

“We met earlier at the visitor center,” said Elias.

“What?” said Andy. “You didn’t tell me, Sam.”

Sam raised an eyebrow. “Am I to report to you every visitor who shows up at my place of employment and announces random information about him or herself without being asked to?”

Elias was hurt when she heard this. Stuffy Sam was also Mean Sam. So, she was right that his friendly discourse earlier regarding the park was just a professional act. “Nice seeing both of you,” said Elias. “I’ll go and find my friends now.”

“No, no, no. Stay,” said Andy. “Sam, what’s wrong with you? Do you not know how to act around a lady? No wonder you’re a bachelor.”

“My apologies,” said Sam. “I don’t seem to be able to find the right words around you, Elias.” He placed a piece of grilled salmon on a plate and offered it to Elias. “Please.”

“Yes, Elias,” said Andy, grinning. “Sam is not known for his conversational skills. Don’t take it personally. He’s that way to everyone.”

Was he? Elias looked up and met Sam’s contemplative eyes. He said that he couldn’t find the right words around her, not around people. He was singling her out. What did it mean?

She took a bite of the salmon. It was buttery and flavorful, melting away in her mouth like a piece of chocolate, giving her an immense sense of satisfaction and pleasure. “Um…” she muttered.

“Well, well, well, Andy Thompson, I thought I might run into you here,” said a man in a sports coat approaching with another man who wore a hat similar to Sam’s except it was dark blue with a gold cord around the base of its crown.

“Ranger.” The man in the sports coat patted on Sam’s back. Sam gave a nod as he lifted the salmon from the grill onto a serving plate.

Andy’s jolly demeanor gave way to a cool, reluctant greeting. “Who invited you?”

“Now, now,” said the man with the blue hat. “Let’s be friendly.”

The man in the sports coat shook hands with Elias. “Zack O’Brien, president of the Copper Valley Natural Resources Corporation.”

“Uh…” She thought for a second. “Elias Dodsen, a line cook at the Kennecott Hotel.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” said O’Brien, letting go of her hand. “Tell Mr. Mason I said hi, and that I think he’s done a smart thing hiring you because I’m sure your culinary skills are as beautiful as you.”

Elias was embarrassed by the comment and didn’t know how to respond as she had never been complimented before, especially not by a man of such ingratiating manner. In fact, she was annoyed and didn’t think the comment was appropriate at all.

O’Brien continued. “I detect a slight twang. Where are you from? I was born and raised in Arkansas.”

Elias thought her heart had stopped. She didn’t want people to know where she was from. She was even more ruffled when O’Brien added, patting on the shoulder of the man with the blue hat, “This is Sergeant Wolfe, Alaska State Trooper.”

Wolfe saluted her instead of shaking her hand. She shivered, an abrupt feeling of doom descending upon her. The trooper scanned her from head to toe, resting his gaze on her feet just a tad too long for her to feel comfortable. She brought her left foot in front of her right. Did he notice a protuberance around her right ankle where the monitor was hidden inside her jeans? She felt like she couldn’t breathe.

“So, Andy,” said O’Brien. “Have you given it more thought? The offer’s still good.”

“I’m not leasing my grandmother’s land for you to dig for oil,” said Andy sternly.

“Your father tells me you could use the money,” said O’Brien. “I know your business is struggling—”

“My business is fine,” yelled Andy. “And don’t bring that drunk into this conversation. My grandmother left her land to me, not to him.”

“You’ve got to face the reality that it takes a bold move to ensure future prosperity for both you and your tribe,” said O’Brien. “And think about Katy. Think about the life you can provide her.”

Andy’s fists balled up. “Quit your sales pitch. No one’s buying.”

Wolfe chimed in, “Mr. O’Brien is making a valid point. The state is supportive. The tribal leaders are supportive. We the non-Natives are supportive.”

“The tribal leaders do not represent all of the tribe,” Sam said in his solemn, baritone voice, and everyone turned to him. “And, with all due respect, Sergeant Wolfe, you do not represent all non-Native Alaskans. The federal government supports protection of wilderness and limited development, as do many young people whom I’ve spoken with. This is their future we’re talking about. They need to have a say in this matter.”

Wolfe turned red in the face. “Young people take everything for granted. They don’t know how hard we have to work to build the schools and keep the electricity running.”

“Relax, Sergeant Wolfe.” O’Brien chuckled. “I’m sure Andy will come around when he’s finally marrying Katy.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” said Andy.

“Katy’s not getting any younger,” said O’Brien.

Andy raised his arm and was about to take a swing at O’Brien when Sam stepped in and seized Andy’s fist. “I suggest,” said Sam, “in the spirit of this lovely soiree, it’s best for you and Sergeant Wolfe to enjoy the rest of your evening elsewhere.”

“Just because you’re dressed in a uniform doesn’t mean you can talk to us like you’re one of us,” shouted Wolfe, and then he uttered a word derogatory to those with dark skin.

Elias gasped. She looked at Sam. His face knotted and his lips shut tight, daggers of fierce exasperation charging from his eyes. Andy, right fist still in Sam’s hand, now tried to take his left fist to Wolfe when all of a sudden, the latter began to wave his arms around his head and twist his body from side to side.

“God damn it,” the trooper cursed as he dashed away.

O’Brien gave an embarrassing look and said as he followed Wolfe, “I’ll talk to you later, Andy.”

“Don’t,” Andy shouted, laughing.

“What just happened?” asked Elias. Sam, still agitated, let go of Andy’s hand.

“The wasps,” said Andy. “Big Bad Wolfe was stung by a wasp a couple of months ago and almost died. Now he’s terrified of them. Oh, boy. Wasn’t that funny the way he ran off?”

Elias noticed two or three wasps were buzzing around now the smoke from the grill had dissipated. “Are you all right, Sam?” she asked.

“Big Bad Wolfe’s an idiot,” said Andy, still not finished with laughing. “Don’t take him seriously, Sam.”

“I’d better take this over,” Sam responded somberly. He walked away with the plate of salmon toward the canopy.

Elias wanted to talk more with Sam, to find out how he felt about Wolfe and how he processed these unpleasant exchanges, but she was too timid to go after him and pursue a conversation. Andy put another fillet of salmon on the grill. She decided to go and look for her friends, who happened to have also come back under the canopy. Sam was chatting with a couple whose toddler girl wore his hat and held his hand when she arrived. She didn’t want to interrupt, but she felt like the episode earlier by the grill should have boosted familiarity and comradery between them, and perhaps he would come and talk to her when he was finished with the couple. But when the couple made their child return the hat to him and walked away, the ranger merely tipped his hat to her and rejoined Andy at the grill. Elias couldn’t help but feel disappointed somehow.

“Come on,” said Gina. “Let’s dance.”

She dragged Elias in front of the guitar players. Shuping was already there, swaying to the rhythm of pop music. Elias remembered dancing with Ce’Rainitee but was now surprised to find herself not as bitter or sad as she used to feel whenever she thought of her childhood friend. In fact, the bitterness and the sorrow were slipping away, diminishing little by little each day in the presence of her new pals.

A young man came and asked to dance with Elias. She was nervous, but she accepted and held the hand of a man for the first time in her life. He twirled her around, nudged her to one side, and then pulled her close. She was getting dizzy following his lead.

“I’m Josh,” said the young man when the song was over. “See my buddies over there?” He pointed his chin toward a group of men around a fire ring. “They bet I couldn’t get the most beautiful girl here to dance with me. Wanna go to a movie with me with the money I won from them?”

This was the second time tonight, and the second time in her life, she was called beautiful by a man, although Josh seemed much more sincere than O’Brien did. She wondered whether this was what flirtation was all about, and she sort of liked it. “I didn’t know there was a movie theater around here,” said Elias.

“So, that’s a yes?” asked Josh.

Elias was giddy. She was being asked out on a date for the first time in her life. Josh was not bad to look at, and she did enjoy dancing with him. She looked over to the grill. Andy was no longer there. Sam, unexpectedly, seemed to have been watching her intently with an enigmatic look of amusement on his face, but upon seeing her looking in his direction, simply nodded and walked away, again.

“No,” said Elias. “I’m sorry. I have a boyfriend.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize. Is he here tonight?”

She cursed at herself for having lied impulsively for no reason at all. She could’ve just declined without making up a boyfriend, but she liked the sound of it. “No, he’s in Texas—” Now she wanted to kick herself for blurting out her home state. “We’re on a break.”

“So why not go out with me?” asked Josh.

“I’ll think about it.”

The young man sighed. “Okay. I work in the clinic in Glennallen. If you are ever there, stop in to see me, yes?”

“I can’t promise,” she said.

“What’s your name, by the way?”

“Elias.”

“Your name is as awesome as you, just like the mountain,” Josh shouted as he walked away.

On the way back to Katy’s cabin with her roommates that evening, she wondered whether she had made a mistake. She didn’t know if she would get asked out on a date again. She wanted to fall in love, even though she felt betrayed by Ce’Rainitee and not sure whether she could put faith in another person again. Helen was always there for her, however, and she saw Katy’s staunch determination to be with Andy. So maybe some people could be trusted, and she just had to take a chance. And perhaps, that was what growing up was about, to not give up, to take the plunge again after a bloody loss. But wasn’t it a foolish thing to do, to keep putting oneself out there in danger? How was that a sign of maturity?

But going out on a date didn’t necessarily mean falling in love. She could have a fling. She could just have fun. While she was dancing with Josh, she did feel aroused in ways she had never felt before, and it was exciting. She wouldn’t mind kissing him just to see what kissing a man felt like, or being held in his arms, or being whispered nonsense in her ears. She imagined lying on the beach with him, the ocean before them and the mountains behind, her head on his shoulder, and them talking at length before he rolled over, his thighs on hers as he looked her in the eye.

“Sam…” Elias muttered.

“What?” asked Gina.

Elias felt her face burn as she realized whom she was thinking of making love to. “Nothing…”

They were already at the door of their cabin and Katy came out, her eyes bright and her smile stretching from ear to ear. “Guess what just happened to me?”

“You won the lottery?” Gina joked.

“Andy proposed,” Katy shouted.

“No way,” said Shuping. “While we were gone?”

Katy nodded. “I was tossing and turning in my bed, and I heard the knock on the door and Andy shouting for me to go out. As soon as I opened the door, he got down on one knee, and asked me to marry him.”

“Oh, my, God,” said Shuping.

Gina and Shuping started giggling and jumping up and down with Katy.

“Well, where’s the ring?” Gina stared at Katy’s bare left hand.

“He said he’s working on it,” replied Katy sheepishly.

“Come on,” said Gina. “What kind of a proposal was that?”

Elias was bewildered by it all because only a couple of hours ago, Andy had talked about how he didn’t want to tie Katy down.

“Elias, hello?” said Shuping. “Aren’t you glad about Katy’s good news?”

Elias smiled and held Katy’s hands. “Of course. I’m so happy for you.”

She was indeed happy for Katy, but she also worried Katy was not making the best decision for herself. She hoped her anxiety was unnecessary and prayed Andy would make her new friend happy not just for this night, but forever after.


Chapter Ten

Katy and Andy had their engagement party at the Kennecott Hotel restaurant a week later. Their relatives and friends gathered to congratulate the couple. Tourists joined in on the festivities as well. There was a nice selection of hors-d'oeuvres including prosciutto-wrapped fennel, broiled shrimp vermouth, and seared sirloin squares with pickled shallots, all compliments of the house.

After the champagne toast, the karaoke machine was turned on. Andy kicked it off with “Annie’s Song,” and Shuping followed with “You Light up My Life.” Elias was so moved she wept until Gina broke out with “Wannabe” by Spice Girls, and Andy jumped in to do the rap in the song. Suddenly, Elias didn’t know whether her tears were from laughing or crying.

Elias had helped Mr. Mason prepare the food, and she was glad everyone seemed to enjoy it. But Sam was not there. For some odd reason, she wanted to impress him, to see him give the thumbs up and the satisfied smile when he tasted each delicacy. She was certainly thinking of him when she threaded each marinated shrimp onto a skewer. She also wanted to him to try the cake Mr. Mason let her make for her friends for this special night.

It was a red velvet cake. Helen taught her, when she was eight years old, to make it with beet juice and cover it with buttercream frosting and coconut flakes. Helen used to let her stir the batter and pour it into the baking pan. As the cake baked in the oven, they’d sit out on the porch to snack on pork rinds and sip iced sweet tea. When time was up, they’d retrieve the cake from the oven and go back out on the porch again while waiting for the cake to cool. They’d both get on the hammock, sing a tune, and doze off.

Elias’s heart ached. Helen was the best mother any girl in Elias’s position could have asked for. Helen never said anything ugly or spanked Elias when other kids’ mothers were all too willing to do so. It was Elias’s own fault she screwed her life up so badly. Helen deserved better. Maybe it was a good thing she left home so Helen could start to live for herself and to enjoy a life without having to care for a stepdaughter who was nothing but trouble.

“It’s gorgeous,” Katy said when she saw the cake.

It didn’t take long for the cake to be consumed almost entirely, but Elias saved a slice for Sam. She was still hopeful he would show.

“I got a song picked out for us.” Gina came and grabbed her hand. “This karaoke machine’s playlist needs some serious updating, but ’Chapel of Love’ is always fun.”

Gina pushed and shoved her over to the front of the crowd, picking up Katy and Shuping along the way. Soon, all except Elias broke into the acapella opening. They were vocalizing in such an exaggerated manner and so blatantly off-key, rocking from side to side so asynchronously, bumping into one another’s shoulders with every bar so much so that Elias decided to put aside her reservations and join in on the fun. At the end of the song, Gina handed her a glass of rum and coke. She took a big gulp.

For a moment, she thought her spirit left her head to watch her body party, like a grown woman, no less. Her face warmed, and she giggled.

Then Katy wanted her to sing a duet, “Don’t Stop Believing.” Emboldened, she joined Katy after the first verse. They had the whole crowd sing along, and when it was over, she enjoyed another rum and coke. Tipsy, she danced to Shuping’s “Material Girl” with Gina.

“I never had so much fun in my life,” Elias shouted.

“You need to hang out with me more,” said Gina. Her smile diminished a bit as she looked past Elias’s shoulder. “Here comes killjoy Stuffy Sam.”

Elias stopped dancing and turned toward the direction Gina was looking. Sam was standing there in his ranger uniform with sort of a less than detectable grin on his face and staring at her like he did that night when she was dancing with Josh at the Glacier Cabins cookout. Elias’s heart skipped a beat, and she felt oozy all of a sudden.

“Would it kill him to smile at his buddy’s engagement party?” Gina shook her head. “So rude. So arrogant. Don’t you agree?”

“He is smiling…” Elias muttered.

“What?” asked Gina.

“I’ll bring him some cake,” said Elias, swaying.

Gina frowned. “Don’t let him spoil our fun.”

“He’s Andy’s friend after all. Let’s be nice.”

Elias, lightheaded and giddy, fetched the slice of cake she saved for Sam and walked it over to his side.

“Elias,” said Andy, standing next to Sam. “You having fun?”

“Do I look like I’m not?” she said.

“You look like Gina’s liquored you up way too much.” Andy chuckled.

She shrugged, looked at Sam, and said, “Hi.”

Sam nodded. “Hello,” he said.

She was about to present him with the cake when he turned his gaze to Andy. “Have you secured the blessings of your fiancée’s mother?”

“I haven’t. I’ve been too busy to hike up to her cabin.” Andy shook his head. “Katy’s mother Nara lives in a remote cabin way up north. And she doesn’t have a telephone or the Internet.”

“What if something happens and she needs help?” asked Elias.

“She’d known in advance,” replied Andy. “She’s got this…talent. She sends a message by a pigeon to warn whoever’s about to get in trouble and she tells him how to prevent it. She warns of wildfires, earthquakes, oil spills, and she’s always spot on.”

“Katy never mentioned,” said Elias, bewildered.

“They’re not close. Nara’s not here tonight, is she?” said Andy. “I don’t think Katy’s told her we’re engaged yet.” Andy looked at the plate in Elias’s hand. “Is that cake for me? I swallowed mine in two bites. It was so delicious.”

“Well…” Elias felt warmth on her face. “Actually, I thought Sam might want to have a taste…”

“Of course,” said Andy. “Sam, you missed all the goodies Elias made. Scrumptious, absolutely scrumptious.”

“Mr. Mason was the chef,” said Elias, embarrassed. “I just helped a little.”

“Don’t be so modest,” said Andy. “Well, Sam, what are you waiting for?”

Sam and Elias locked eyes for a moment, and he seemed somewhat uncertain. He took the plate from her hand and forked a piece of the cake into his mouth.

She watched him chew with his lips closed. She couldn’t tell whether he enjoyed it or not. Quickly, he handed the plate over to Andy and said, “You can have the rest.”

Breathless, she felt as if a horse had kicked her in the chest. “You don’t like it?”

“Sam’s not a cake person,” said Andy as he inhaled the rest of the cake. “I love it.”

“It is…fine, the cake,” Sam said with a slight tremor in his voice. He looked miserable, and she thought she saw a tear glisten in the corner of his eye. “I must get going. Congratulations, Andy.”

Disappointed, Elias watched as Sam turned and walked out of the restaurant.

Gina, another cocktail in hand, ambled to her side. “Elias, will you come and join the living?”

“You aren’t calling me dead, are you, Gina?” Andy frowned.

Elias just could not understand Sam. One moment he was friendly, and the next he was closed off, erecting an impenetrable shield faster than the speed of light. Maybe he was indeed rude and arrogant, and it caused so much agony to act decent that he couldn’t do it but for few flashes of moments. She rejoined her roommates, but she felt deflated, her buzz completely gone.


Chapter Eleven

Andy’s aunt, Becky, was putting up salmon in the north near Slana the day after the engagement party and Elias was invited to go. She gladly accepted. Anything to get Sam out of her head was welcome. She hoped to see the Copper Glacier coming down on Mt. Wrangell, the origin of the waters where one of the world’s most coveted salmon came home to every year.

After five hours of driving from McCarthy, Andy parked his pickup at the turnoff for the trail to the fish camp, lowered his off-road vehicle from his truck bed, and signaled Katy and Elias to climb on board. It rained the day before, and although the Nabesna Road itself was navigable with the sturdy pickup, the muddy spur to the fish camp would have swallowed the pickup’s tires whole. The sun was out, and the sky was cloudless, the air crisp and fresh. The white dome of Mt. Wrangell stood silently in the distance.

“It’s an active volcano,” said Katy as they bumped along the trail thick with black clay, and Elias could indeed see steam coming off the top of the mountain.

The conifers grew shorter and thinner compared to the black spruce forest in lower elevations. Moss covered rocks, and red alder spread throughout the terrain so that it was a velvety green everywhere. Bright-colored mushrooms scattered about. Gradually the land flattened, and the trees became sparse. There were large puddles and sticky soil to overcome. Andy parked the vehicle by a log cabin.

“We have to hike the rest of the way,” said Andy. He led Katy and Elias on a trail through a thicket of Scouler willows.

When they came to the end of it, Elias was awestruck by a beautiful field of fireweed the color of fuchsia, juxtaposed with an equally commanding expanse of downy cottongrass. Without warning, she fell in love with it all: the sky above, the earth below, the wind brushing against her cheeks, and the water of the Copper River burbling in front of her. Elias tried to take it all in. She was overwhelmed. Attempting to look at everything around her, she ended up spinning in circles and feeling so dizzy she thought she was going to faint.

“Hey, Billy,” shouted Andy toward a young man sitting on a folding chair under a tree, cutting and peeling the bark off willow branches.

Billy stood up to greet them. Elias saw his front teeth were missing and the rest were a decaying yellow. His breath was a mixture of liquor, tobacco, and spearmint gum. He was hacking up a wet cough when he shook hands with Elias, who took notice of his downcast eyes that drooped beneath his baseball cap, his hunched shoulders under an oversized coat, and a general sedate demeanor.

“Billy’s my baby cousin,” said Andy, patting on Billy’s back. “He’s my pet.”

“Guilty as charged,” said Billy, half-grinning at Elias. “I let Andy take care of me. I’m useless, you see, unemployable, and broke.”

Elias didn’t know how to respond. There was a moment of awkward silence, and Andy said, “You’ll get back on your feet soon.”

“I’m a meth head and an alcoholic,” said Billy. “No one wants to hire me.”

“You’ve been clean and sober for a while now, right?” said Andy. “Be patient. Jobs will come around. And you’ll be ready to work.”

“You think so?” said Billy. His eyes widened, and Elias couldn’t tell whether he was hopeful or sarcastic.

“I believe in you,” said Andy.

“I wish I could say the same about myself,” replied Billy, shrugging. “If you’re looking for my parents, they’re down by the river.” Billy put away his tools and unfinished willow branches. “I’m going to take a nap.”

“You rest up,” said Andy.

Billy went toward the log cabin. When he disappeared behind a tree, Katy said, “You’re enabling him. He’ll mount to nothing if you keep helping him the way you do. You should just leave him be.”

“He’s got a wife and kids,” said Andy. “Billy’s the way he is because he’s been unlucky with work.”

“Classic chicken or egg first problem, isn’t it?” said Katy.

Andy didn’t respond. He walked silently toward the river instead.

»»•««

Becky, the matriarch of the clan, was the daughter of Andy’s grandmother’s sister. Both she and her husband, Steve, were in their sixties. They congratulated Andy on his engagement to Katy whom they seemed fond of. Elias received a warm welcome as well as a tour of the operation.

Steve’s wooden fish wheel, standing in the water abutting the bank of the Copper River, was made by the man himself thirty years ago. It had two baskets that sat at 180-degree angles to each other, facing in opposite directions. The water current perpetuated the motion of the fish wheel, and as one basket scooped up salmon from the creek, the other basket dropped its bounty through a chute into the fish box. Using a dipnet, Steve picked up a two-foot-long sockeye salmon from the fish box and promptly killed it by striking its head with a bat.

“The first salmon I catch in a season,” said Steve, “I just lay it on the grass to die. I don’t club it. That’s tradition, you know.”

“But you don’t bathe in its milt like tradition, right?” Katy asked. “That’s a bit too much for me.”

“No.” Steve chuckled. “Becky doesn’t like that. But we took a steam bath. I built one over there. The tent was made with the skin of a moose I killed two winters ago, you see?”

Steve pointed to a dome tent about a minute’s walk upstream. He then took the salmon to Becky. She laid the fish down on a table by the fish rack of spruce poles, with what seemed like hundreds of red salmon hanging on them, shrouded in the smoke coming from the willow bark smoldering in a pit underneath.

Becky expertly removed the scales of the slimy fish with a blade. She then filleted the fish and split it to the tail, scored it so it looked like an accordion, and stretched it with an alder branch skewer. She hung it on the fish rack with the red meat facing out.

“So, Andy,” said Steve. “Are you giving up that sport fishing business of yours?”

“Not again,” said Becky, rolling her eyes.

“It’s bad enough the non-Native Alaskans fish without regard to our salmon rules.” Steve shook his head. “And then you bring the tourists. The salmon is disrespected, and the run gets smaller every year.”

“If I don’t do it, someone else will,” rebutted Andy. “At least I make sure they don’t take more than they should.”

“What are you doing, Steve?” said Becky. “Are you in a bad mood today? Andy just got engaged. He has to make a living.”

Katy grinned and looked as if she didn’t want to be involved in the conversation. Becky said, “Andy, why don’t you take Katy and Elias to the river and fish?”

Andy took a dipnet, a baseball bat, and a pail from a nearby bench. He held Katy’s hand and started toward the river. Elias followed.

“What’s Steve talking about? The salmon rules?” asked Elias after Andy led her and Katy down a steep, eroded bank with exposed tree roots. Andy himself then walked from the shore onto a wooden platform, constructed of the same thin spruce poles, out over the water.

“It has to do with the Bac’its’aadi story,” said Katy. “There once was a little boy who disrespected the salmon. Depending on whom you heard it from, he was either playing in the water where the salmon were running, and he drowned but was saved by the salmon people, or he was bothering the dry fish in the cache and got kidnapped by the salmon people. In either case, he spent a year with the salmon people and came back to his parents as a small king salmon, a jack, that they caught in a dipnet. He turned back into a little boy and told people to respect the salmon, or the salmon would not run. And every year he would come back in the form of a jack, and if he were caught, he was to be laid on the grass and covered with down and not be bothered. So now it’s considered good luck to catch a jack, but you must not bother it, or the salmon would not run.”

“What does it mean to not bother it?” asked Elias.

“Again, depending on whom you heard it from, it’s either to let it die naturally or throw it back in the river,” said Katy. “Outsiders don’t follow this rule, and the elders think that’s why our salmon harvest is dwindling.”

“We have a lot of rules when it comes to salmon,” Andy said while lowering the great dipnet into the rushing gray water, steadying himself as the current rocked the plank he was standing on.

“Rules like keeping your fishing gear and camp in good condition,” said Katy. “Fishing only in certain streams and leave the salmon in other streams alone, taking only male salmon and only enough to feed those whose lives depend on it, eating all of the salmon including the head and the guts and feeding the bones to the dogs and using the skin to make boots, things like that. Wasting salmon like throwing skin and bones into the bushes will cause a bad hunting season that winter and no salmon run the next year.”

“The rules make a lot of sense,” said Elias.

“But other fishermen don’t follow them,” said Katy. “In Alaska, there are four groups of people constantly fighting one another for salmon: the commercial fishing companies that make billions of dollars on salmon, the out-of-state sport fishermen who want to brag about catching a Copper River king salmon, the Alaskan personal use fishermen that don’t depend on salmon to live, and then the subsistence fishermen, usually Natives like us, whose lives do depend on the salmon. You see why Steve’s not happy with Andy helping tourists compete with our salmon?”

“Here’s a big one.” Andy lifted his dipnet out of the water with some effort as a large sockeye thrashed vigorously inside it. He walked back toward the bank and picked up the baseball bat to club the salmon to death. He then dropped the salmon in the pail.

“That doesn’t look too hard,” commented Elias.

“See the white band coming down the side of Mt. Wrangell?” said Andy, pointing to the snow-covered mountain in the distance. “That’s the Copper Glacier. This river is freezing cold, and the risk is great of you falling in it and dying.”

Elias squinted to focus on the frozen river in the distance. Not long ago, she was at its mouth in the Gulf of Alaska, witnessing the mass capture of its prized salmon by the commercial fishing boats. She remembered the angry look on her shipmate Jack’s face when he told her about the salmon business and how money changed him. On the rare occasion that she had salmon for dinner back in the prison in Texas, she never thought twice about where the salmon came from. She never thought she might be taking someone else’s food away.

Katy picked up her dipnet and was about to get on the platform when Elias asked, “Can I try?”

Katy and Andy glanced at each other and, after a moment’s hesitation, shrugged. “Sure,” said Katy.

Elias took over the dipnet and walked onto the platform. She lowered the dipnet into the rushing water and was almost tipped off her feet by the force of the current dragging the net downstream.

“Be careful,” shouted Katy.

“I think I got something,” Elias shouted back. She could feel an animal beating in her net. She lifted it out of the water and sprinted across the wobbly platform back to the shore. The bright red salmon with a greenish head was almost three feet long. Elias stared at its hooked snout and sharp fangs as it struggled violently in the net.

“Nice catch,” said Katy.

“What’s going on here?” said an angry voice.

Elias turned around and saw Sergeant Wolfe stomping down the bank toward them. He was in his trooper uniform, arms akimbo, eyebrows stitched together in the middle of his forehead, the corners of his lips drooping all the way to his jaw.

“You’re not allowed to fish here,” yelled the trooper.

“You have no jurisdiction here,” said Andy. “We’re inside the national park.”

“I can report you,” Wolfe punched back, staring at Elias. “Sport fishing is not allowed here, and only a subsistence fisherman can use a dipnet. You can’t possibly have a subsistence fishing license because you haven’t lived here a year. Where are you from and what are you doing here? I will find out sooner or later. I’ve got law enforcement buddies all over the country, and I’ve been making inquiries, especially down in the southern states.”

Elias felt as if someone poured a bucket of ice water down her head, freezing her instantly, disabling her. What had he found out exactly? She couldn’t go back to Texas after such a blatant parole violation. She grew breathless just thinking about the potential punishment she would get if she were sent back to prison.

“Elias didn’t catch this fish. I did,” said Katy, defiantly, taking the dipnet from Elias’s hand and tossing the salmon back in the river.

Wolfe frowned. “Katy, I’ve watched you grow up. I want you to have a great life. But you choose Andy, and he’s nothing but trouble. But here’s an opportunity that could save him and do you a lot of good. Persuade your fiancé to lease his land, and you’ll be well provided for.”

“I know what’s best for me,” said Katy. “You’re not going to bully us into helping your friend O’Brien. He’s not even from Alaska. What does he know about what’s best for us?”

“O’Brien turned down many lucrative opportunities around the country and chose to come and manage one of your tribe’s business ventures. That’s character,” said Wolfe, unyielding.

“Why won’t you leave us alone?” said Andy. “We don’t all want the same lifestyle.”

“I’m looking out for Katy,” Wolfe shouted. “Nara is a lost cause but Katy… Katy, you’ve got to get smart.”

Just then a breeze blew in from the mountains, and Elias’s skin tingled as it swept across her face. An idea came to her. She shouted, “Don’t move, Sergeant. There’s a wasp on the back of your collar!”

Wolfe froze and his eyes enlarged, his frown transforming into an expression of fear. “Where?’ he hollered and turned his head toward his back so fast he spun out of control, lost his balance, and went down into the frigid river with a tremendous splash.

Elias was mortified. She hadn’t expected this outcome. Wolfe was carried downstream as his arms flailed barely above the water, his head nearly submerged. “Help! Help!” Wolfe cried frantically.

Andy took off running downstream. Elias and Katy followed. Elias detested Wolfe, but she didn’t want him to die. “What do we do?” she shouted.

Suddenly, she heard neighing and looked up to see Sam atop a towering horse. He dismounted and tied one end of a rope to a nearby tree and the other end to his waist belt. He charged into the river.

“Sam!” she screamed.

Sam swam toward Wolfe, who was being pushed farther and farther down by the current. Sam reached over Wolfe’s chest, grabbed his underarm, and began to swim toward the shore. Elias was terrified. Sam seemed to be struggling in the swift water, too.

“Help me pull them up,” Andy barked as he ran and took hold of the rope. Katy and Elias wasted no time to join him. Elias pulled as hard as she could without regard to the cutting pain the rope was causing to her hands.

Sam reached the shore and dragged the unconscious Wolfe out of the water. He tore off the trooper’s wet clothes and pushed on the stomach, and a great amount of water spewed out of the victim’s mouth. He then gave two rescue breaths and began chest compressions. “For Christ’s sake, wake up. Andy, go get the radio on my horse.”

Andy fetched the radio, handed it to Sam, and took over chest compressions. Sam called for a helicopter. Elias looked at him, who also had his eyes fixed on her, his face tense, water dripping from his hair and his chin, his wet uniform clinging to his body, his chest rising and falling rapidly with each breath, his hands shaking.

Not taking his eyes off her, he unbuttoned and removed his shirt. She felt her cheeks burn as she stared at his taut pectorals. He wiped the water off his body with his hands, and, finally lifting his gaze from her, went back to the trooper and resumed chest compressions.


Chapter Twelve

The paramedics came and whisked Wolfe away in the helicopter. Steve offered Sam a steam bath, and Becky put his clothes by the smoke pit to dry. When he came back out in the cold again with only a towel around his waist, Elias exhaled and realized she had practically held her breath from the minute he plunged into the water.

“Take this to him,” said Becky, shoving a wool blanket into her arms.

“I don’t…” she protested. “I can’t…”

“Look at the man. He’s freezing. Steve likes to sit naked in the cold wind after a steam bath, but I doubt our good ranger likes that. Go now.”

Clutching the blanket nervously in her arms, Elias sauntered over to Sam, who seemed to want to linger by the warm steam bath. That relaxed her a little, seeing that he was just like any other human who could use a little creature comfort.

“Here you go,” she said as she presented him the blanket.

“Much appreciated,” he said as he wrapped himself in the blanket. “Where are Andy and Katy?”

“They went with Steve to gather blueberries. Steve said something about a stew of blueberries and fish heads to help you restore your spirit.”

“Blueberries and fish heads?” Sam grumbled. “I’d better leave before they come back.”

“That’d be rude,” Elias blurted and then regretted it when she saw the frown on Sam’s face. But someone had to tell this stiff neck, heroic or otherwise, that he was ill-mannered. “Steve would be hurt if you take off without saying thanks after he offered you a steam bath, and Andy was so worried about you he eagerly volunteered to help Steve with the medicinal stew. You can’t just leave them. It would be ungrateful of you, and Katy would think you’re still the same old stuck-up East Coast snob.”

Sam’s frown vanished, and he was now looking at Elias with a raised eyebrow. “Is that what you think of me, too?”

Elias was speechless. She wasn’t prepared to tell Sam what she thought of him since she couldn’t even describe to herself how she felt about him. It was complicated.

Elias was saved when Steve appeared with a cup of hot tea. He was all smiles. “Good, you look much more alive now. Come and have some fresh salmon while I make this stew of blueberries and fish heads. Come, come.’

Elias and Sam gave each other a quick glance and followed Steve to the tent. After taking a few bites of boiled salmon in broth, Sam asked Steve where Andy and Katy were.

“Well,” replied Steve. “I thought today, so sunny, was going to be a good day, but it’s been one thing after another. Andy got a thick splinter through his thumb when he tripped and was trying to hold on to a tree. Katy took him to the ranger station to get first aid. They told me to tell you, Elias, to ride with Sam back to the station.”

Sam nearly choked. “Excuse me?” Sam stammered.

“Oh, you’re fine,” said Becky. “The salmon is a little hot.”

Elias glared at Sam and quipped, “He was not apologizing for spitting your food all over the place, Becky. He’s shocked because I have to burden him for a few miles. It’s an inconvenience, you see.”

Sam took in a breath and replied, in a calm and controlled voice now, “Quite the contrary. It would be my pleasure to escort you. As a national park ranger, I welcome any opportunity to serve and guide a fellow citizen through wild country.”

“All right,” said Steve as he approached Sam with another bowl. “Blueberries and fish heads stew. Eat it. It’s good for you.”

Sam and Elias exchanged another glance. Sam took over the bowl and tipped its content between his lips. Elias suppressed a giggle when she saw him trying hard not to show his disgust.

“Well?” said Steve.

“It’s…hearty,” replied Sam, putting the bowl down on the table.

“Go on,” said Becky. “Finish it.”

“I will have this to go,” said Sam. “I have an empty thermos on my horse. I have to get back to the station and write up the incident.”

“But your clothes are still wet,” said Becky.

Sam walked over to his clothes and touched them. “They’re dry enough.”

He removed the blanket and the towel from his body and began to put on his pants. Elias turned her look away at the sight of his muscular thighs. Her heart pounded, and there was that flutter in her stomach again. Whatever in the world was wrong with her?

“Ready to go?’ Sam asked, and she stood up as well to thank Steve and Becky for their hospitality.

Becky filled Sam’s thermos with the stew and Steve took a good minute to shake Sam’s hand and say goodbye.

Sam helped Elias up on the horse before he mounted it himself, behind her. Through her thin shirt, she could feel the still damp uniform and the heat of his body under it. His arms encircled her as he took the rein, and she felt dizzy as they took off. They were silent until they reached Nabesna Road, where she saw the slanting light of the afternoon sun turn the bare, rocky mountain peaks gold and the forest a captivating shade of copper. She couldn’t help but declare, “I’ve never been anywhere as beautiful as here.’

“Yes, this is amazing earth,” Sam whispered, and his voice caused a slight vibration through her as she tilted her head to feel his breath warming the air around her ear.

“Back in school,” she said, “we were taught things happened by chance, and then they just evolved. Do you believe that all this wonder around us happened by chance?”

“What do you believe?”

“I’m not religious, but I think God made this. Everything seems so well planned out. The mountains receive the snow, the snow turns into rivers, the rivers bring salmon, and the salmon feed the people, and the people live to admire, and protect, the mountains.”

He chuckled, and it delighted her. “So, you believe this is God’s country.”

“I do.”

“Then we finally have something we both agree on.”

She chuckled, too. “I’m sorry I call you rude and a snob back there.”

“I probably deserve it.”

“I see you didn’t have the heart to refuse the stew as you did my cake.”

“Perhaps your lecture had some effect on me.”

“Lecture? I’m not qualified to lecture you. You went to law school, and I barely passed the GED.”

“Who told you about me?”

“Katy did,” she replied. “So how did you become a ranger all the way out here?”

“That’s a long story, and I don’t know you well enough to divulge my life’s history.”

“Ouch, and here I thought we were finally friends.”

“I apologize for giving you the wrong impressions,” he said, his voice aloof.

Now, that hurt, and Elias’s disappointment was so great it almost turned into rage. But she said nothing, not wanting him to detect her vulnerabilities.

“How did Sergeant Wolfe end up in the river?” he asked.

“He was bothering us, and so I tricked him.”

“What?”

“I told him there was a wasp on him and he flipped out, lost his balance and fell in.”

“You lied?”

“He was bothering us. I didn’t know he was going to fall in the water.” Elias raised her voice. “I feel bad about it, okay?”

“Are you always this impulsive? You don’t think before you act?”

She couldn’t hide her anger anymore. “Stop the horse.”

Sam pulled back on the rein, and the horse whinnied. She hopped off and started walking. He quickly followed. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll walk back to the station,” she said. “You go on with your ranger duties.”

“I can’t leave you out here alone. There are grizzlies and wolves in these mountains, and it’s another eight miles to the station. You won’t make it back by dark.”

She didn’t want to give in, and so she walked on.

He dismounted and grabbed her arm. “Don’t be a child.”

She pulled her arm out of his grasp. She was mad. “Impulsive? Liar? Child?” she shouted. She wanted nothing more than to rid herself of the label of an immature, hell-raising juvenile.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Like you said, I’m rude. Please, let me take you back to the station. It’s not safe out here.”

Elias felt her nose burn, but she pushed back her tears. She didn’t want to look even more childish to him. No, she should not walk alone, but she wasn’t ready to get back on the horse with him.

“Think what Katy would do when she finds out you are out here alone,” he said. “She’s going to come for you, and this road is treacherous at night. You don’t want anything to happen to her.”

Elias sighed. No, she didn’t want Katy to come for her. She remembered all the potholes and narrow river crossings, and she could not subject her friend to the danger of a deadly car wreck. She relented, and let Sam help her back on the horse. Sam took his place on the horse behind her again, and a sigh of relief escaped from his lips. They started back down the road and didn’t speak another word to each other.


Chapter Thirteen

In the days following the trip to the fish camp, Elias focused on her work and asked for overtime. The exchange with Sam on the ride back to Slana still pained her a great deal, and she feared she would remain childish in others’ eyes despite her best efforts to prove them wrong.

As the temperature grew warmer, more tourists arrived. Elias enjoyed people-watching in the morning when the hikers and ice-climbers started out in droves. Many tourists dined at the Kennecott Hotel, and she loved seeing the look of satisfaction on their faces after they tasted dishes she prepared. Perhaps cooking was her purpose in life, to bring an hour of joy to strangers by way of their stomachs. Surely that must count for something, and if this was a good deed, couldn’t this have redeemed her for all her errors in the past?

She was not sure how long this peaceful existence would last. Wolfe’s threat still gnawed at her. She was convinced if she were to be sent back to prison in Texas, she’d never be released again. She’d wither away and die there, having done nothing of significance in her insignificant life. Even a salmon would have accomplished more and died of a nobler cause than she, to give itself over entirely to reproduction of the next generation of salmon and to satiate the hunger of other animals. No, she couldn’t go back to prison. Her life had to mean much more than a number in the criminal justice system.

The day after she was paid for her work in cash, she brought her bounty to Andy’s store in McCarthy. It was a one-story, old western style building with a false façade that said “Wrangell-St. Elias Fishing, Hiking, and More.” Inside, an assortment of handmade Alaska Native crafts was on display alongside a shelf full of books about the region. A young girl in her twenties looked up from behind the cash register and asked her if she needed any help. She gave her name and stated that she had an appointment with Andy. The young girl directed her to the office in the back of the store.

The office door was open, and Elias could see Andy flipping through pages of documents and looking rather perturbed. She knocked on the door and stepped in. “Are you okay?” she asked, peering at the cot in the corner of the office. Andy was using his office as his home as well, according to Katy.

Andy looked up at Elias and shook his head. “The bank is killing me. I have to fill out another application for another loan, and they want me to put up my store as collateral. I’ve already put up my plane.”

“Are you worried you won’t be able to pay them back?”

Andy sighed. “Don’t tell Katy. Don’t ruin her good mood. And I don’t want her to think Wolfe was right I couldn’t provide for her.”

“I won’t say anything.” Elias smiled. Katy had gone to Anchorage early that day for bridal shopping. “I’m bringing you some business now.” She put the envelope with her earnings inside on Andy’s desk. “I hope that’s enough money for you to take me to Icy Bay to see Mt. St. Elias.”

Andy peeked inside the envelope. “Sam will join us soon.”

“Sam?”

“He’s been wanting to go for pleasure instead of for work, and it’s his day off today. I owe him a big one, maybe two or three big ones. He’s helped out with my mortgage and loaned me money for the engagement ring, too.”

“He has?” said Elias. So maybe, despite the arrogance, Sam was altruistic. Or maybe, he just wanted to project an image of altruism since all rich people seemed to want to do that?

“I also wasn’t sure I should ask Katy to marry me because I was afraid Wolfe was right about me, but Sam persuaded me to propose,” said Andy. “He said life was too short and I would regret it if I didn’t act on my passion when I had the chance.”

“Act on your passion? He’s one to talk. He’s always so cold.”

“That’s just a front. He’s a passionate guy. He just may not be showing it with his brother murdered and all.”

“What happened to his brother?”

Andy hesitated. “It’s not my place to tell.”

“I see,” Elias muttered, somewhat disappointed that neither Sam nor Andy considered her a friend to tell secrets to. It was an irrational thought since they barely knew her, and she was also hiding a secret from them. “So, has Sergeant Wolfe recovered from the accident?” Elias tried to hide the anxiety in her voice.

“He’s been discharged from the hospital in Anchorage, and he should return to work soon,” said Andy, shaking his head. “He’s been such a pain acting like Katy’s dad. Granted, he did help raise her, but that doesn’t give him the right to disparage me.”

“He helped raise Katy?”

“He and her mother Nara were in love once, but Wolfe’s family wouldn’t allow it. They wouldn’t have a Native daughter-in-law. So, when a traveling hippie offered to take heartbroken Nara with him, she agreed. Two years later, Nara came home and gave birth to Katy before she became a recluse and left Katy to be raised by her extended family. Wolfe sort of just volunteered himself to help raise Katy. He bought Katy’s first tricycle and later taught her how to drive.”

“I can’t believe it,” said Elias. “Katy doesn’t seem that close to Sergeant Wolfe.”

“She would like him to stop meddling with her life,” said Andy. “She’s grateful for what he’s done for her, but he’s overbearing.”

Elias heard a knock. The young girl handling the front of the store informed Andy that Sam had arrived. Elias held her breath for a moment as she did every time she heard Sam’s name mentioned. She could feel herself tensing up again in nervousness, and it wasn’t because she loathed him or didn’t want to see him. On the contrary, despite all of their not-so-wonderful encounters previously, she always looked forward to seeing him again.


Chapter Fourteen

Andy piloted the bush plane to Icy Bay while Elias and Sam sat in the backseat together. It was sunny and cloudless, and the jagged mountain ranges with their snow-white caps were impressive to behold. Andy gave his standard tour speech of the area, but Sam was the only one interacting with Andy. Elias was too preoccupied with the formidable landscapes and the thought of spending a few hours in close quarters with Sam again.

“There’s Mt. St. Elias to our left,” said Andy.

Elias had waited for this moment, and now the moment was upon her, all she could do was stare at the majestic peak, afraid if she were to take her eyes off, she would wake up in her prison cell finding it was all but a dream.

Andy landed the bush plane on the small airstrip of Kageet Point. Elias and Sam stepped off the plane, and Andy asked them to pose for a picture.

Sam stood an arm’s length away from Elias, who felt awkward being photographed next to a man whom she quarreled with so vehemently just days ago. Neither party had apologized nor made any inclination toward reconciliation. They didn’t even exchange a word on the plane. Elias zipped up her jacket as if trying to fend off the frigid air between Sam and her.

Elias didn’t smile when Andy counted to three. Sam walked away to snatch photos of his own and Elias sighed, wispy fog amassing then fading in front of her.

“I’m going to Yakutat to settle a debt with a guy who lent me money for my grandmother’s potlatch,” Andy announced. “It might be a while before I come back.”

“You’re leaving me?” said Elias, exasperated.

“You’ll be with Sam.” Andy unloaded a large bag and a pump from his plane. “He’s a better tour guide anyway. He’s a park ranger.”

“But—”

“Sam will set up this inflatable kayak and take you out on the water to see Mt. St. Elias up close.” Andy tossed a life vest to Elias.

She caught the life vest, still in disbelief.

Andy climbed into his plane and took to the sky with the engine rumbling. Elias shook her head as she watched Sam unfold a flattened block of plastic sheet and turned it into an extended, two-seated flotation device.

“I’m not getting in that,” she said, suspicious of its sea-worthiness.

“If it suits you,” said Sam, nonchalantly, “you can stay here while I paddle out.”

“Fine.”

Sam put on his life vest and moved the kayak closer to the water. “It’s my duty as a park ranger to warn you there may be grizzlies present. Stay safe.”

“Grizzlies again?” She thought of his warning when she wanted to be left alone on Nabesna Road.

“Wolves also come to the coast sometimes. And if you see a moose or a herd of caribous, try not to engage them because they can get aggressive, too.”

She frowned and said, reluctantly, “All right. I’ll come with you.”

She put on her life vest and picked up a paddle from the ground. “I don’t know how to do this…kayak thing.”

“I’ll do most of the work,” said Sam. “You just relax.”

As if she could relax around him.

She sighed and sat down in the front seat of the kayak. He pushed it away from the shoreline and then jumped in the back seat. Elias rested her paddle on her lap and tried to slow her breathing. She could swim, but she would not want to fall into the freezing water.

Sam paddled toward the inner pocket of Icy Bay. The water was a pristine aquamarine with spots of turquoise, and if it weren’t for the chill and lack of palm trees, Elias could pretend she was cruising around a sunny Caribbean island like in a travel magazine she’d browsed through in the prison library.

“If you look out in your ten o’clock direction,” said Sam, “you’ll see a pair of orcas stalking harbor seals there.”

“Orcas?” Elias grew excited at the sight of something she’d only seen in a movie. “As in killer whales?”

“They are actually dolphins.”

Two orcas took turns arching their bodies in and out of the water, their black, triangular dorsal fins quietly gliding alongside a stretch of icy debris upon which the harbor seals were hauling out.

“Wow!”

“And look straight up now,” said Sam. “Look at the massive Mt. St. Elias in front of us.”

Elias dropped her jaw, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the white pyramid towering in front of her. She felt honored to be sharing the mountain’s name. She also felt connected to it, like this was a homecoming, like she’d always belonged here.

Sam paddled the kayak toward the mountain for another twenty minutes before he veered for the shore. He helped Elias onto the pebbly beach, and they both sat down to browse their surroundings. A few yards behind them, spikes of purple lupines sent off a subtle scent of sweetness. The sea was calm, and so was the air. It was quiet. Elias could hear only the water lapping gently against the shore. She tilted her chin up, submerging her cheeks in the mellow light of the northern sun.

“So Dodsen’s your name?” Sam broke the silence.

“Yes.”

“It sounds like dotson’, which means raven in Andy’s tribal language.”

“Katy told me.”

“Have you heard the story about how the raven brought salmon to their ancestors?”

Elias shook her head.

“Once upon a time, before there was salmon in the Copper River…” Sam started, and Elias couldn’t help but smile at his serious tone of voice. “The raven caused a fight between the seagull and the bald eagle by telling each that the other had caught all the salmon. The bald eagle punched the seagull in the stomach and the seagull regurgitated salmon slime. The raven rolled in that slime and covered himself with salmon scales. Then, he went to the house of the salmon and tricked the boss of the salmon into letting him in the house. The raven, disguised as a salmon, then held the door open and a school of salmon rushed out and swam up the Copper River. That was how the salmon came to Andy’s ancestors.”

“The raven was a hero then, and a smart one, too.”

“He was also dishonest.”

Elias suddenly thought that Sam had told her the story out of disdain and she felt anger rising in her. She stood up. “Is this your way of reminding me that you still think of me as a lying cheat?”

“What?” He stood up, too. “You’re not still hung up on the other day when you deceived Sergeant Wolfe and caused him almost to perish, and you thought I was accusing you of a serious lapse in judgment?”

“Well…” she muttered, silently cursing him for using big, fancy words as if he were a class above her. “I’m still waiting for you to say you’re sorry. I’ve not been mean to you. In fact, I think I’ve been nice to you, but you won’t even take a bite of my cake…” She felt her eyes and nose burn as tears streamed down her face. “Why don’t you like me?”

Sam was quiet for a minute as she sobbed, and then he said softly, “I’m sorry.”

Elias wiped her eyes. He needed to do a lot more than a straightforward, probably insincere, apology.

“Red velvet cake was my brother’s favorite,” he said. “Eddie had to have red velvet every birthday, and it had to be homemade. My mother tried to make it a couple of times, but she was a society lady, and couldn’t even warm up a frozen pizza in the oven. So, at first, it was our cook who made it. One year, I asked her to teach me so that I could show off to Eddie. I didn’t figure Eddie would end up requesting me to make the cake every year after that.” Sam chuckled, tears welling up in his eyes. “I went home to Atlanta during spring break one year when I was in law school. Eddie was in his last semester of college, getting a degree in Environmental Sciences. My parents had wanted him to go to medical school or learn to run the family business—my father and his brothers own investment banks, but Eddie wanted to be out in nature and protecting it.”

“What happened?”

“We had a few too many drinks one night, but I let Eddie drive us home anyway. I passed out in the passenger’s seat. Next thing I knew, I woke up to a loud explosion. Eddie’s head was on my lap, blood gushing from his scalp. I looked at the driver’s side window, and a police officer was standing there with his gun pointed at me. I could see he was frightened. I didn’t know if he was scared of me or scared of the fact that he just shot my brother. Other police officers showed up, and they shouted at one another. I tried to shake my brother awake, but he wouldn’t respond. He was dead.”

Elias gasped.

“I found out later that Eddie had run a red light and was pulled over by the police. He was a little rowdy from the alcohol. It was dark, and the officer couldn’t tell if Eddie was reaching for a gun when he opened the glove compartment…I still couldn’t believe it happened. I would always hear it happen in other cities, to other people, and I never cared. I even blamed the other victims for causing their deaths by acting foolishly in front of the police. And then, it happened to Eddie, and I felt rotten.”

Elias shook her head in disbelief.

“I started going to protests, and organized some,” said Sam. “I was suspended from law school for missing too many classes and exams. I asked my parents to use their money and power to get justice for Eddie, but they were too concerned about losing their customers. They were angry I threw away my career for something that couldn’t be helped.”

“What happened to the cop that shot Eddie?”

“Nothing,” said Sam, resentment apparent in his voice. “Absolutely nothing.”

“So, that’s how come you can never have red velvet again?”

He looked into her eyes. “I haven’t had it since Eddie’s death. You see, you were not the reason why I didn’t touch your cake. You had nothing to do with it. But I’m sorry to cause you upset and think that I don’t like you because on the contrary, I—”

“Yes?”

“I have a lot of respect for you,” he said, his voice kinder now. “Katy told me you hitchhiked to McCarthy alone. That took courage.”

Elias shrugged. She had hoped he’d say he liked her instead.

“I couldn’t find any peace with all the protests, and I was disillusioned by my parents’ cold shoulders,” said Sam. “They could talk about civil rights all day long at their rich galas, but at the end of the day, they were elitists who, despite their best intentions, could not understand or help the masses. I volunteered with a youth group that took disadvantaged kids to the outdoors. One morning, I stood alone in front of a waterfall. I watched the sunlight dance in and out of the cascading water and the pond below, with the birds singing, the fresh smell of pines, and the cool, clean air on my skin, and right there and then, I found peace.”

“And then you became a ranger.”

“I started at the Acadia National Park in Maine and asked for a transfer every few years until I got this position a year ago, so now you’ve gotten the answer to the question you asked me the last time we were alone.”

“So now we’re friends?” asked Elias.

“So now we’re friends,” affirmed Sam.

She smiled. “Now I’m glad you’ve come on this trip with me. I was worried we’d be awkward around each other. I appreciate this guided kayak trip, too.”

“Only for you. I’ve never given a kayak tour before, and I doubt I’d do it again for anyone else.”

She felt her ears burn. “I’d like to make you something to eat, as my way of saying thank you for this trip. I’m a cook, and cooking’s all I can do.”

“If you’re bent on filling my gastric pouch, I do miss a good and cheesy chicken spaghetti.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all, Elias,” said Sam, almost whispering, and Elias felt her heart melt away hopelessly right there and then.

They walked along the shore and chatted for a while before heading back in their kayak toward Kageet Point. Elias tried paddling and found herself in a strange state of happiness. The mountains and the ocean were even more beautiful than when she first saw them a few hours before, and she wondered whether it had to do with her feeling that, perhaps, Sam was fond of her as much as she—she had to admit to herself now—was of him.


Chapter Fifteen

Elias would’ve liked for Sam to linger a while at Andy’s office after they returned from Mt. St. Elias, but Sam had to respond to an unexpected problem regarding two missing hikers. Elias looked on forlornly as Sam walked away, but she was happy that, at least, they were no longer adversaries.

“So, what’s a potlatch?” asked Elias.

“A potlatch is a ceremony where we feast and present gifts to mark an important event,” said Andy. “My grandmother passed away a year ago, and my family is hosting a potlatch to thank those who helped with her funeral. My grandmother raised me, and I loved her very much. I need to make sure she is properly honored so that she wouldn’t be ashamed of me.”

“Why would she be ashamed?”

“If the potlatch is too shabby, and I don’t come up with nice gifts…”

“I thought you said your family is hosting, so why does it seem to all rest on you?” asked Elias.

“I’m the direct descendant. My grandmother had only one son, my father, and my father has only one son, me. And my father is not in the best shape.”

“I see,” said Elias. “Are you short on funds? Maybe I can help…”

“Thanks, but I’m in too big a hole. No offense, but you do not look to be rolling in the dough.”

“That’s true,” said Elias. “I’ve seen Mt. St. Elias. I wonder if it’s time for me to leave.”

“You should stay until the wedding.”

“That’s almost another two months.”

Just then, a gray-haired, pot-bellied man with a red nose staggered into the office. Elias caught a whiff of liquor. Andy’s face turned dark. “What are you doing here?”

“Does a father need a reason to visit his son?” said the man, looking Elias up and down. “Who might you be, pretty thing?”

“Joe.” Andy took a step to stand between Elias and his father. “Why don’t you beat it?”

“You need to hear him, Andy,” said Katy as she walked into the office. “I was on my way here when I ran into your father at the general store. He told me what happened.”

“What happened?” Andy demanded.

Joe cleared his throat and coughed. “Your cousin Billy shot himself. His wife found him when she got back from work.”

Andy, trembling, took a step back, and Katy caught him from falling. She helped him walk to his chair to sit down.

“Is he… okay?” asked Andy.

“Billy’s dead,” said Joe. “I always thought he was going to kill his wife first.” Joe looked at Elias now. “He was always bashing her head on something when she wouldn’t give him money to get the dope. He’d been out of work three years. It’s a shame.”

Andy rose from his chair and tried to grab Joe’s collar from across his desk, but Joe took a step back. “Show some respect to Billy,” Andy hollered. “You get out of here.”

“Fine, fine,” said Joe. “I just want you to know what can happen when you’re flat broke, and your spirit’s gone. If you’re smart, you’ll call Zachery O’Brien tomorrow and sign the land lease contract.”

Andy jumped over his desk and took hold of Joe’s arm, but Katy threw herself between the two men and pushed Andy back. “He’s not worth it, Andy,” cried Katy.

Joe cleared his throat and coughed again. “Well, pretty thing,” he said to Elias before heading out the door, “you can find me at the saloon any time.”

Andy ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “Elias, I’m so sorry about my old man.”

“You’re not responsible for his behavior,” said Elias. “But I’m sorry about Billy.”

“What are you going to do, Andy?” asked Katy.

“I don’t know,” said Andy, tears coming down his face. “When we saw him the other day, I thought he looked troubled, but I didn’t think he was going to—I should’ve taken the time to get him to talk to me. Maybe I could’ve saved him…”

“His death is not your fault.” Katy held Andy’s hand. “You want me to stay with you?”

“No. You go home,” said Andy. “I need to think about some things tonight.”

“Okay,” Katy said reluctantly. She kissed Andy on his cheek, but Elias could see he was too overcome with guilt and sorrow to respond.

“I wish there’s something I can do to help,” said Elias as she walked with Katy back to their cabin.

“Me, too. I’m sure we’ll be able to help Andy and his family with the funeral in some way,” said Katy. “It just all seems so helpless around here. Billy was trapped. Andy is trapped. I am, too. I don’t want to die in this trap…”

Elias had nothing to offer, no words of wisdom, no grand ideas. She couldn’t possibly advise Katy to leave McCarthy the way she left Fort Worth. She stayed close to Katy, hoping to comfort her just by being there. The only other thing she knew to do was pray.

»»•««

When Elias and Katy reached their cabin, Shuping was stomping out of the door, crying. A strange man followed her out of the cabin. He was wearing a pink dress shirt and a gray sports coat that shined under the moonlight.

Gina also came out of the cabin and stood watching on the porch, looking amused. The man said something in a foreign language to Shuping, and she slapped him in the face.

“What’s going on?” asked Elias, stunned.

The man got on his knee and took Shuping’s hand. She pulled her hand away and got behind Elias.

“Tell him to leave,” said Shuping.

“What in the world is happening?” asked Katy.

“Can you call Sergeant Wolfe to remove him?” asked Shuping, livid. “He’s stalked me from China, and he’s harassing me.”

The man stood up and waved his hands. “No, no. I’m not harassing my Pingping. I love her. I want her to come home and marry me.”

“Pingping?” Gina piped up from behind.

Shuping shook her head. “He insists on calling me that as if he and I were together. We’re not.”

“I can’t live without my Pingping,” the man pleaded. “Please, tell her she must go back to China with me. I will die without her.”

“Why don’t you stay here?” said Gina.

“Gina,” Shuping shouted. “Don’t give him that idea!”

“Sorry…” Gina muttered.

“I can’t stay,” said the man. “My name is Chen Guo, and I’m the only son of my parents, who are top twenty-five wealthy people in China and own a big construction business. I have to go back and take care of the business.”

Elias was shocked by how boastful the statement was, but Chen Guo looked like he was merely reporting a fact rather than bragging.

“My Pingping can’t stay, either,” Chen Guo continued. “She’s also the only daughter of her parents, who are equally wealthy and own a big real estate business. She has to go back and take care of that business, too.”

Elias always thought Shuping was well-to-do but was still surprised to hear she was from such great fortune. How much money did her family have to qualify as top twenty-five wealthy people?

“Please, Katy,” said Shuping. “Get him out of my face.”

Katy frowned and said to Chen Guo, “Look, Shuping’s not ready to go back to China—”

“But we have engagement,” Chen Guo said. “We were promised to each other before we were born. And Pingping, don’t you remember that time we went skydiving, and you said you loved me before you jumped out of the airplane?”

Shuping rolled her eyes, but Elias noticed a blush on her cheeks. “That was before I knew anything,” said Shuping.

“Like what?” asked Chen Guo, choking on his tears.

“I found out the world is bigger than our parents’ money,” said Shuping. “And I found out living simply like I am now, makes me happy. I can’t deal with the drama with my family and the politics inside my parents’ company. I don’t like the busy life in Shanghai. I don’t like the traffic, the noise, and the smog. And I don’t like I can never speak my mind.”

Elias admired Shuping’s resolve to give up material things in pursuit of happiness. She couldn’t relate to it because she never had many material things, but it seemed grand and noble.

“Mr. Chen,” said Katy, “why don’t you check into our best hotel for the night? It’s late, and I’m sure Shuping is tired.”

Chen Guo peered at Shuping, who looked quite angry. “Okay,” said Chen Guo. “I will go to your best hotel. I come back in the morning.”

“Don’t,” said Shuping, stomping back inside the cabin.

“I’ll call the front desk and have them send a shuttle van for you,” said Katy, dialing on her satellite phone.

»»•««

After Chen Guo left for the Kennecott Hotel, the women sat down at the small dining table to have their supper, leftover chicken pot pie with fried pickles and cornbread, prepared by Elias the night before.

“What a wild day!” said Katy

“Shuping—” Gina started.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Shuping.

“Fine.” Gina rolled her eyes and turned to Katy. “So, how was the trip to Anchorage? Did you buy anything?”

“I was going to get the most affordable dress,” said Katy, “but then I saw this fabulous gown next to it and I fell in love with it right away. It’s way beyond my budget. The store owner offered me an installment plan, and I just couldn’t say no to it. I mean, a wedding happens only once in a lifetime, right?”

“Right,” said Gina.

“Then, when I went to the party supplies store to buy invitation cards, I saw an album of wedding photos on display. I looked through it, and I was swept away by pictures of these elegant, beautiful weddings. There was one that took place on the beach in Hawaii with thousands of orchids and hibiscus flowers. The tables and chairs were covered with gorgeous linen the color of lavender. The cake was decorated with beautiful seashells and pearls. It took my breath away…”

“So, did you get the invitation cards?” asked Gina.

“No,” said Katy. “I saw a business card for a wedding planner and decided to call her instead. I’m meeting her in Anchorage soon. I’m hoping she can help me design an amazing wedding.”

“What about your budget?” said Elias.

“Andy and I are going to my friend Chloe’s wedding in Cordova this weekend,” said Katy, ignoring Elias. “I’m going to take notes. She’s always got a knack for aesthetics. She and her fiancé just bought a house, too. Brand new construction.”

“You think Andy’s still in the mood to go to a wedding after his cousin just killed himself?” said Elias.

Gina and Shuping gasped. They hadn’t been informed of Billy’s death. Katy quickly filled them in. “I’m shocked and sad, too. I’ve known Billy for as long as I’ve been with Andy,” said Katy. “But going away from here and attending a wedding might cheer Andy up, don’t you think? Just to get out of all this darkness…”

Elias shrugged, uncertain of the validity of Katy’s reasoning. She herself had run away from home, but the darkness hung over her head wherever she went. She was still haunted by Heavenly’s death and Ce’Rainitee’s desertion seventeen years after the fact and thousands of miles away from where it all happened. But she wasn’t in the mood to argue with Katy. It was indeed a long and wild day for Katy, and she did not need to complicate it any further.


Chapter Sixteen

Chen Guo came to see Shuping every day and waited for her outside the general store while she worked. The dress shirt and sports coat were replaced with expensive designer outdoor clothing, and he looked like a model that had leaped from the page of a catalog. He was clean-shaven, his hair nicely layered with mousse and gel. It amused Elias. Shuping was always dressed tastefully, too, but she was not showy like Chen Guo.

“How long is he going to keep this up?” said Elias, standing with Katy at the door of their cabin.

“He seems spoiled. I doubt he’ll last long,” said Katy.

“He’s come all the way from China.”

“It’s not that difficult a journey when you’re rich,” said Katy. “Andy just pulled up. I’m so glad he agreed to go to Chloe’s wedding as planned. He’s so torn up about Billy’s death. See you tomorrow night.”

They said goodbyes and Katy was off. How nice it was to be paired up with someone!

Elias’s thought turned to Sam, and she was embarrassed by her own imaginations. She went to the kitchen and began preparing the chicken spaghetti Sam requested. She’d already boiled chicken breasts and cooked spaghetti, and now she assembled them along with seasoning and vegetables in a casserole pan. She topped the whole thing with a thick layer of cheddar cheese and popped the pan into the oven. She patiently stood by to wait for the cheese to melt, pictured the gratified look on Sam’s face when he would taste the dish, conjured in her head the delightful conversation they would have, and wondered whether she should confess her feelings or wait for him to guess. What should she do when everything came out in the open? Was it then his turn to tell how he felt? If he felt the same way, then what next? And what if he was completely uninterested and would laugh at her instead?

At the horrifying thought of that possibility Elias smelled the cheese burning. She gasped at the sight of the charred cheese through a thick cloud of smoke when she opened the oven door. She hurried to remove the pan from the oven and threw it in the sink. What a disaster! Why did she bother? She’d done what she came here to do. Now it was time to go home. There was no way she could hide forever. She hadn’t been lucky before in her life and why would that change now?

Elias was jolted from her thoughts when she heard someone rapping on the door. As if answering her last question, divinity had sent Sergeant Wolfe to her doorstep.

“Miss Dodsen,” said Wolfe through the door. “I know you’re home. Just ran into Katy and Andy on my way here.”

Reluctantly, she opened the door to let the trooper in.

“I’m glad to see you well, sir,” she said, her heart palpitating as she tried to put on her best behavior. “May I offer you some tea?”

“Did you burn something just now?” Wolfe wrinkled his nose. “You aren’t really a cook, are you?”

“Even the best chef burns something occasionally…”

“I’ll be direct with you, Miss Dodsen. Are you a runaway from Texas?”

Elias caught herself before her jaw dropped, and said, as calmly as she could, “What makes you think that, sir?”

“There’s the accent, for one thing. And this kid Josh might have let slip something at the bar in Glennallen while having a beer or two…I’m giving you a chance to quietly leave this town, so we don’t make a scene and embarrass Katy.”

“It’s not illegal to run away.”

Wolfe leaned toward Elias. “Running away after committing a crime is illegal. Using a fake name to work and rent is illegal.”

Elias felt her hands tremble as cold sweat began to accumulate in the back of her neck. How did he find out? Did he take the time to go through all the files of missing parolees in the southern states? What was he going to do now, arrest her?

“Well?” said Wolfe.

“I don’t know what you mean, sir.”

Wolfe smirked. “I told you I’ve been making inquiries about you. I check out all strangers that linger beyond a few days. I always think, what makes this person want to come here and stay? This is not a town that keeps youngsters like you, but it sure is a town that attracts fugitives.”

Elias heard footsteps, and the cabin door opened. It was Sam, carrying Gina, with her arms around his neck and her legs dangling at his elbow. They both looked surprised.

“What’s going on?” asked Gina as Sam lowered her to the futon.

“I’m investigating something,” said Wolfe, looking away from Sam. Elias could tell he was embarrassed to meet Sam.

“Investigating here?” said Gina.

“I’ll be going now,” said Wolfe. “Miss Dodsen, you know where to find me.” He turned to the door.

“Aren’t you going to thank Sam for saving your life?” said Gina.

Wolfe halted and turned around slowly. “I owe you one, ranger.”

Sam didn’t say anything back. He just looked concerned and perplexed.

“Well…” Wolfe muttered, and he exited through the door.

Sam took a step closer to Elias. “Are you all right?”

She was moved that he seemed to care about her well-being. “I’m fine.”

“What did he want?” asked Gina.

Elias deliberated for a moment whether to tell them. Although she was confident Wolfe had mistaken her for someone else this time, she feared he would eventually find out what she was guilty of in the course of his investigation.

“Tell us,” said Gina. “We can help you get Big Bad Wolfe off your back.”

Elias sighed and decided to tell. If Wolfe was going to find out about her parole violation, her revealing their conversation was not going to speed up or slow down the prospect of that. “He asked me if I were a runaway from Texas, here under a fake name.”

There was a moment of quiet. Gina and Sam seemed as dumbfounded as she was about the accusation.

“I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding,” said Sam.

“I hope so,” said Elias, feeling somewhat relieved already by his words. “What happened to you, Gina?”

“She twisted her ankle while ice climbing the Root Glacier,” said Sam. “Another ranger and I carried her out, and I volunteered to bring her home.”

“Well, I was trying to make you chicken spaghetti, but I burned it…”

“I’ll eat burned chicken spaghetti.” Sam smiled.

“No way.” Elias felt warm in her cheeks. “I’ll make it again, and you can come over for dinner—with all of us, that is.”

“Yes, certainly,” said Sam. “I’d better get going then.”

She walked Sam out of the cabin. Once outside, Sam turned and said, “Tomorrow afternoon, I’m leading a ranger program on the animals of the park. I’ll come to the hotel twenty minutes beforehand to see if anyone’s interested to join. If Mr. Mason could give you an hour off…”

“I’d be glad to come,” said Elias.

Sam smiled, tipped his hat, and walked off. Elias watched him disappear behind a willow tree. She grinned. Did Sam just kind of ask her out, even though it was a group event?

“Sam’s such a gentleman,” Gina said when Elias came back into the cabin.

“You don’t think he’s rude and arrogant anymore?”

“He saved Big Bad Wolfe after Wolfe insulted him again and again. Katy told me what Sam did. And now, he’s saved me, too.”

“He only carried you home.” Elias started to clean up the mess in the kitchenette.

“My ankle hurt so much. Sam wrapped it and took care of it. I still couldn’t walk on it, but it’s not hurting now.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“I’ve dealt with many men before,” said Gina, “but Sam is the first real man I know. I don’t know if a woman like me deserves a man like him. I’d like to think I do.”

Was Gina interested in Sam, too? Elias began to wonder.

“Did you know my foster dad raped me?” Gina blurted out, tears streaming down her face now. “Yes, he did. And my foster mom would kick me after he kicked her…”

Stunned, Elias stopped scrubbing the casserole pan and came to sit with Gina, offering her a tissue. She’d heard similar stories in prison, but she did not expect to hear it from a proper-looking girl like Gina who seemed to have it together, going to college and all that.

“I got with a man to get away from my foster parents,” said Gina, “and then I got with another man to get away from the first one. And then it just kept on and on. The only thing I remember about all the men I’ve ever been with was how much I hated them in the end.”

Elias had heard this sort of tale in prison as well. Some women always fell for the same type of men, the type that was good for nothing, according some of the older inmates who had weathered a few disastrous relationships that seemed to follow a pattern. Gina wiped her eyes. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Maybe it’s because Sam made me realize what poor choices I used to make. He’s so different. And now I’m like, why do I keep wasting my time with those heartless pricks? I need a man like Sam. I should love a man like him. In fact, I think I’m already in love with him.”

Elias was astonished. She wanted to tell her friend how she felt about Sam, too, that she also was, perhaps, in love with him. But somehow, she felt Gina needed Sam more. Gina had been hurt, and she shouldn’t jeopardize what seemed to be Gina’s only chance at happiness.

She tossed and turned in bed that night thinking over the matter. Finally, she decided that, if she couldn’t bring herself to help Gina win Sam’s heart, she ought to at least clear out of Gina’s way. That was the right thing to do for a friend, was it not? And friends were more important than romantic interests, at least that was the general wisdom portrayed in movies, and since movies made up most of her education in prison, she tended to follow their guidance, and she would do just that now.


Chapter Seventeen

Elias already had a plan in action when Sam showed up at the hotel kitchen the next day. She had given Josh a call first thing that morning, and he arrived at the same time Sam did.

“You’re both coming?” Sam asked harshly.

“I’m going on a date with Josh,” said Elias, feeling the annoyance coming from Sam’s eyes. Josh put his arm around Elias’s shoulders. Although uncomfortable, she refrained from wiggling out of Josh’s hold. “I’m sorry to miss your program.”

“Are you?” said Sam, his face tense and his eyes unforgiving.

“We should go now,” said Josh, moving out of the kitchen with Elias still attached to his arm. “Wanna grab a beer first?”

“Sure,” said Elias, her heart sinking to her feet.

Josh took her to the saloon, and after a couple of beers, began to rant about his job as a medical assistant. He lamented about spending way too much time on the phone, being the middleman between doctors and patients, and being put on hold for an hour at times to speak to an insurance company agent to get certain medications and procedures approved. It was frustrating. He did not become a medical assistant to be on the phone for more than half his career. No, he wanted to help people, medically, in the exam room, at their bedside, assisting in life-saving procedures. And so, he had been working as a paramedic on the weekends, to both supplement his income and, more importantly, to do something that mattered in terms of life and death.

Elias was only half paying attention. She was thinking about how Sam looked earlier when he saw Josh with her. Sam seemed disappointed, so that must mean that he indeed cared for her. She smiled bitterly at the thought that a gentleman should like her, bitterly because she decided that Gina should have him. It was only a matter of time before Wolfe would get his facts straight and expose her. She would then go back to prison, and so what was the point of leading Sam on?

“You’re still on a break with your boyfriend in Texas?” asked Josh.

Elias was caught off guard by the question. Now that she was brought back to the reality in front of her, she thought for a moment whether she should chastise Josh for blabbering about where she was from. After some consideration, however, she only said, “We’re not together anymore.”

“So, I don’t have to worry about some angry guy walking in here and beating me to a pulp.” Josh put his hand over hers. “Great. If I’m going to get physical with someone, I’d rather you than your ex.”

Elias wanted to withdraw her hand, but she didn’t want to be rude. After all, she asked Josh to take a day off without pay and drive four hours from Glennallen.

“So, what’s growing up in Texas like?” asked Josh.

She shrugged.

“I was born and raised in Glennallen. It’s a town where two highways cross each other. All the businesses are on those highways, and I could count them with my fingers. It’s damp, cold, and always cloudy.”

“You don’t like it?”

“It gets depressing when friends you grew up with keep leaving because there are no jobs and you are always competing with the Natives for help from the government. The Natives are guaranteed free health care even if they’re rich, and we struggle to get our poorest patients on Medicaid.”

Elias didn’t understand the complexities of rural Alaskan healthcare, but she could tell Josh was frustrated. His complaint sounded like it had merit. But although she and Josh shared the same fair skin, growing up in a place predominantly consisting of dark-skinned neighbors biased her sympathy toward the minorities, and that included descendants of those who occupied America before Europeans arrived.

“You can’t fish where they get to fish,” said Josh. “I have the right to share in the bounty of this God’s country, don’t I?”

“This was their country first.”

“They were conquered. They lost. Get over it. We rule now.” Josh raised his voice. “Our government needs to take care of us first.”

“Our government should try to take care of everybody.”

“Are you one of those liberal tree huggers?” Josh stood up with his fingers wrapped tightly around his bottle of beer, blue veins bulging on his forehead.

Elias was suddenly alarmed by Josh’s angry tone of voice. She had no idea what a liberal tree hugger was, but she wasn’t keen on finding out. “Thank you for coming all the way out here. I think I’m going to call it a day.” She stood up to leave.

“You’re in love with that ranger, aren’t you?”

With her back toward Josh, Elias froze in her tracks, her heart speeding like a runaway train.

“I saw how you looked at him that night at the cookout,” said Josh. “I didn’t expect you to call, but I thought you might have changed your mind. God help us. Pretty soon our race will be extinct, seeing as how our females are ditching our men.”

Josh breathed out a single syllable word that set every fiber in Elias’s body on fire, and she turned to stare at him. “What did you call me?”

“You heard me.”

Elias, enraged, stormed back to Josh, fist clenched and ready to punch him in the eye when all of a sudden, she felt the drag of the monitor around her ankle, and she stopped. She could be arrested for assault, and then she’d be hauled back to prison in Texas when they ran her fingerprints.

Josh sneered and finished his beer. “Go on. Don’t stand in my way. I’m feeling lucky. There’ll be another chick coming along, so this trip won’t be a complete waste of my time.”

Elias didn’t know how someone who seemed so decent at first could become so vulgar so quickly. She felt partly responsible because she did, in fact, use him without rewarding him. And then she shuddered. She hadn’t thought about the possibility that Josh might have wanted something from her more than a drink at a saloon, and if Josh were nice through and through, would she have the wherewithal to turn him down? Would she have wanted to turn him down? After all, she was curious about corporal interaction between the genders.

Elias shook her head at her own answer to that question and hurried out of the saloon.


Chapter Eighteen

Katy and Gina were chatting excitedly when Elias got back to the cabin. Elias was still flustered by Josh, but when Katy asked her what the matter was, she decided not to talk about it. Instead, she asked, “How was your friend’s wedding?”

“It was marvelous,” exclaimed Katy, her eyes wide with amazement. “It was held at this beautiful lodge tucked away at the foothill of a mountain on a secluded beach. The groom had it custom-built. Huge floor to ceiling windows and the fireplace was a piece of art itself. The golden sunlight made everything look so radiant.”

“So now Katy wants Andy to build her a lodge like that, too.” Gina pointed her chin toward the dusty woodstove in the corner of the living room. “She’s ready for an upgrade.”

“I won’t ask Andy for anything,” said Katy. “Chloe’s in-laws own a commercial fishing fleet. They could afford extravagance.”

“Andy doesn’t want that lifestyle anyway, right?” said Elias.

“But Katy does,” said Gina. “All girls do. A rich husband so you won’t have to worry about money again.”

Just then, the door was swung open and in walked Shuping, arms folded in front of her chest and lips pouting. Her persistent pursuer, Chen Guo, followed her in and immediately fell on his knees, begging.

“Please, come back to China with me,” said Chen Guo.

“I’m not ready to go back,” said Shuping. “I love my life here.”

“How could you love your life here?” asked Chen Guo. “You don’t have your maid to wait on you, and no chauffeur to drive you around in a limousine. You can’t shop at your favorite department store or dance at your favorite nightclub. You’re dressed like a peasant. And, there’s no smoked fish here.”

Shuping cast her eyes to the floor, her tears slipping from her face to her chin. Chen Guo moved closer to her and held her hand. “You’re just doing this to prove you’re different from our friends back home. And you are. Just because you enjoy all the luxuries, it doesn’t make you a terrible person.”

“I have so many privileges,” said Shuping. “I didn’t earn any of it. I don’t deserve them.”

“No, you didn’t earn any of it,” said Chen Guo, in a softer but firm voice. “But you have power to do good things in China.”

Shuping sighed. “I don’t know. I can’t think right now.”

“Why don’t you let Shuping think about it?” said Katy. “It’s late. She won’t be able to decide on anything right now.”

“Okay,” said Chen Guo as he stood up. “I’ll come back tomorrow. I’ll be waiting for you, Shuping, forever.”

Chen Guo said it in such a sweet and sincere way it made Elias tear up. She wondered if anyone would ever say anything like that to her. She wanted to shove Shuping into Chen Guo’s arms and tell them to go back to China and get married and make beautiful babies and live happily ever after.

Chen Guo handed Shuping a bag. “I had this flown in from China.” With that, he turned and left the cabin.

“Wow,” said Gina. “That was something…”

Shuping looked in the bag and retrieved a red cardboard box with gold patterns printed all over it. She opened the box and immediately smiled, more tears streaming down her face.

“It’s Shanghai smoked fish,” said Shuping. She cut the vacuum sealed packaging with a pair of scissors and shared the fish with everyone.

Elias was intrigued by the look and the taste of the smoked fish. It had a tantalizing glaze from caramelized soy sauce, and Elias could taste ginger and wine. But there was a distinct aromatic flavor that Elias couldn’t quite tell from all her years of cooking. “Is there fennel in this?”

Shuping smiled. “It’s five-spice. There is fennel in it, along with star anise, cinnamon, clove, and Sichuan peppercorn. Um…I do miss home.”

“Does that mean you’re going back to China?” asked Gina.

“I don’t know. I am missing a lot of beauty sleep because of the midnight sun here,” said Shuping, and everyone chuckled.

“Chen Guo looks sincere,” said Katy.

“All men do before they have you,” said Gina. “And once they have you, they become pigs again.”

Elias knew Gina was referring to all the men in her past, but she agreed with Katy. “Don’t listen to Gina,” said Elias. “You know Chen Guo. You should follow your heart.”

They decided the question was best left to answer after Shuping had some time to think it over. For now, they just wanted to enjoy more of the smoked fish and talk about men and their peculiarities in general. Shuping, Gina, and Katy all had a lot to say, but Elias did not have much about men to comment on. Nevertheless, it was a great bonding exercise, and Elias was encouraged once again that friendship was a real, tangible thing now firmly in her grasp. At least, she wanted to believe it was, and not just an illusion.


Chapter Nineteen

Elias found herself alone with Mr. Mason one night after the last customers left the Kennecott Hotel restaurant and the kitchen was put to order. Mr. Mason was sitting by the back door, sipping a cup of tea. Elias dried her hands, took off her apron, and put on her coat.

“Mr. Mason,” Elias said. “I’ve already counted off the inventory, ordered supplies, paid the bills, and updated the bookkeeping like you showed me. Looks like we’re on track to making more than the projected revenue this season.”

“Wonderful,” said Mr. Mason.

“Do you want to check and make sure I didn’t make a mistake?”

“No need. I’ve verified several times before, and you’ve been doing great. We’re short-handed, and my eyes are getting worse, so I’m glad you’re willing to help me look at those tiny numbers.”

“No problem. I love learning about the business side of running a restaurant,” said Elias. “So, if there’s nothing else, I’ll see you in the morning. Have a good night, Mr. Mason.”

“You’re always the last one to leave.” Mr. Mason surveyed the kitchen. “You’ve learned a lot of skills in just a short time here. You’ve got talent, and you’ve got the right attitude.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mason,” said Elias.

“If you try New York or Chicago, you may have a shot at one of those Michelin-starred restaurants. I was once the head chef of such an establishment in New York, and I say you’re good enough to be cooking in one of those places.”

Elias didn’t know what a Michelin-starred restaurant meant, but it sounded like a high honor of sorts for restaurants. “Tell me your story. How did you get to work in one of those restaurants, and how come you are here now?”

“My father was dying from cancer, and I was the oldest of his five children,” said Mr. Mason, sipping on his tea. “He wanted to make sure I learned a skill to live on and provide for my mother and my younger siblings. He had a lot of connections, being a local police chief, and he had a friend who owned a Michelin three-star restaurant. They talked, and his friend agreed to take me in. He died a few months after I began my apprenticeship.”

“How did you go to school and work in a kitchen?” asked Elias.

“I quit school,” said Mr. Mason. “I had to. But I never quit schooling myself. I checked out books from the library and taught myself history and government and even chemistry, which was useful in the kitchen. Then I taught myself French. No, I didn’t go to a culinary school, either, but I read all the master books about cooking.”

“That must’ve been hard.”

“Yes, but it paid off. One day, after I worked in my father’s friend’s restaurant for seven years, a wealthy customer asked to see who prepared his escargot. It was me, you see. When he heard of my story, he decided to sponsor me. He paid for me to go to France and study cooking from the masters, and when I returned to New York, he helped me open my first restaurant. I was lucky, many people said, but luck had only a little part in it, don’t you think? I worked hard, just like you are right now.”

Elias wanted to say she wasn’t working hard. For one thing, she was not studying in her free time like Mr. Mason did. And she was sure her working environment now was far more comfortable than Mr. Mason’s was some fifty years ago. Elias had heard stories of other kitchen apprenticeships from the old days. Abuse was not uncommon. Besides, there were no electric mixers or dishwashers. Everything was done by hand.

“Well, my father’s dream came true, and I was able to help my mother retire and pay for all my younger siblings to go to college. Two of them became college professors. I opened three more restaurants, and then I got married, and had a beautiful daughter…”

The cheery excitement on Mr. Mason’s face disappeared, and he looked down in his cup of tea. Water was gathering near his eyes and nose, and Elias knew it was tears and not the condensation of steam from the tea.

“While I was working, I never had time to see my brothers and sisters. I just gave them money. So, we have this relationship where I know they’re thankful, but we’re not close. I don’t know their kids’ names or birthdays. Turns out, I was the same way with my wife and daughter. I just gave them money, but I never had time to talk to them. I worked and traveled and worked and traveled, and I was well respected. People looked up to me.” He choked up.

“Are you okay, Mr. Mason?”

“One day my daughter came to tell me she was pregnant. She was sixteen. She was in the honors track, and she was going to become a brain surgeon. She panicked, and I panicked, too. She didn’t want to keep the baby, but I said she had to. We’re not baby killers, I told her. It was too bad her doctor dream had to be delayed if not completely given up, but she had to take responsibility, just like I had to take responsibility when my father died. She begged and begged, but I wouldn’t listen. And so, she asked a friend to help her get rid of the baby, and the friend took her to someone who was killing babies without a license, and they got rid of my grandbaby.” Mr. Mason wiped his eyes. “And they killed my daughter, too.”

Elias already guessed the story wasn’t going to end well, but she was still jolted to hear Mr. Mason reveal such a sad loss.

“I was devastated,” Mr. Mason continued. “My wife blamed me. I blamed myself, too. I was a terrible father all of my daughter’s life, right up to the end. I couldn’t go back to work. Of course, the news hit the public, and suddenly I was the center of celebrity gossip. Demonstrators protested outside my restaurants. I didn’t have the heart to face any of it. My wife left me, and I sold my restaurants for cheap. And I asked myself, what did I work for all of my life?” Mr. Mason turned to look at Elias. “So, when I see you working here with your talent instead of fighting to be the head chef in a top-notch restaurant, I think to myself, maybe young Elias has got it all figured out.”

“Got what figured out?”

“That life is short, and money and prestige aren’t the most important things in the world,” said Mr. Mason. “That living in the present and cultivating relationships with people you care about are far more worthwhile endeavors, that being close to Mother Earth is good for grounding materialistic desires and reminding you the little that you absolutely need to live on and the rich inner joy you will gain by giving up all the extra stuff that doesn’t matter in the end.”

“Uh…” Elias muttered. She was impressed by Mr. Mason’s impassioned speech, but no, she hadn’t gotten that part figured out. She did not have the luxury of thinking about life’s greater questions as presented by Mr. Mason, but she was inspired and thought what Mr. Mason just said to be good guiding principles. In fact, it justified her actions now. She was living in the present since she had a past she could not share with anyone and a future she had no certainty about. Cultivating relationships and being close to Mother Earth sounded appealing to her.

“Where are you headed at the end of summer?” Mr. Mason asked.

“No clue.” Elias shrugged. Kennecott and McCarthy would shut down shortly after Katy and Andy’s wedding in early September. Katy and Andy would be returning to their ancestral village up north, but Elias had no excuse to follow them there. Could she find work elsewhere without proper identification? She’d rather not think about it right now.

“Try Wyoming or Colorado. The ski resorts will be hiring.” Mr. Mason finished his tea. “So, how are you getting on with the good ranger?”

Elias looked up at Mr. Mason, surprised to be asked about Sam.

“He came to ask you to go to a ranger program the other day, but you turned him down.”

“He didn’t come to ask me specifically,” said Elias, feeling her cheeks warm. “He came in to ask everyone in the hotel.”

“He came for you. I can tell. You left with that medic from Glennallen instead. He didn’t turn out to be too much fun, did he?”

“How did you know?”

“I’ve been around this area almost a decade now. I know the people in these parts.”

“Anyway, a friend of mine is in love with the ranger,” said Elias.

“And you’re not?”

Elias did not expect such a direct question from Mr. Mason, and so she was speechless. Was she in love with Sam? She didn’t know. What were the symptoms of being in love?

“Like I said, life is short. Don’t waste it. Don’t have regrets. The season is half over, and you may not see each other again.”

“I can always come back next summer.” If she didn’t get hauled back to prison in Texas, that was.

“But the good ranger might not be here. He could be working in another park. He could be married. He could be dead—”

“Mr. Mason,” Elias exclaimed. “That’s too much. Don’t curse him.”

“So, you do care about him.”

“Like a friend.”

“All right. I’ve said all I could. Go. Help your friend marry the good ranger.”

Elias shook her head. “Good night, Mr. Mason.”


Chapter Twenty

It took Elias a little over an hour to walk back to McCarthy from Kennecott, but there was still some daylight as she approached Katy’s cabin close to eleven o’clock in the evening. Andy was sitting on the porch, holding a can of beer. Billy’s funeral was the day before, and she had seen him, with dark glasses on, busily directing the florist, the musicians, the speakers, the guests, and the funeral home employees, without stopping to have a conversation with anyone. He had to be hurting, thought Elias, but he was keeping it all to himself.

Elias sat down next to Andy. “Waiting for Katy?”

“She’s hard to find these days,” said Andy, disgruntled. “Doing double shifts like she does, she might as well live on that shuttle van.”

“She’s saving up for the wedding.”

“Yes, the wedding.” Andy raised his beer in salute and then took a sip.

Sensing that Andy might be struggling with money and his cousin Billy’s death, Elias asked, with some hesitation, “How are you?”

“Can’t complain. Still alive, aren’t I?”

“How do you feel with your cousin Billy and everything…”

“His wife decided to move to Anchorage with the kids. I’ll be helping them pack this weekend.”

Elias shook her head, knowing Andy didn’t want to talk about his feelings. Perhaps it was too painful, and so she didn’t push it. “Is Sam going to give you a hand?”

“Sam’s in Atlanta. He’s been gone a week.”

“He has? Is he coming back?” Did he quit his job? Was she going to see him again? Elias felt like her heart had dropped to her feet as she held her breath.

“He’s on vacation. He’ll be back soon.”

Elias let out a long breath of relief, and Andy peered at her with curiosity in his eyes. “What’s with you?”

“Nothing,” she said, feeling embarrassed. “I’m asking for Gina. She likes him.”

“Speaking of Gina, where’s she been?”

“She said she had to go and do something important. That was a week ago.” Elias’s eyes widened as if she suddenly realized something. “Could Sam be on a vacation with her?”

“No way. She’s not his type.”

“What’s his type?” Elias said, and she almost just as quickly regretted asking because she was mortified that Andy might figure out how she felt about Sam.

“Someone like you, actually.”

“Me?” Elias felt her heart beat faster.

“You don’t do anything with your hair. You don’t wear makeup. You wear practical clothes. In other words, you’re down to earth.”

“Plain, you mean.”

“That’s your definition. I like a down-to-earth kind of woman.”

“And Sam does, too?”

“He’s my best buddy, and so I figure we have the same taste.”

“So, you don’t know his type. You’re just guessing.”

“It’s a good guess.”

“Well, I think he could like Gina,” said Elias, swallowing hard, her heart rate slowing down. “They’ll make a wonderful couple.”

“What’s your definition of a wonderful couple?”

“A couple like you and Katy, of course.”

“I’d like to think we’re a wonderful couple. She used to be down to earth, but she’s changed so much that I’m not sure I’m still the man for her anymore.”

“Of course, you are. Why would she work so hard to save up money to marry you if she didn’t think you were still the man for her?”

“She’s working hard to pay for her dream wedding. We could be married tomorrow in a courthouse in Anchorage if marrying me were all she cared about.”

“Well…she…” Elias stumbled to find the right words to respond. “Don’t you want a nice wedding, too?”

“Of course, I do, but that’s not my point. I feel she is putting the value of the wedding above the value of our relationship. I feel she’s a completely different person now than the girl I fell in love with. She’s become so—so materialistic. Like yesterday, she didn’t like the tuxedo I chose, saying it looked too cheap.”

“She’s not materialistic.”

“I just hope it’s a phase all brides-to-be go through, and I will get my old Katy back after the wedding.”

“What if you don’t?” Elias asked for argument’s sake, not that she thought Katy was materialistic as Andy suggested.

“Then I’ll love her still and hope forever I’m good enough for her.”

“Wow, you’re a romantic,” said Elias. “Oh, look. Katy’s back.”

Katy pulled up on her ATV. Andy stood up and said, “Did you forget we were bringing dinner to Billy’s wife and checking on Becky? Didn’t you agree last night not to take on a second shift today so you could come home early?”

“Two people called in, and I had to take that second shift,” said Katy, getting off her ATV. “You could’ve gone on your own.”

“I did, but it’d be nice to know when you changed your plan.”

“My phone died.”

“So, you think it’s okay to just stand your fiancé up and let him worry for hours?”

“Come on,” said Katy. “You didn’t think something bad could’ve happened to me?”

“I didn’t think something bad could’ve happened to Billy, either.”

“Something bad didn’t happen to Billy,” Katy said sharply. “He did something bad.”

“How could you say that? Billy’s dead!”

“And whose fault was that? He killed himself,” Katy fired back.

Elias tried to calm her friends down, but she couldn’t get a word in. Andy crushed the empty beer can in his fist and threw it on the ground. “Do you have no heart? My family is your family.”

“We’ll see about that.” Katy stormed into her cabin and banged the door shut behind her.

“Andy…” Elias wanted to say something.

But Andy was already on his ATV, and he sped away with an angry rumble. Elias went in the cabin, too, and found Katy crying in the kitchen.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into me,” said Katy. “I don’t like the way I am right now. I’m so angry, and so mean.”

“You’re stressed out with the wedding.”

“I am stressed out, but also, I’m not sure I want to marry Andy anymore.”

“What?” Elias didn’t want Andy’s suspicion to be right.

“I’m not the person I used to be. I want to go out in the world and make something of myself. I don’t know if I want to stay in these mountains for the rest of my life. I want to go to college. I want to be a doctor. I want to make a difference. I feel like I have so much to give, and I’m suffocating here. Do you understand?”

“I—”

“I still love Andy, and I used to think I could give up all my dreams just to be with him. But now I’m thinking, why shouldn’t I put myself first?”

“I suppose you need to figure out what’s more important for you—your relationship with Andy or your dreams of being a doctor?”

“Why can’t I have both?”

Elias didn’t have an answer for that. Relationships seemed so complicated. Love wasn’t enough for Katy and Andy. Money and personal aspirations seemed to be in the way. But those weren’t issues for Shuping and Chen Guo, and yet they didn’t seem satisfied, either.

As if she read Elias’s mind, Katy said, “Shuping and Chen Guo might be working out their issues after all. I’m glad they found a way.”

“What? The trial marriage?” said Elias. Shuping was spending a few days at the Kennecott Hotel, trying to see if she could get along with Chen Guo.

“I don’t see how anyone could know if they’re making the right decision by just spending a few days together,” said Katy.

“Andy said they’ll just have to believe in each other and have faith.”

Katy shook her head and turned her face away. Was love the result of logical reasoning, or an arbitrary state of mind when two people happened to be in the mood to put trust in each other and hope it would last? Elias again was puzzled. As a child, love was Helen coddling her when she was scared of the shadows at night, it was Helen waving at her at an award assembly at school, and it was Helen tearfully struggling to hold on to her hand when she was being dragged away to prison. Logically, Elias should’ve stayed in Texas, at Helen’s side, doing everything she could to reciprocate Helen’s love. But somehow, Elias obeyed her state of mind that one day a few weeks back to skip town, to go as far away as possible for freedom. But how could she be free, when deep in her heart she was tied to Helen, forever and ever, because she loved her, and at this moment wanted nothing more than to be coddled by her once again?


Chapter Twenty-One

Almost another week passed by, and neither Gina nor Sam had returned. On a warm and sunny Saturday when McCarthy was lively with visitors from nearby cities like Anchorage and distant countries like Israel, Elias went for her weekend shopping at the general store and listened to the varied accents of strangers’ chatters.

Shuping had just finished helping a customer check out when she said, “Why do people always ask me where I’m from. Do I not look like an American?”

“You’re not an American,” said Elias.

“They don’t know that,” said Shuping. “I could’ve been born here. My grandparents could’ve been born here. They never ask my Russian coworker Nikolay here where he’s from.” She pointed to the other clerk, a tall blond with an aquiline nose and blue eyes.

“They do ask me,” said Nikolay.

“Only if you open your mouth,” said Shuping. “Here I am speaking with a perfect accent, and I get all the questions.”

“You’re speaking with a British accent,” said Nikolay.

“So? It’s perfect British accent,” Shuping shot back. “But they ask me before I even say anything. Wait.” She stared at the items Elias laid out on the counter. “You’re buying lipsticks and mascara? And shaving cream?”

Elias’s cheeks warmed. “I-I just—what’s so strange about them?”

“I’ve known you a month and never seen you use these things,” said Shuping. “You got a boyfriend?”

“What? No. Of course not.”

“Well.” Shuping bagged up Elias’s purchases. “Then this is a good start.”

Elias shook her head and took the bag from Shuping’s hand. She didn’t know why she was struck by the impulse to buy those things, either. She was thinking of Sam when she browsed the aisle of soap and shampoo, and somehow, she reached for the shaving cream, the kind Dr. Thomas mentioned, dye free, fragrance-free, with vitamin E. And somehow, other cosmetics also made their way into her basket.

“I have an announcement,” said Shuping. “I’m going to marry Chen Guo.”

“You are?” exclaimed Elias. Although she had been cheering them on, it was still a shock to hear the news.

“He’s not too terrible to look at.”

“Not too terrible?”

“And he’s sincere, and I’m kind of in love with him.”

“Kind of?”

“Okay, fine.” Shuping blushed. “I’m very much in love with him. He turns out to have more depth and character than I gave him credit for. We’ve been in each other’s lives since we were kids, but I didn’t know him very well. No one speaks his mind where I’m from. That’s the problem. Now that we’re both here, we talk to each other like we never talked before, and it’s been exciting and…just lovely.”

“I’m so thrilled for the both of you,” said Elias. “And trust me, envious, too.”

“Well,” said Shuping. “I guess I must say my goodbye. Today’s my last day in McCarthy.”

“Are you kidding me?” exclaimed Nikolay. “You’re supposed to be here until September.”

“I know, Nikolay,” said Shuping. “I’ll miss you, too. They’ve hired a replacement, so you don’t have to worry about doing all the work by yourself.”

Nikolay shook his head and went to attend to another customer. Elias couldn’t believe one of her new friends was already departing. It was only July, and they’d just barely entered the second half of the summer season.

“Chen Guo and I just decided on it last night. I said goodbye to Katy this morning when she dropped off tourists at the Kennecott Hotel. We’re leaving for Anchorage this afternoon.”

“This afternoon? Why so soon?” asked Elias. “You aren’t going to wait for Gina to come back and say goodbye.”

“Well, we didn’t want to wait. We couldn’t wait…” Shuping blushed, then said thoughtfully. “I’m sure I’ll see Gina again somehow though.”

“You mean you’ll see her when you come back for Katy’s wedding in September?” said Elias. “No one knows where she is. I hope she’s okay. I don’t know if she’s coming back here at all.”

“Don’t worry. Gina can take care of herself,” said Shuping, and Elias felt as if Shuping knew something but didn’t want to tell her. “Why don’t you give me your permanent address so we can keep in touch? I can ship our famous smoked fish to you.”

Permanent address? Should she provide Helen’s or the prison’s? She had lived in each address equally long. Maybe neither, since she wasn’t sure where she was going to next.

“Elias? I’m talking to you,” said Shuping.

“I’m kind of in between places right now,” said Elias.

“Just remember to let me know where you move to from here.” Shuping handed a grocery bag to Elias and gave her a hug. They said goodbye to each other.

Elias left the general store feeling a little lost and empty. She remembered having a new group of friends every year in school, but she had them for a year at a time, and she had Ce’Rainitee for years until that fateful day. Now that she considered it, perhaps the length of time friends spent together physically wasn’t as important as keeping the connection spiritually, knowing somewhere in the world someone might be thinking of her and wishing her well sometimes. But how long would Katy, Gina, and Shuping remember her? Elias couldn’t answer for them, but she knew she would be thinking of them for years to come, and that alone was a warm and fuzzy feeling enough to let her feel a little less lost and a little less empty. Yet again, she wondered if Ce’Rainitee still thought of her. At that moment, she felt she could completely forgive her childhood friend for seventeen years of absence if indeed she was on her mind, even if it were just once in a long while.

»»•««

Sergeant’s Wolfe was waiting for Elias when she returned to Katy’s cabin. He was on the porch, talking to a bearded man in a flannel shirt and scruffy jeans. She eyed the stranger and felt an unexplainable fear rising within her.

“Miss Dodsen,” said the trooper, tipping his hat.

“How can I help you, sir?’ she asked, cautiously.

“Where’s Nadine?” the stranger asked, adding profanity at the end of the question, his breath a mixture of tobacco and liquor.

“Who?”

“Miss Dodsen,” said Wolfe. “Gina, whose real name is Nadine and who pretended to be a college student from Washington, stole from Mr. Ted Jackson here and assaulted him before she ran away from Texas. Can you tell me where she is?”

“I have no idea.” She clutched her grocery bag tightly, her hands shaking.

“You lying—” Jackson raised his fist, and she instinctively stepped back.

“Let me handle this,” Wolfe said, holding Jackson away. He turned to her. “When all of you strangers showed up early in the summer and ended up in Katy’s cabin, I had to check your backgrounds in order to protect Katy from troublemakers. Shuping’s from China, so I had no way to verify her identity, but I couldn’t find anything on you or Gina, either. Now you both have a southern accent, and so I gave your pictures to my buddies down south. They found a missing person in Texas that matched your profile, and that was when I came up here to talk to you the first time. But when they mailed the final results to me, I realized the names were switched accidentally, and the match to the missing person was Gina. I wanted to talk to her first, but one of my buddies already contacted her husband, Mr. Jackson here, and he showed up at my office this morning. Miss Dodsen, Gina committed a crime. For Katy’s safety, I’d appreciate your help in removing her from the town.”

Elias, her heart racing, could hardly catch her breath. It was pure luck Wolfe did not first come across her file. Could Gina have stolen from this repulsive Mr. Jackson and assaulted him? If she had, she must have a good reason for it. “Well, sir…” Elias said, her voice trembling. “Gina’s gone. I haven’t seen her in nearly two weeks.”

Wolfe stared down at her sharply, his face cross and his lips tensed. “All right. We will check her work site next.”

Jackson smacked his fist against the cabin door, and the whole place shook, so it rattled Elias with fear. “I’ll get her. And when I catch that cunning witch I’m gonna pay her back the hurt, with interest.” He stormed away from the cabin porch.

“I can’t believe you’d bring a man like that into Katy’s house,” said Elias, staring back at Wolfe despite her fear.

“No one can run from their past, Miss Dodsen,” Wolfe said as he got back on his ATV.

Elias shivered as Wolfe drove off with Jackson. As soon as they were out of sight, she took off in the direction of Andy’s store, the can of shaving cream and lipstick clinking and clunking along in her grocery bag as she ran. She had to tell Katy right away, and Andy was the one who could call her on the satellite phone. They had to come up with a plan for when Gina returned. Otherwise, Jackson and Wolfe were going to wreak havoc.

Elias blasted through the front of Andy’s store without acknowledging the girl behind the counter and went straight to Andy’s office. She rammed on the office door. “Andy, are you in there?” She shouted.

The door was opened, but to her surprise, it was Sam on the other side. “Elias,” he said. “What’s the matter?”

“I…Sam…” she said, astounded and breathless. “Gina…”

“Yes?” Gina appeared from behind Sam.

Surprised, Elias stared at her friend. What was she doing there? Nothing made sense.

“Why don’t you come in?” Sam took Elias’s hand and led her to a chair in Andy’s office. “How about some water, Andy?”

Andy brought her a glass of water. She took a sip, and, feeling rather confused but comforted by the presence of her friends, said, more calmly now, “Wolfe brought a man called Ted Jackson from Texas to Katy’s cabin just now. They were looking for you, Gina.”

Gina covered her mouth, a look of shock and fear in her eyes. She turned and threw herself in Sam’s arms. “What am I going to do? He’s going to kill me!”

“I won’t let him,” said Sam, his hand on Gina’s hair. “You can stay with me as long as necessary.”

“Thank you, Sam,” said Gina, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. You’ve been so good to me the last couple of weeks.”

Elias swallowed hard. She watched as Gina sobbed in Sam’s hold and he tried to comfort her by stroking her hair. When did they become so close? They were indeed together in Atlanta! Elias knew now wasn’t the time, but the heat of jealousy was burning inside her. She clenched her jaw. Her hands, resting on her lap with the bag of cosmetics still wrapped around her wrist, shook with unreasonable anger. “So, is Nadine your real name?”

Gina raised her head from Sam’s chest and looked at Elias, who continued to say, “Did you steal from your husband, Ted Jackson?”

Gina shook her head, and then she looked at Sam, pleadingly. “I did what I had to do.”

“Did you beat him up, too?” asked Elias.

“Elias,” said Gina. “It’s complicated.”

“So, it’s all true?” said Elias. “Did you know, Sam?”

“There’s no time to explain,” said Sam. “Gina, let’s go back to my place, and we’ll figure out what to do next.”

“I’ll find Katy,” said Andy, heading out of his office. “We’ll meet up soon, Sam.”

“Elias,” said Sam as he held Gina’s arm and helped her walk out of Andy’s office. “Take care of yourself.”

Sure, I would, why wouldn’t I, since no one was looking out after me, thought Elias. She left Andy’s store and walked back alone to Katy’s cabin. She went inside and caught sight of herself in the mirror hanging next to the door. She studied the features of her own face, and she ran her fingers through her thick, black hair. She ought to be glad, she told herself. She wanted Gina to be with Sam, so what was there to be upset about? Gina’s life had been hard, and she deserved a turnaround. Sam seemed to be the willing savior. He looked strong and dependable. Gina would be happy with him.

Although her heart still ached, she chastised herself now for being mean-spirited toward Gina in front of Sam. Her feelings toward him had worsened her impulsive nature, the irrational, immature self she was so eager to cast off. She looked into the grocery bag still hanging from her arm, shook her head, and tossed the whole thing in the trash.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Elias was alone for the next couple of days. Sam had not returned to work at the visitor center. Andy had closed up shop. Katy had not come home at all. She could only assume they were all busily engaged in a plan to liberate Gina. None of them bothered to send her a message. Shuping and Chen Guo had also left as planned. The day had started to shorten, and the world looked so lonesome to her now. August was just around the corner, and soon, she knew, it would be her turn to leave.

She finally took a hike up the Root Glacier Trail one afternoon. It had been raining off and on, and the air was wet with moisture. Groups of ice climbers walked past her with their crampons and axes hanging from their shoulders, boasting to one another the adventures they embarked on in the past. Elias wondered whether anyone of them went to prison. Surely, there ought to be other former felons around beside her. She had heard the incarceration rate in the United States was the highest in the world, holding somewhere between twenty and twenty-five percent of all the world’s prisoners. In Texas, something like one out of a hundred adults was behind bars. Chances were good some of these tourists were locked up at some point in their lives.

But it wasn’t a conversation people would discuss so proudly as their birthplaces or schools they attended. Incarceration was shame, painful, humiliating shame, which, like ancestry and education, followed one everywhere, for life. Employers and neighbors would always be suspicious, and who would mention prison on their first dates? And so, Elias concluded, even if she were to complete her parole and become legally free, the shackles of this shame would forever bind her, holding her back.

The last part of the trail was over bare, rocky terrain with an open view of the blue Kennicott Glacier, its large waves frozen like in a freeze frame photo. At the end of the trail, Elias was able to put one foot on the glacier and the other on land, and this amused her. She walked a little on the glacier before heading back on the trail. To her surprise, she saw a black bear looking down at her from an outcropping overgrown with soapberry bushes a few yards in front of her. She was seized with fear. She held her breath and stood still. Finally, the bear turned and disappeared into the bushes. She exhaled a sigh of relief, but she was giggling inside. She could not believe she was that close to a bear! If only there were someone to share it with… All of a sudden, an overwhelming sense of loneliness took hold of her, and the giggles died as she began her hike back to town.


Chapter Twenty-Three

“Take the box of leftover red velvet cake with you,” Mr. Mason said to Elias while closing up the kitchen one evening.

“I can’t eat all the cake by myself,” she said. “No one’s home but me.”

“Take it,” said Mr. Mason, rubbing his pot belly. “It’s so good I can’t stop eating it, so get it out of my kitchen pronto.”

Elias wasn’t in the mood to argue, and so she picked up the box on her way out. She went into the hotel lobby to pick up a copy of the USA Today and stopped to chat with the hotel clerk on duty. She left a slice of the cake with him and gave another slice to a guest lounging on the couch. It was chilly that night, and the fireplace looked exceedingly welcome. She decided to sit by it and read her newspaper while enjoying a slice of the cake with a cup of complimentary hotel coffee.

Half an hour later, the hotel clerk reminded her it was getting dark soon, and she reluctantly left her warm seat by the fireplace. She walked out of the hotel lobby with the box of leftover cake.

“Elias,” said a familiar voice.

She stopped in her track and saw Sam standing in front of her. She was so surprised that all her muscles froze up and the only thing she could feel was her heart galloping in her chest. “Sam? What are you doing here?”

“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said. “I thought your shift was over thirty minutes ago. I saw Mr. Mason leave through the back door.”

“I was reading the newspaper and eating cake by the fire in the lobby.” She tried to suppress a grin so as not to seem obvious that she was overjoyed to see him.

“Did you save me any cake?” asked Sam, smiling.

“Well, I… Let me see.” She nearly dropped the box while opening it, her fingers clumsy from excitement. There was exactly one slice of cake left. “Here you go.”

He took over the box and promptly took a big bite of the cake. He chewed slowly and seemed to be savoring it before he swallowed it. “This is delectable. Possibly the best red velvet cake I’ve ever had.”

“I’m glad you like it.” Elias smiled.

“I’m sorry I brushed you off the first time you wanted me to have it.”

“And I’m sorry for assuming you were a snob.”

“Come on,” he said, finishing the rest of the cake and then tossing the box in a trash can nearby. “I’ll take you home.”

Sam helped Elias get into his car and started down the path toward McCarthy. It was dusk, and the moon could be seen hanging on the horizon. “It’s not safe walking in the dark,” he said. “Come August, you shouldn’t walk home by yourself. If Katy’s too busy to give you a ride, I can take you home, if you don’t mind.”

Elias blinked, uncertain of what she was hearing. “Where’s Gina? Aren’t you supposed to be taking care of her?”

“She’s gone. She should be arriving in Shanghai soon.”

“What?” Elias exclaimed. “Will you please tell me what all happened? I know I’m not considered a friend by any of you, but I find you all very rude to keep treating me like an irrelevant outsider.”

“Irrelevant? You’re the reason why I got involved to begin with. I think of you as a friend, and I agreed to help Gina because she’s your friend.”

“Why am I kept in the dark?”

“It was necessary. I do apologize. Will you allow me to explain?”

“Please.”

“The day after you went out with that man from Glennallen—”

“You mean Josh.”

“The day after that, Gina and Shuping came to see me. That day when I took Gina home, and you told us Sergeant Wolfe was looking for a runaway from Texas, she had a suspicion that her husband, Ted Jackson, was looking for her. She had run away because he was physically abusive and put her in the hospital several times. One day, when he was drunk and trying to hit her, she knocked him cold with a chair, and took his money so she could get away from Texas.”

“I knew that man was a scumbag the moment I saw him. Poor Gina,” said Elias.

“She was afraid her husband would find her no matter where she hid in the United States, and so she wanted to leave the country. She asked Shuping for help. She wanted to know if Shuping would help her go to China, and Shuping said yes.”

“Wait, was that why Shuping and Chen Guo had to leave in such a hurry, to help Gina?”

Sam nodded. “Shuping said, with her family’s money and power, no one would be able to touch Gina in Shanghai. But Gina needed a passport fast. So, they came to me. They figured a law school dropout would know a thing or two about that.”

“And you did.”

“I didn’t, but my lawyer buddies in Atlanta were able to help out.”

“So that was why you took Gina there with you.”

“Yes,” said Sam. “And we didn’t tell anybody because she thought Sergeant Wolfe was onto her already. Andy only found out the plan when she and I got back from Atlanta, and then he told Katy.”

“Then what happened to all of you? You all just disappeared.”

“Gina hid in my cabin until we could figure out a plan,” said Sam. “Shuping and Chen Guo were going to drive to Anchorage, but we decided they’d better fly because Sergeant Wolfe and Jackson might be on McCarthy Road. When Katy met up with us, we all crammed into Andy’s plane and took off for Anchorage. It took us another day to get standby seats on a flight for all three of them to fly back to China.”

Elias shook her head. She was happy Gina escaped, but why wasn’t she included in the whole farewell process? She could’ve crammed into Andy’s plane, too. She wanted to protest, but she didn’t want to whine. So instead, she said, “I can’t believe Wolfe brought a man like Jackson to Katy’s cabin when all the time he claims to be looking after her.”

“It was an unfortunate lapse of judgment on Sergeant Wolfe’s part,” said Sam, pulling in front of Katy’s cabin and turning off the ignition. “I’m sure he regrets it.”

“You sound so forgiving. Wolfe called you names,” said Elias as she stepped out of the car.

“As have many others.” Sam walked around the front of his car to Elias. “I do not condone the behavior, but I do not condemn the person doing it.”

Elias looked up at him in awe. “You’re incredible.”

“Thank you.” Sam smiled, his eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “So, you’ve finally approved of me.”

“I thought we’d established that the day you saved Wolfe’s life.”

“That was not how I remembered. And then there was the incident with that man from Glennallen. You went with him to the saloon instead of attending a program organized by yours truly. I was disappointed to think you preferred beers over animals, and you preferred him over me—”

“I don’t prefer him over you. I like, I mean I…” She couldn’t bring herself to complete the sentence, to tell Sam that she liked him.

“All is well, Elias,” he said with a grin. “I had a talk with Mr. Mason just now, and he cleared some things up for me.”

“What did he say?” She felt faint, the butterflies in her stomach fluttering at full speed as she recalled how Mr. Mason asked a week ago if she wasn’t in love with Sam.

Sam gazed at her with an elusive smile, and she trembled, her knees weak, her legs on the verge of giving out. Did he know how she felt about him now? Was he going to say he felt the same way about her? Or was he going to tell her, kindly, that he wasn’t interested in her at all?

“Well, he said—”

“Forget it,” she interrupted. She didn’t have the nerve to find out. “It’s late. I should go in. Thank you for the ride. You don’t have to drive me home every night. I can walk back from Kennecott blindfolded.”

“You know, the way you tilt your head back and roll your eyes when you’re mad or, in this case, nervous, is adorable.”

“I’m not nervous.”

Sam shrugged. “If you insist on saying good night, I will see you tomorrow after work.”

“You don’t have to chauffeur me.”

“I believe Katy is waiting inside the cabin for you. We all just came back from Anchorage. Go in and catch up. Good night.”

Elias watched Sam take off in his car. The feeling she had for him could be one-sided and might end nowhere, but she was thrilled they would at least have fifteen minutes alone together six nights out of the week. She could get to know much more about him, but would she, could she, reciprocate? He was a federal employee, a civil servant, one with a presumably high moral standard and duty to abide by the law. Would he turn her in if he found out she was not where she was supposed to be? Maybe she could tell him the real story, that she went to prison for her best friend, but would he believe her? And would that stop him from reporting her? She shook her head. She had vowed never to betray Ce’Rainitee, and even though her old friend did not keep in touch, Elias wanted to remain loyal. Only children told on each other, and she was no kid anymore.


Chapter Twenty-Four

August came, and it grew cooler in the Wrangell Mountains. Rain sometimes persisted for days, although every once in a while there was a glimpse of sunshine coming down through the lush, thick leaves, shimmering on the surface of quiet springs and gentle creeks that Elias and Sam now explored while hiking when their time-off from work coincided. They took another trip to see Mt. St. Elias, again by Andy’s plane, and spent hours kayaking Icy Bay and exploring the rocky shores of Kageet Point. Sam built a fire using driftwood, and Elias tasted for the first time an assortment of space food, including lasagna that cooked in boiling water and freeze-dried ice cream.

“The space food is not bad, right?” said Sam.

“They would be better if they weren’t called lasagna and ice cream,” said Elias. “These are entirely new species of food.”

Sam laughed, and Elias joined in. Sam was not as stuffy as he used to be, and Elias felt more connected to him as each day went by. The fifteen-minute car ride on a work night always seemed too short, and they ended up chatting outside Katy’s cabin for another half an hour before saying goodbye.

“You’re getting on well with Stuffy Sam,” said Katy one night after she returned from work.

“He’s all right,” Elias replied, feeling blood rise to her cheeks.

“He went above and beyond to help Gina.”

“How is she doing in China? I suspect she has a lot of opinions about everything there?”

“You suspect correctly. That’s all she talks about when she calls, complaining about this and that. I told her to be grateful of what Shuping is doing for her, paying for all her expenses in China.”

“I can’t wait to see Shuping when she comes back for your wedding.”

“It won’t be up to her standard,” said Katy. “Remember the pictures from her wedding?”

Elias was shocked by the speed with which Shuping and Chen Guo’s families pulled a lavish wedding together. It was held at a palace decorated with red lanterns and silver bells. The couple had a tea ceremony in front of golden statues of a dragon and a phoenix. They had a ten-course feast catered by chefs who were considered national treasures in China. The guests wore stunning tuxedoes and gowns. Gina, Shuping’s maid of honor, was lent a diamond bib necklace valued at a quarter of a million US dollars!

“It was crazy, right? The whole drama with Gina. Wolfe cares about your safety.”

“Yes,” Katy chuckled. “He’s probably still investigating you.”

Elias pressed her lips together and looked away. If Officer Paige had reported her, it wouldn’t be long till Wolfe’s connections in Texas found out. Then what? Did Wolfe have the authority to pick her up? She cringed at the idea of going back to prison, and worse, the humiliation she’d face when Sam learned of her past. She just couldn’t bear the idea of Sam thinking that she was the worst of humankind.

»»•««

Elias was picking up a copy of the USA Today from the lobby of the Kennecott Hotel after work one day when she saw Sam talking to the clerk at the front desk. Elias waited until Sam turned away from the clerk to greet him.

“Hi, Sam,” she said, smiling.

“Hi, Elias.” He smiled back.

Usually, he would move first and open the hotel door for her, but now he was standing still, and she could tell there was something on his mind.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Forgive me for arranging it without consulting you first, but I asked Mr. Mason to give you tomorrow night off.”

“Why?”

“I wonder if—if you would join me for dinner.”

Elias’s heart did a somersault. She had imagined this scenario a few times, even practiced different ways to answer the question, but now, all of a sudden, she was tongue-tied.

“Of course, if you don’t care to—”

“I’d love to,” she said, hurriedly.

Sam took a step closer to her. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do if you said no. I do enjoy your company tremendously.”

Elias felt as if she were going to be incinerated by the heat radiating from Sam’s body. She hid her trembling hands in her coat pockets. “So, where are we having dinner?”

“Unfortunately, the restaurant here is the only suitable establishment within two hours’ driving, as you know.”

“I don’t mind having a burger at the saloon or something from the pizza bus.”

“I know you don’t, but my parents are hard to please.”

Elias was dumbfounded. “Parents?”

“Yes, you see, my parents are visiting. They arrive tomorrow. And, I’m rather dreading the idea of dining alone with them. I’d be much more at ease if you’re by my side. They would behave in a more civil manner in your presence.”

“Wait.” She shook her head. “You want to use me as a shield against your parents?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way. I mean, you’ll make a livelier dinner party, too.”

“So, I’ll be the entertainment as well?”

“No, Elias, that’s not what I meant.” Sam was red in the face, flustered.

Elias was disappointed. She had mistaken the dinner request for a date for two, but she found herself unable to refuse Sam. She smiled and said, “Relax, Sam. I’ll have dinner with you and your parents. But how long are they staying? I can’t have dinner with you every night.”

“Would that be so terrible?”

Elias tilted her head and looked into his eyes, which were looking into hers, too. She sensed there was a deeper meaning to his response, and for a moment she thought he was leaning in for a kiss. But the moment passed, and he straightened up. “I’m going to use work as excuse to not have to dine with them.”

“They are your parents, and they are coming a long way.”

“Trust me. They’re not here for reconciliation.”

“Obviously they love and care about you enough to travel here.”

“And I’m repaying them with a nice dinner and the delightful presence of a good friend of mine.”

“I’m a good friend of yours?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Sam, turning to open the door, signaling Elias to exit the hotel.

Undoubtedly, they were good friends. She couldn’t dare ask for more.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Elias stared at her ankle monitor, imagining what it’d be like if it weren’t there. She couldn’t cut it for fear the ink in the band would stain her skin forever. She looked around the bedroom and found a roll of duct tape. She pushed the ankle monitor as high up her leg as it would go and wrapped the silver tape around it several times to secure it mid-calf. She slipped into a dress borrowed from Katy’s wardrobe. It was an ankle-length cotton dress in the color of midnight blue, with elbow sleeves, scoop neck, and a flowing skirt. She then stepped into a pair of Katy’s heels. She tried to relax, telling herself she wasn’t going to dinner as Sam’s girlfriend. But she feared she would still be judged from head to toe by his parents, and she didn’t want to embarrass Sam in front of them.

“I knew this was going to happen,” said Katy when Elias asked her to come into the room to help her with hair and makeup. “I’ve noticed you two becoming close, so much so falling in love is just inevitable.”

“No one fell in love,” said Elias, her ears burning. “Sam asked me to dinner as a friend.”

“A man does not ask a woman to dinner with his parents if he’s not serious about her.”

“He wants to avoid having difficult conversations with his parents and is using me as a shield. If he, in fact, is in love with me, he’d have asked me on a date alone before tonight.”

“Andy said the last time you two spent a whole day together alone on Icy Bay, Sam whistled and grinned like a fool on the entire flight back.”

Yes, Elias noticed it that day. Sam was humming, tapping his feet, and was unusually cheerful. But what did it prove anyway? Maybe he just enjoyed the outdoors.

“And you always blush in front of him,” said Katy. “Tell me you’re not in love with him.”

Elias, embarrassed, pouted and stared at Katy.

“Okay, okay,” said Katy. “I won’t tease you anymore.”

“I just feel bad for Mr. Mason because I’ve already asked for a day off to go to the potlatch for Andy’s grandmother tomorrow, and now I’m going to be absent tonight as well.”

“Summer’s winding down,” said Katy. “It’s not as busy now as it was last month.”

“That’s true, and I’m a little sad about it.”

“Where are you going when the town shuts down next month?”

Elias shook her head. “Mr. Mason mentioned the ski resorts in Wyoming or Colorado where I could try and get a job in.”

“Or maybe you can just stay with me and Andy in Slana. I’m sure he won’t mind.” Katy giggled. “After all, he would want to help out his best buddy Sam in any way he can, including hosting you, the object of Sam’s affection.”

Elias’s ears warmed again. “I told you we’re just friends.’

“You know you want to stay here for him. You don’t want to leave him high and dry, do you?”

“The way you go on talking, it makes me want to leave you high and dry.”

They both laughed. Then there was a knock on the front door.

“Must be Sam. I’ll get it.” Katy dashed out of the bedroom.

Elias took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. She looked in the mirror again before she stepped into the living room.

»»•««

Sam had a mysterious grin when he saw Elias in her evening attire, and it made her wonder whether he thought her beautiful. Somewhere in her heart, a voice told her she didn’t need a man to approve of how she looked, but it delighted her to think Sam might adore her appearance as much as he proclaimed to appreciate the person she was inside.

He presented Elias with a bouquet of roses, and it was the first time she’d received flowers from anyone. It overwhelmed her. Katy took the flowers from Elias and shoved the couple out the door.

“Don’t rush to bring her home, Sam,” said Katy, smiling and closing the door behind them.

Elias’s heart was dancing, but she tried to appear calm. She needed to act mature, like a lady who’d been on multiple dinner dates and knew what to do with her suitors—except, of course, Sam was not exactly courting her, or was he?

“Thank you for agreeing to have dinner with my parents tonight,” said Sam as he started driving.

“No problem. Thanks for feeding me.”

“Although of course, I would much prefer dining alone with you.”

Elias pressed her lips together. She wanted to know his intentions, but she dared not ask.

“You look different tonight,” he said.

“Different good or different bad?”

“Good, of course,” he replied quickly. “You’re always good, even when you’re just the same old you.”

“The same old me?”

“I mean…I like how you were—I mean how you are—I mean…” he stammered on. “Not that I don’t like how you are tonight—you look beautiful by the way—but the way you’ve always been—I like that, too.”

Elias chuckled quietly and smiled.

“What’s so funny?” he asked, with a serious look.

“Are you nervous? I’ve never seen you at a loss for words.”

“I am, every time you’re near,” he said softly, his eyes focused on the road ahead, but those words warmed her face again, and her heart, too.


Chapter Twenty-Six

When they drove through town, Elias saw Sergeant Wolfe’s car outside Andy’s store where there was now a sign stating “Foreclosure-For Sale” staked to the ground in front of it.

Sam frowned and pulled over. “Let me see what’s going on.”

“I’ll go with you.” Elias followed Sam out.

Andy was sitting on the porch step with a pen and a piece of paper on his lap, with Wolfe, O’Brien, and two men in suits standing around and staring at him. O’Brien had a satisfied look on his face when he took the paper from Andy’s hand. “You won’t regret this,” said O’Brien, turning his attention to Sam and Elias. “Howdy, ranger? Miss Dodsen?”

Sam didn’t respond. Elias stayed quiet as well.

“You made the right decision, Andy,” said Wolfe. He tipped his hat at Sam and Elias before getting back in his car with O’Brien and the other men and driving off.

Sam walked over to Andy. “You didn’t—”

“I had to,” said Andy, looking up at Sam. “What else was I supposed to do?”

“Your grandmother gave you her land for you to protect it, not to be profited and desecrated by people like O’Brien and the developers.”

“We’ve lived off our land for hundreds of years,” said Andy. “Developing our land is no different. If they can find oil or gas underneath, or if they want to cut down trees or mine coal, or if they want to build a hotel and bring tourists, we profit, too. I profit, too. I mean, the land is there for us to use, for us to survive on, is it not?”

“Are you listening to yourself?” said Sam, his voice tense, a look of exasperation on his face.

“You don’t have the right to lecture me,” said Andy. “You don’t know what it’s like to be broke, to be in debt, to be a disappointment to the woman you love, and to yourself…”

“No, I don’t,” said Sam. “But I know if you didn’t sell out, at least you’d have your pride and integrity.”

“I can’t live on pride and integrity.”

“I hope you can live with your decision then,” said Sam, curling his fingers into fists. “If your grandmother could see you now she’d be disappointed.”

Andy’s eyes dimmed, and his face twisted as if in pain. Elias knew it must hurt him a great deal to give his grandmother’s land over for development, and she knew he did it for Katy’s sake. He wanted Katy to have a comfortable life, and the wedding was near. The land was all he had with the store and business gone.

“Do you want me to get Katy for you?” asked Elias.

Andy shook his head.

Elias looked up at Sam, who still looked angry. She nudged at his arm. “I think we should go.”

Sam sighed, took her hand in his, and led her away from Andy. She didn’t think anything of it until he let go of her hand after he opened the car door for her. She trembled all of a sudden. It was the first time they held hands, and yet it felt like they had held hands many times before because it felt so familiar and natural. She wondered what Sam thought of it if he even noticed the significance of it at all.

“You’re too hard on Andy,” said Elias when Sam started driving toward Kennecott. “He wouldn’t have done it if he could help it. He has to live on something, and he’s got to pay for the potlatch tomorrow, and the wedding…”

“I know,” said Sam. “But it’s my job to protect these lands. I know his grandmother’s land is private and out of my jurisdiction, but I still feel like some scoundrels have taken advantage of Andy when he’s in a vulnerable moment, and they’re going to tear up a piece of paradise. Andy’s going to regret it.”

“Maybe O’Brien’s people will take care of it.”

“Based on my observation of events in recent history, I think not.”

“Have some faith.”

“How can I have faith when I know what’s going to happen?”

“You know what’s going to happen? Am I going to have fish or steak tonight?”

“Come on, Elias. You know what I mean.”

“We all have to make tough decisions sometime in our lives,” Elias said solemnly. “I had to make one in my youth. It was probably not the best or the smartest, but at the time I had a good reason to do it, and I’ve never regretted it, even with all the consequences I had to live through as a result of that decision.”

“Is this something you wish to share with me?”

“Someday, maybe,” she said. Then, trying to lighten things up, she said, “Will you parents think I’m a pig if I eat both the fish and the steak?”

Sam laughed, which was what Elias hoped to achieve with that question. “I might think you’re a pig myself.”

“Really? Oh well, I don’t care what you think of me.”

“You don’t? I happen to care very much what you think of me. I’m offended to be thought of as stuffy, snobbish, rude, and arrogant.”

“I don’t think that anymore.”

“And what are your new thoughts about me?”

“Do you want compliments? I don’t know you to be vain.”

“No, I just want to know if you think of me—” Sam seemed to be searching for the right word for a moment. “Positively…”

“Would I have dinner with you if I didn’t?”

“Good,” he said, awkwardly. “That’s good to know.”

Elias had reason to believe that he was as fond of her as she was of him, even though at the moment he seemed to want to drag out the suspense for as long as possible. Did he like to torture the object of his affection? Or was he just shy? Or perhaps this was his way of a slow but methodical courtship? Elias found it simply insufferable.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mr. Collins was in black tie, and Mrs. Collins was in a violet, calf-length skirt suit with a matching hat. They had to be the fanciest couple in the Kennecott Hotel. They seemed surprised to see her. After a brief introduction, Mrs. Collins said to her husband, “Would you ask them to change our reservation to a table for five, dear?”

“Certainly,” said Mr. Collins as they headed into the restaurant.

“Table for five?” said Sam. “Who else are we expecting?”

“Victoria,” said Mrs. Collins, with a broad smile.

“Victoria?” Sam exclaimed.

“You two seemed to have such a good time when you came home last month,” said Mrs. Collins. “I thought you might like to see her again, and so I asked her to come with us. You know how busy lawyers are, but she cleared her schedule to come and see you. I asked her on the flight here if she’d mind having a long-distance relationship, and she said she’d be open to it for the right man, and I think she meant you.’

“Mother,” Sam almost shouted.

“Who’s Victoria?” asked Elias, somewhat wounded.

“Sam’s childhood sweetheart,” said Mrs. Collins. “Her mother’s my best friend. Victoria and Sam were playmates when they were babies. They went to law school at Howard together.”

“Sweethearts?” Elias peered at Sam, hoping he’d deny it, but he stood there silently with agony in his eyes.

“They were engaged, but well, I don’t know how much Sam has told you about our family,” said Mrs. Collins, her eyes saddened. “There are things we don’t share with outsiders—”

“Elias knows about Eddie,” said Sam.

“I suppose you are a closer friend than I thought,” said Mrs. Collins. “Anyway, I think Victoria wants to pick things up with you again—Oh, here she is.”

Elias turned to the direction where Mrs. Collins was looking, and there was Victoria, wearing an elegant, sleeveless evening gown in beige that accentuated her flawless, perfect hazelnut complexion. She was the definition of glamour and class, thought Elias, who felt embarrassed in her ordinary cotton dress. Victoria glided over and stood in front of Sam with her manicured fingers around a jewel-studded clutch positioned at her narrow waist.

“My, I hope I’m not overdressed,” said Victoria, examining Elias with a sharp look.

Sam held out a hand, and Victoria, who seemed to be expecting something else like a kiss or a hug, shook it.

“It’s good to see you again,” said Sam.

“It’s good to see you, too,” said Victoria. She then held out a hand to Elias. “I’m Victoria.”

Elias shook it and felt the firmness of Victoria’s grip. “Elias.”

“I invited Elias tonight,” said Sam.

“How delightful!” said Victoria. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone, Sam.”

Elias waited for Sam to deny he was seeing her, but to her surprise, he didn’t dispute it. On an impulse, Elias said, “We’re just friends.”

Mr. Collins walked up just now. “Our table is ready. Shall we?”

Dinner conversation was mostly a dialogue between Mrs. Collins and Victoria, with the subject being Sam, or rather, what Sam used to do with Victoria from childhood to the time of their engagement. Elias gathered the engagement was called off, but the circumstances that led to it were unclear, and no one seemed inclined to shed light on the details. Mr. Collins asked Sam about his job and the national park. How many grizzlies had Sam encountered? What kind of trees were the most abundant? Did Sam like being a ranger? Mr. Collins also praised the Copper River salmon on his plate. “Once, I had it flown in fresh from Cordova to have my personal chef prepare it, but it was not as exquisite as this,” said Mr. Collins after he devoured his fish.

Elias lost her appetite the moment she saw Victoria. Victoria was everything she wasn’t: wealthy, educated, a successful career woman. Why would Sam pass up on a woman like that? And they had history, a long history.

When Mrs. Collins started to ask about her home and her parents, Elias excused herself for the restroom.

“I’ll join you,” said Victoria, linking her arm with Elias’s.

They separated when they arrived at the restroom. Victoria stood in front of the mirror to powder her face, and Elias went in a stall, suddenly feeling embarrassed that she, a lowly human being, had to perform a bodily function while the goddess, Victoria, listened with pity outside.

“Sam’s an extraordinary man,” said Victoria when Elias came out of the stall.

“Yes, he is,” said Elias, turning on the faucet to wash her hands.

“Forgive me for being blunt, and trust me when I say I’m one of the least racist people you’ll know,” said Victoria, “but some of my friends believe black men belong to black women, and they frown when a fine black man like Sam end up marrying outside the race.”

Elias was stunned. “And you believe that, too?” asked Elias, turning off the faucet to dry her hands with a towel.

“No, I’m not small minded,” said Victoria. “But I want to warn you about the looks you’re going to get and the terrible things you’re going to hear from people both black and white.”

Elias was reminded of Josh’s remarks at the saloon. “First of all, Sam and I are just friends,” Elias said, defensively. “And second of all, I grew up in a black neighborhood, and no one there is ignorant like you or your ignorant friends!”

Victoria’s lips parted, and Elias realized she had said a rather hateful thing. She covered her mouth, feeling sorry on the one hand but angry on the other, angry that Victoria, with superior grace and sophistication, had somehow got the worst out of her, who was trying hard all night to keep up a façade of refinement herself. The façade was shattered now, and she was sure Victoria could see through her lack of cultured upbringing, but instead of feeling ashamed or fearful of what Victoria might report back to Sam or his parents, Elias suddenly had a rush of pride. The people she grew up with might be poor, but they weren’t phony like Victoria or her friends.

Victoria stood silently. Elias wondered whether she was expecting an apology. Elias had no intention to apologize, despite knowing she should according to custom. Instead, she said, “I’m going back. You coming?”

When they returned to the table, Elias saw Sam had an annoyed look on his face and gathered his parents must have been unpleasant in her absence, and so, she thought he wouldn’t mind if she mentioned something about a headache.

“Headache?” said Sam, all too eagerly. “We should call it a night then. I have to get up early for work as well.”

“It’s been nice meeting all of you,” said Elias politely, trying not to feel guilty about the irritated look on Mrs. Collins’s face.

Sam promised he’d check in on his parents the next day, said goodbye to Victoria, and held Elias’s hand as he led her out of the restaurant, through the hotel lobby, to his car.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Elias felt somewhat vindicated that Sam had run off with her. He was holding her hand again, no less. She let go of his hand in such a dramatic manner it made him stop and look at her with confusion in his eyes.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“You were holding my hand.”

“And?” He took off his sports coat and tossed it in the backseat.

“You didn’t ask me if it was okay to hold my hand.”

“I’m sorry.” He rolled up his sleeves and got in the car. “I wasn’t thinking.”

Elias was furious. He wasn’t thinking? So, the hand holding meant nothing? She got in the car, too, and slammed the passenger door shut so forcefully the vehicle shook.

“Some headache you’ve got,” Sam started driving.

“It was an excuse to get you out of the miserable dinner you were having with your parents and fiancée.”

“Victoria’s not my fiancée.”

“Why didn’t you marry her?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“But you had a good time with her in Atlanta.”

“She helped Gina with the passport. I went to see a law school friend. I didn’t know she was in the same firm. My friend was too busy to help me, and so she volunteered.”

“And then you rekindled an old flame.”

Sam stepped on the brake suddenly, and the car came to a halt. He turned off the engine, got out, and walked away.

Elias followed him out. It was dark now, but she could see they were just outside the Recreation Hall. There was no one else there, and all she could hear were their footsteps and the soft burbling of melt water flowing downstream along the edge of the Kennicott Glacier. Elias tripped over a rock, and she gasped in anticipation of a fall, but Sam had turned and reached out a hand and caught her. He held on to her hand as they walked into the large, empty room, illuminated only by the moon, which cast wide, parallel stripes of silver on the wooden floor through the row of windows on the western wall.

“Remember when my parents wanted nothing to do with my protests and activism after my brother died?” said Sam as they stood by a window. “Victoria took my parents’ side, and when I decided to come out west, she called off the engagement.”

“You still love her then?” said Elias, her hand still in his.

“I care about her, and I don’t deny I feel sentimental when I think of her. But no, I don’t love her in the way you’re implying.”

“And which way is that?”

“You’re not objecting to my holding your hand now.”

“I don’t see my objection being useful since you seem to want to make a habit of it.”

“Can’t you see I’m in love with you, Elias?” Sam cried out, with desperation in his voice.

Elias hadn’t expected it, and she tensed up for a moment as she stood with anxiety, not sure she heard him correctly.

He squeezed her hand, and said in a more tender voice, “I’m in love with you.”

Elias felt her knees weaken and she leaned back against the wall, her heart racing, and her face burning. She wanted to tell him she was in love with him, too, but she was still in such a daze that she couldn’t utter a sound.

“Remember the day you walked into my station?”

Of course, she did. There was no one there but him, the lone ranger, whom she was drawn to immediately by a mystifying, powerful force.

“Although I enjoy helping tourists see the beauty of our landscapes and the episodic excitement of fighting fires and rescuing campers, being a park ranger is mostly tedious work. On that particular day, I gave everyone the same information over and over again. I’d just caught myself planning for the same dinner I usually had each evening, and I was questioning the meaning of my existence when I heard the door open, and there you were, brought in by the summer breeze, with the colors on your cheeks and the sunshine in your eyes…”

Elias was surprised. “You didn’t seem too pleased to see me.”

“I’d been living out here for the calm, so my first thought was, how dare this woman just walk into my station and started chatting up a storm?”

“So that was why you wanted me to go, to get your calm back?”

“I believe I asked you to stay and offered to show you things,” said Sam, “Because just when you turned to leave, some feelings inside me, long hidden and neglected, suddenly surged and I wanted to keep you there and talk to me until those feelings could take root and bring me to life again.”

“For a long time, you weren’t always friendly.”

“That was because I was struggling whether to give in to those feelings. I was hurt once before.”

“Victoria?”

“It wasn’t just her. It was also my parents, my colleagues, my friends, those whom I trusted and looked up to and ultimately let me down. I decided it was better to keep a distance from people, to not let them in.”

“But you’re letting me in now?”

“I can’t explain it. Maybe it’s the way you’ve made me feel. I just want to hold on to you.”

Elias reached and brought Sam toward her so that her heart was next to his. “Kiss me.”

He leaned in and touched his lips to hers. The kiss was hesitant at first, but it grew passionate. She felt drunk even though she didn’t have any wine.

He pulled away. “Does this mean you feel the same way about me?”

She nodded, and he smiled and kissed her again. He began to sway slightly from side to side while holding her, and then he gave her a twirl, and another until suddenly she found herself dancing with him in the moonlit hall to only the music in her heart.

When they had come full circle back to the window, they fell in another long and saccharine kiss, but then a thought came to her, and she decided to tell him the truth. It wouldn’t be right to keep him in the dark any longer.

“I have something to say.” She reluctantly pushed him away.

He gazed at her, the twinkles in his eyes like the stars in the night sky above the glacier. She almost changed her mind for fear that she wouldn’t see those eyes again if she told the truth, but she knew she had to do it. She propped her right foot on the exposed copper pipe running along the lower part of the wall just under the window, lifted her skirt above her knee, and showed him the taped-up monitor on her calf.

“I just got out of prison,” she started, trying to see if he was fazed by it at all, but he didn’t seem to, and so she continued. “I’m on parole.”

“I knew.”

“You knew?”

“I’ve seen your monitor. That day when you were on the horse with me on Nabesna Road, your pant leg was riding up, and I saw it.”

“You did? But you didn’t say anything.”

“I’m not in the habit of probing strangers’ private matters.”

Elias considered for a moment whether to tell him she was sentenced to twenty years in prison for the accidental shooting death of her best friend’s sister while being high on cocaine. But then, he might be so disgusted that he’d leave her on the spot. Perhaps she could explain she wasn’t the one who did it, that she took the fall for her best friend. But no, she didn’t want to tell anyone about that, not even Sam. She had made a pledge to Ce’Rainitee, and she was going to uphold it no matter what.

Sam lowered one knee to the floor and cupped his hands around her monitor. “As much as I applaud your creative use of the almighty duct tape, may I help you remove it? It had to be uncomfortable.”

Elias smiled, and although she was embarrassed that Sam had his eyes on her unshaven leg, she signaled him to proceed.

Sam carefully peeled the tape away, and Elias could tell he was trying hard not to cause her pain. But the pain was inevitable, and she let out a quiet whimper.

“Should I stop?” he asked.

“No, take all of it…”

He did, and when the adhesive was gone, he slid the monitor gently down her leg. Then he looked up to reach for the hem of her skirt on her thigh. Elias held her breath, not knowing his intentions. With seriousness in his eyes and a conscientious fashion, he brought the hem down to her ankle.

Then Elias, in a trance, her foot still propped up on the pipe, reached for his hand and guided it back up her leg to her hip under her dress. He stood up, and she led his fingers across her waist until they came to her breast, the heat of his arm melting her so she could almost hear the burbling of her own body as it turned to water, flowing downstream with the glacier outside in the moonlight.

“Elias…” he breathed into her ear.

“Take all of me…” she whispered back.

In the moonlight, by the window, his face had the regal look of a Bernini sculpture she once saw in an art magazine. He put his head to hers, rubbing his cheek against her hair, inhaling and exhaling deeply and rhythmically. She took in his scent, a mixture of mountain air and alder wood. Both his arms were on her skin now, just below the hollows under her shoulders, his body cradling her hard against the wall. With her entire flesh and bones quivering, she turned her face slightly and pressed her lips to the notch above the middle of his chest.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The potlatch for Andy’s grandmother was held under a large tent set in an open space outside Slana, in the Upper Copper River region, five hours’ drive north from McCarthy near the beginning of Nabesna Road where Elias and Sam rode on his horse the day he saved Wolfe from drowning. The recollection of the ride warmed Elias’s heart and brought a smile to her face—it was the first time they were physically close.

Last night felt so surreal. Things just happened without any thinking on her part. She still could not believe Sam was in love with her. Her hands trembled as she let waves of emotions wash over her. She wanted to tell Sam about her past. She had to tell Sam what she planned to do with her future. Uncertainty couldn’t last forever in a relationship. But things felt so beautiful, she dared not take any chances to ruin them by telling the truth about herself. Why would Sam want to waste his time with someone who could be returned to prison at any moment? Why would he want to waste time with someone who had a criminal record at all? Sam said he didn’t mind, but when his passion cooled down—she watched enough movies in prison to know it eventually would—his rational self would begin to argue for him to stay as far away from her as possible.

Elias shook her head. Her mind was cloudy with many questions, but the festive mood of the potlatch served to distract her somewhat. White lilies and purple lupines adorned the interior of the tent, and dozens of people, many in tribal clothing, formed layers of circles, moving counterclockwise chanting a refrain over and over while waving red bandanas in front of their chests. A group of men was beating on hand drums shaped either in circles or octagons, and that was the sole instrument besides voice. When the song changed, people danced with greater fervor to the thumping drums, bending their knees, so they were almost squatting, arms outstretched or held with elbows flexed, their bodies turning from side to side rhythmically.

Andy’s aunt, Becky, was the head representative of Andy’s family, and she greeted Elias warmly. Katy, who was dressed in a tanned caribou-skin tunic with a fringe yoke and beaded flowers, pulled Elias into the dance, and she started singing and dancing as if she knew the music and the moves all her life. The joyous sensation was infectious, and she felt spiritually connected to others like never before.

“Andy’s grandmother must be well-loved to have this many people here at her memorial,” Elias said to Katy while they took a break from the dance.

“Yes,” said Katy. “She was one of the last elders who could still speak our language, and she used to sponsor activities to teach the young ones. I went on a fishing trip with her once, and she taught me words in our language that had to do with fishing. Sadly, I forgot just about all of them. Andy is better at it than I am.”

“Speaking of Andy, where is he?”

“He’s not answering my calls. He should’ve been here an hour ago. We were going to come together, but then he said he had to be somewhere else.”

“Did you know about the deal he made with O’Brien?”

“Yes, Wolfe told me. Andy did what he had to do.” Katy sighed, and then she cast her glance beyond Elias’s shoulders. “Hey, here comes Sam, ever so dashing in his ranger uniform and that campaign hat of his. He kept you out late last night. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

Elias’s cheeks burned as she quietly relived having Sam’s warm and clammy skin on hers the night before. “Nothing…”

“Nothing? It looks like something happened to me.”

“Good morning, Katy,” said Sam as he came to stand next to them. “To you as well, Elias.”

“And he’s back to old Stuffy Sam.” Katy shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Elias nudged Katy on the arm. “Go and call Andy again.”

“Okay, okay.” Katy chuckled and turned, heading toward the exit of the tent.

Sam stepped closer to Elias and reached for her hand, pulling her to him and smiled. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

Elias’s spine tingled at those words. His compelling presence had her surrounded like a force field that was difficult to escape from. She didn’t want to escape, but the feeling of losing control and completely submitting oneself to another was also terrifying. So instead, she said, impulsively, “Is that something you tell everyone you had a one-night stand with?”

“One-night stand?” Sam pulled Elias closer, but his smile had faded into a frown. “I’ve not ever taken up such a vulgar habit, and you shouldn’t think so lowly of yourself.”

Elias’s first instinct was to tell Sam she was just joking and she loved him as well, but somehow, the words “vulgar” and “lowly” reminded her of how Victoria had made her feel at dinner, and so she blurted out, “I’ll never measure up to your ex.”

“Who’s measuring?”

Elias pulled away from Sam. “I just don’t feel I’m worthy.”

Sam held her arms. “You may not feel that way, but you are. And I hope to be the man that can someday change your estimation of yourself, for the better.”

“Sam, you’re so kind. But I think you’re confusing love with charity.”

Sam had a harrowing look on his face. “What are you doing? Why are you pushing me away?”

Elias shook her head. She didn’t know why. Was she pushing him away? That was not her intent. She was merely voicing her anxieties. Why did most discussions she had with Sam turn into arguments? Could this prove they shouldn’t be together? Her heart sank, and she felt cold. What was she doing? She was not supposed to drag someone else into her troubled life, someone she loved so deeply and helplessly.

“I just need some time to think,” she finally said.

He let go of her. “I’ll be outside.” He looked defeated as he walked out of the tent.

Elias watched him go away, a pain cutting slowly across her heart as she imagined they were finished for good. How could the magic of the night before vanish so quickly? If she could’ve, would’ve, just tamed the impulsive child within her, then at least she’d be able to hold on to Sam until she could no longer hide from the law.

But perhaps it was just as well. What was the difference between ending it now versus ending it later if it were going to end regardless? Maybe the pain she’d have if she were to end it later would be a whole lot worse, and so, in fact, she was doing herself, and maybe Sam as well, a huge favor by carry out the inevitable now. Maybe, she shouldn’t have let last night happen to begin with.

She was tangled up in a web of doubts and emotions when she saw Katy standing by the exit of the tent, looking forlornly into the distance. She walked toward Katy, but before she could reach Katy, Andy’s father, Joe, had gotten there first.

“Katy,” said Joe drunkenly, a bottle of whiskey in his hand. “Andy loves you so much he threw all his money into your friend Chloe’s husband’s fishing business in Cordova. He told me he did it because you wanted him to make a big buck, like Chloe’s husband. Well, guess what, Chloe’s husband went belly up, and Andy lost all his money.”

“What?” Katy exclaimed. “That can’t be. They just got married, and they built that big house by the sea—”

“That house belongs to the bank now.” Joe sniggered. “When’s the last time you talk to this good friend of yours?”

Katy stared at Joe with both confusion and disdain. “You’re lying.”

“Call your friend, why don’t you?” Joe staggered. “Andy loves you too much to tell you the truth. Yes, it’s your fault my son lost all his money. But no matter, it cleared his head, and he made that deal with O’Brien he should’ve made long ago. So, no hard feelings.” Joe opened his arms as if expecting a hug from Katy.

“Leave her alone.” Elias pulled Katy back from Joe. “You’re a disgrace to be drunk on the day of your mother’s memorial.”

“And who are you, drifter?” Joe threw his empty bottle of whiskey on the ground, and it shattered loudly into pieces, causing Elias to cringe for a moment. Joe’s glance veered away for a moment. “Here comes Sergeant Wolfe. He might have some news for us all.”

Wolfe was taking long strides toward them from the parking lot. Sam apparently had caught sight of him and decided to walk back into the tent to stand beside Elias and encircled her with his arms. This warmed Elias’s heart. Despite the quarrel earlier, Sam seemed to care about her still and want to protect her.

Then she saw unforgiving condemnation on Wolfe’s face, and a sense of doom came down on her like a net.

“You’re supposed to be on parole in Texas, Elias Dotson,” said Wolfe, his eyes cutting Elias like a knife, spelling out her real last name. “You were sentenced to twenty years in prison for the shooting death of a minor while intoxicated when you were seventeen. You’re here illegally, and I should have you arrested and sent back right away.”

It shredded her heart to hear the accusation again after so many years. Elias swallowed hard, trying to calm her trembling hands. She turned around to see Sam’s face when he suddenly dropped his arms away from her. Sam’s eyes told her he was shocked, repulsed even. “Sam…” Elias muttered. She wanted to explain but didn’t know how.

“Is it true?” asked Katy, looking at Elias incredulously.

Which part was Katy’s question concerning, the part regarding the shooting or the part regarding her parole violation? Elias had made up her mind never to betray Ce’Rainitee and divulge the truth of the event. Slowly, she lifted her pant leg to reveal the inactive ankle monitor. “It’s true,” said Elias. “I was locked up and just recently paroled, and I was not supposed to leave Texas.”

“What I don’t understand,” said Wolfe, “is how come your parole officer hasn’t reported you missing?”

Elias was shocked. “If she hasn’t reported me, how did you find out about me?”

“I looked into it with the help of my friends in Texas, and I found out your incarceration and parole status, but strangely, according to your parole officer’s reports, you’re following rules and doing just fine, and she’s downgraded you, so you don’t have to wear a monitor anymore. So, how much did you pay your parole officer to help you get away?”

“What? I didn’t pay her,” said Elias. “I don’t know why she reports I’m still in Texas.”

“Katy,” said Wolfe, “this is why I always have to look into these random people you let stay in your cabin. First Gina, and now Elias…I’m going to have to take your new best friend to the station and give Texas a call to see about extradition.”

Elias felt sick. She thought she was going to faint right there. A tunnel began closing in on her as her racing heart throbbed in pain. She looked at Sam again. He seemed so far away now, his eyes hard and punitive. Why? Last night, he seemed so forgiving of the fact she was on parole. Was he now abhorred by the nature of the crime she was convicted of? Or was he outraged by the fact she was running from the law?

Suddenly, there was shouting. “Andy’s out there with a gun!”

Chaotically, people darted for the exit of the tent. Elias was jolted from her state of stupor, and she followed everyone out.

Andy was standing in the middle of the parking lot holding a hunting rifle, its muzzle under his chin.

“Andy,” Katy shouted. “Don’t do it!”

“I have sold my grandmother’s soul out,” Andy cried. “I have brought shame to her name. Now, I will take the punishment I deserve.”

“Andy, put the gun down,” Wolfe said as soon as he came on the scene.

Andy stared at Wolfe severely. “You! I should take you out first so you can’t make another one of us sell out our lands.” Andy pointed his rifle at Wolfe.

“No!” Katy stepped in front of Wolfe just as Andy pulled the trigger.

Elias had no time to think. She instinctively threw her body at Katy, pushing her out of the way. Something burned her arm, and she was knocked down to the ground.

She could barely breathe as she turned to look at her left arm. It was bleeding. She looked over at Andy, who once again had the muzzle under his chin. He closed his eyes. And Elias saw Sam pounce at Andy as Katy screamed.

Shots went off.

And Elias’s world went dark.


Chapter Thirty

When Elias saw light again, Katy was sobbing next to Andy, who was holding his bloody head but was conscious and mumbling about how he had dishonored his family and killed his best friend.

“It was just a graze.” Wolfe came into sight, kneeling in front of Elias, pointing at her left arm. Someone had bandaged it up. “Thanks for saving Katy’s, and…my life.”

Elias looked toward where Sam was before she passed out, but there were now many people there, obscuring her view. She stood up slowly and stumbled over, pushing through the crowd.

Sam was lying there, motionless, blood soaking through his chest. He didn’t seem to be breathing. Elias felt weak again. A shadow of tremendous fear and wretchedness had descended upon her, engulfing her whole.

Elias collapsed by the side of Sam, but someone told her to move away. “Let the paramedics do their thing, lady.”

“Elias…” said a voice nearby.

“Josh?” She looked up at the paramedic holding an oxygen mask to Sam, who was now intubated.

“It’s okay,” Josh said. “Give us some space to help him.”

She nodded, pushed back her tears, and moved back toward the crowd. The scene was chaotic and frantic as they pulled out various devices to revive Sam.

“There’s no breath sound on the left,” a paramedic yelled.

Josh put his hand on Sam’s neck. “He’s got a tension pneumo,” Josh yelled. “Needle decompression!”

Someone took over ventilation while Josh crouched by Sam’s side, and Elias watched in fright as Josh plunged a long needle into Sam’s chest. “We need to get him on the chopper now,” Josh commanded.

The paramedics loaded Sam onto a gurney and moved him into the waiting helicopter. The loud, whirling rotor blades swept up moisture from the grass and the droplets hit Elias’s face like cold, icy daggers. Andy was also being transported onto the helicopter, and he seemed reluctant to let go of Katy’s hand as they prepared for liftoff.

“Thank you,” Elias said to Josh as he climbed onboard.

“I’ve been a weekend paramedic for years and today’s my first day as team lead,” said Josh. “I can’t believe your boyfriend is my first patient.”

“Will you take care of him?” asked Elias, remembering the animosity Josh had shown toward Sam.

“As much as I might be jealous or resentful of him,” said Josh, “I took an oath to care for all equally, and I do truly believe in the sanctity of all lives.”

The words comforted Elias as Josh signaled for the pilot to take to the air. When the helicopter disappeared on the horizon, Elias saw Wolfe stare at her from a distance while talking to Joe. She wondered whether the trooper would arrest her now but only saw him shake his head at Joe. Within a minute, they both disappeared into the patrol car and drove off.

Katy found her way to Elias, and they threw their arms around each other and wept together for a long time. Then, Katy wiped her tears with the back of her hand and said, “I know we need to go to the hospital in Anchorage, but I want to see my mother first.”

“Your mother? Why?”

“My mother’s a healer. She’s not far from here.” Katy pushed Elias toward Andy’s truck, the key still in the ignition. “I need her right now.”

»»•««

Katy drove Elias up the mountain. The forest was dark with a thick canopy of trees, the trail almost impassable with underbrushes above which a cold, white mist hung low. As they approached a log cabin, Elias could see a woman tending to her vegetable garden. The woman, whom Elias assumed to be Nara, had her graying hair in a braid down her back, wearing a beaded vest and the most peculiar necklace, a string of long, white sticks which Katy explained to be whale teeth.

Nara looked up when Katy and Elias entered the garden. “Why don’t you take your friend to the cabin and change into some fresh clothes?” said Nara. “We’ll talk after.”

Elias looked down at her clothes and saw she was covered in blood.

“Wait. Did you know Andy was going to—” Katy stared hard at her mother. “And you said nothing?”

“I only know you’re in distress and you’ve got blood all over you,” said Nara calmly. “But you’re alive, so, it means whatever you need to say is not an emergency, and therefore we can chat after you clean up.”

“Unbelievable,” said Katy. She wiped her tears and took Elias’s hand. They went into Nara’s cabin. Elias surveyed the collection of dry herbs and animal parts stored in a cabinet hung on one wall. The opposite wall was adorned by various stone amulets and wooden masks carved with animal motifs. There were moose-hide hand drums and whale teeth necklaces hanging on another wall. The whole place smelled like medicine.

Elias and Katy took turns to change into fresh clothes they found in the chest of drawers in Nara’s room.

“I don’t know why I always get so mad as soon as I see my mother,” said Katy, after they both cleaned up and sat down on the chairs in the front of the cabin by the wall of amulets and masks.

“Well, if you thought your mother knew what was going to happen and didn’t tell you…”

“I don’t think she knew,” said Katy, “even though she does have a knack for knowing many things before they happen. Healers in these parts are said to have the ability to dream about things that happen in the future, but most of my people are Christians, and we don’t want to be associated with all that magic stuff.”

“So how does your mother know ahead of everyone else?”

“She claims she just pays attention to the little things that indicate possible disasters. For example, she goes around these mountains and checks out fire-prone areas such as old cabins with overgrown grass around. Also, she constantly looks at the clouds and feels the wind and temperature in the atmosphere and observes what the birds and the animals are doing. She then sends a homing pigeon to warn us when there might be a lightning storm or a fire. She’s usually right.”

“That’s some gift,” said Elias, amazed. “But what does she do as a healer?”

“She makes you an herbal tea and sings you a prayer,” said Katy. “And a lot of the times that’s all it takes.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not going to help Andy or Sam.”

“I know, I know,” said Katy. “I’m sorry Elias. I don’t want to drag you into the trouble I have with my mother. She’s never taken care of me in the way most normal mothers do. And yet, what do I do when I need a shoulder to cry on? I come to her.”

“You’re seeking comfort from your mother?”

“I know it’s crazy,” said Katy. “I guess blood is thick like they say. For as long as I remember, no matter how much I resent my mother for not being there for me, I always feel better when I’m with her, even when all we do is fight.”

“Then she is being there for you,” said Elias. “Just not in the way most normal mothers do, as you said.”

Katy laughed through her tears. “No, she’s abnormal. I mean, look at her stuff. Who keeps otter tongues and bear galls on their shelves?”

Nara walked in just now. “These are my collections of shaman paraphernalia from southeast Alaska. I don’t use them, but they’re interesting to look at.” Nara poured hot tea into two cups and offered them to Katy and Elias. “Why don’t you two sit?”

“We have to go to Anchorage,” said Katy, her voice calmer now after sipping some tea.

“Are you going to tell me what happened now?” asked Nara.

“Andy and Sam had a terrible accident, and they’re both hurt badly.” Katy took a deep breath in and told Nara what happened.

“It sounds like Sam may not make it,” said Nara.

Elias’s hands began to shake, the tea rippling inside the cup she was holding.

Katy reached to cover Elias’s hands. “Why would you say that?” she yelled at Nara.

“I’m only making a prediction based on what you just described,” said Nara. “Isn’t that what you came here for, to hear a prediction from me? Because I’m the village voodoo doctor?”

“You know I don’t think that,” said Katy.

“She came here to see you for comfort,” Elias said to Nara and then turned to Katy. “Why don’t you just admit to your mother you love her and need her to hug you sometimes? I wish I could run to my mother now and cry in her arms, too…” Elias’s tears burst from her eyes.

Katy and Nara said nothing to each other, but Elias could tell the tension between them was scaling down. She took another sip of Nara’s tea.

“Let me take a look at that arm,” Nara said, pointing her chin at Elias’s left arm. “Whoever dressed it was not very professional.”

“Sergeant Wolfe did it.” Katy peered curiously at her mother.

“I see,” Nara said, and Elias saw a glint of something tender in her eyes.

Elias let Nara remove the bandage and looked at her wound for the first time. It was a superficial, linear gash about the size of her index finger, bloody red and stinging. “Ouch,” Elias said as Nara applied an ointment to the wound and wrapped it up with fresh gauze.

“Perhaps now’s a good time to leave for Anchorage.” Nara grabbed a satchel from a hook on the wall.

Elias and Katy looked up at Nara. “You’re coming?” asked Katy.

“Well, I’d like to see my prediction about Sam proved wrong,” Nara said as she swiftly walked out the front door. Elias and Katy wasted no time following her out.


Chapter Thirty-One

They stopped by the potlatch first, and Becky found someone to fly Katy, Elias, and Nara to Anchorage on a bush plane. Becky had to stay and comfort the family members who witnessed the traumatic event.

“We’ll meet up in Anchorage,” said Becky as Katy boarded the bush plane.

“Will you tell Sam’s parents in Kennecott, too?” shouted Elias from the plane.

“I will,” said Becky. “See you soon.”

The engine noise and lack of headphones prohibited conversation during the flight. Elias just wanted to wallow in her emotions—the sadness when she recalled Sam’s wounds, the fear when she worried that Sam might die, and the emptiness when she imagined living without Sam, who had come to occupy so much of her heart.

When they arrived at the hospital in Anchorage, they were informed that Andy and Sam were split up. Andy had been treated for a concussion and a scalp laceration and was now in the observation unit. Sam lost a lot of blood from having a bullet tear through a major vein and was having emergency surgery to have the bullet removed and the vein repaired. Elias kept hearing a ringing noise and had difficulty digesting all that information. She was lightheaded and could barely stand straight up. She was propelled by Katy and Nara as they moved to the observation unit to see Andy. She couldn’t feel the ground she was walking on and thought she was floating through the busy hallways like a ghost.

“I’m so sorry…” said Andy when he saw Katy. “I was so ashamed of myself. I gave up my grandmother’s land. I couldn’t face my family.”

“It was my fault,” said Katy, tearful. “I’d lost sight of the most important thing in my life. It’s you, not the wedding, not the money. Your father told me about the investment you lost. I shouldn’t have led you to think I wanted you to throw your life savings into Chloe’s husband’s business.”

“I wanted to get rich, too,” said Andy. “I was tired of being a small-time tour guide.”

“You’re saying that to make me feel better,” said Katy. “It’s not true. You love your life in the mountains.”

“I love you more than anything in the world.” Andy reached to hold Katy’s hand. “I want to help your dream of becoming a doctor come true.”

Katy threw her head into Andy’s chest and sobbed. “I love you, too, and I don’t want anything else but you.”

Nara sat down beside Andy. “You’ll be fine. You survived a warrior’s test. You will not waste your second chance in life.”

Nara brought out a small object from her satchel and rubbed it on Andy’s head. “This amulet will heal and protect you.” Nara strung the charm around Andy’s neck.

“Thank you, Nara,” said Andy, wrapping his fingers around the amulet. “How’s Sam doing?”

“He’s in surgery,” said Katy. “That’s all we know.”

Andy nodded and drifted off to sleep. The three women went out to the hall and saw Joe storming toward them, with Sergeant Wolfe following closely behind. Wolfe and Nara exchanged a look, and Elias could tell at the moment Wolfe’s eyes softened and the corners of Nara’s lips curved up slightly that they still had feelings for each other. It surprised Elias to know that the overbearing, contemptible Wolfe had a tender side and that Katy’s indifferent mother had once been in love, and still could be.

“I’m going to the meditation garden,” said Nara as she began to walk away. “All this healing work takes a lot of energy, and I need to re-center myself.”

“I will sue to get my money back,” Joe shouted, waving a piece of paper in front of Katy. “I found Andy’s suicide note in his cabin. He willed his entire asset to you. Well, you aren’t married, and I’m his next of kin.”

Katy seemed to be taken aback by Joe’s angry outburst and stood speechless staring at him.

Elias stepped forward. “Andy’s alive, and he will recover, so you don’t need to worry about the note.”

Joe’s mouth twisted as if he hadn’t considered the fact Andy might have survived. “Let me talk with my ungrateful son, trying to cut me off like that…”

Elias tried to say something to persuade Joe to leave, but Wolfe had already cut in and spoke with authority. “Joe, now is not the best time. Everyone is still shocked and highly emotional. Why don’t you go home? I’ll keep you posted on Andy’s condition.”

Joe opened his mouth as if about to talk back, but Wolfe laid one hand on Joe’s shoulder, and Joe turned his head to the side in defeat. Elias had not held high opinion of Wolfe, but at that moment, she was glad he was there to handle riffraff such as Joe.

“Go on then.” Wolfe urged Joe to leave.

“I’ll be back.” Joe gave Katy one last stare before he took off.

“Thank you,” Katy said to Wolfe.

“Andy’s stable?” asked Wolfe.

“He is,” Katy replied. “Thank God. I don’t know what I’d do if…”

Katy’s tears spilled out of her eyes again, and she put her head on Elias’s shoulder to cry. Elias wanted to comfort Katy, but she could feel tears welling up in her own eyes.

“I’m sorry about Andy…” Wolfe muttered.

Elias felt a sudden surge of anger, and she turned and took a hostile step toward Wolfe. “What’s in the land deal for you? Why were you so eager to see it through? You pushed Andy over the edge. You led him to want to take his own life. Sam wouldn’t be in the state he’s in right now if it weren’t for you.” Elias choked up, her decimated heart still beating hard and fast, threatening to tear out of her chest and pounce on this beast of a man in front of her and claw at him until he was in shreds, too.

“I’m merely trying to help people in these parts, people like Katy, to have a better life when there is money pouring in,” Wolfe said solemnly. “You must have noticed the lack of schools and clinics and other basic services in the area. Have you seen a fire department? No. Have you seen a decent grocery store? No. Have you seen those potholes being filled in the two months you’ve been here?”

Elias couldn’t refute that. It was true that sometimes it seemed as if the world had forgotten about the people of the Copper River Valley. But still, it was Wolfe who directly handed Andy the foreclosure papers and O’Brien’s contract.

“I’m sorry for everything that’s happened.” Wolfe looked imploringly at Katy. “Maybe I did push Andy too hard. All I want was for you to have the best life possible. You know how much I care about you.”

“Yes,” said Katy, weeping still. “I know. It’s just bad luck. You couldn’t have foreseen it.”

“He could’ve prevented it,” said Elias, still unforgiving. “None of it would’ve happened if he had left Andy alone.”

“I wish I had, too,” Wolfe said with desperation. “Katy, you mean a lot to me, and the last thing I want to do is hurt you. And seeing you like this, I’ve realized how, in my blind, patronizing ways of pushing ahead with what I thought was best for you, I’ve caused you sorrow.”

Katy threw herself into Wolfe’s arms, and Elias was surprised to see Wolfe’s tender, apologetic side.

“And how-how is the ranger?” Wolfe asked, timidly.

Elias was shocked Wolfe would mention Sam. She felt anger rising again, but before she could assault Wolfe with her words, Katy said, “He’s still in surgery. His wounds are serious.”

“He’s a hero, a real hero,” said Wolfe. “He saved my life, and now he’s saved Andy’s, too.”

Elias hadn’t expected to hear Wolfe’s praise for Sam. They never did see eye to eye.

Wolfe turned to Elias again. “Listen, about the whole parole thing—”

“Are you arresting me now?” said Elias indignantly.

“No, no,” Wolfe stammered. “We can forget about extradition for the time being. It’s too expensive, and I don’t see any reason why Texas would spend the money to have you sent back.”

“You’ll leave me alone?” asked Elias, incredulous now.

“I’m not going to arrest you,” said Wolfe. “I owe the good ranger and you my life, and I’m not about to send you away when he needs you the most. I can tell you and he share a special bond. I once had such a bond with a woman—”

Wolfe stopped mid-sentence. He patted Katy on the back. “I’ll look in on you and your…mother…later if she’ll stay long enough for me to look in on her again.” He forced a bitter smile, turned, and walked out of sight.

Elias’s anger toward Wolfe subsided somewhat. She felt like her heart had been on a crazy rollercoaster ride. Wolfe was not going to arrest her. She could stay with Sam for as long as she wanted. But would Sam be able to pull through this nightmare? And if he did, would he still want her now that he knew the crime she was convicted of and that she was a fugitive? His eyes when he heard the truth did not bode well.

“Elias,” Katy muttered. “Did you really go to prison…”

“Yes. I was high on cocaine, and I accidentally shot and killed my best friend’s sister. It’s the single biggest regret of my life.”

Elias looked away. She had promised herself and Ce’Rainitee that she wouldn’t tell what really happened, and that was that.

Katy reached out to hold Elias’s hand and said, “We all make mistakes, Elias. We all do. You’re still my friend no matter what.”

Elias slowly turned her head around to look Katy in the eye. There was a kind acceptance in Katy’s glance that warmed Elias’s heart, and in that moment, Elias realized, what she thought was an illusion of friendship, was no illusion at all.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Elias was not allowed to be in Sam’s room immediately after he was moved from the operating room to the intensive care unit. She was told his condition was critical, and he had developed a bleeding problem─ disseminated intravascular coagulation.

“What does that mean?” Elias asked the surgical resident who was dispatched to update the patient’s family, which Elias had eagerly claimed to be.

“It’s hard to explain,” said the resident. “He was bleeding so much his body used up all the enzymes that were supposed to stop the bleeding, and so now he doesn’t have any of those enzymes left, and he can’t stop bleeding. He’s got kidney failure, too.”

Elias felt dizzy, and she shouted, “So what are you doing about it?”

“We’re giving him transfusions,” the resident replied as if reciting from a script, in a calm and authoritative voice.

“He will recover, right?” asked Elias frantically, taking a step closer.

The resident took a step back. “I can only give you the statistics. Up to one in two patients with DIC dies. I will keep you posted. The nurse will let you know when you can go in.” He turned and quickly disappeared into another patient’s room.

Katy and Nara had been standing next to Elias and listening as well. Elias threw her head on Katy’s shoulder and cried. It seemed possible she might lose Sam after all. She thought about the night before when Sam held her tight in his arms. She tried to recall the touch, the warmth, the feelings and sensations he roused in her. She had not expected their relationship to extend beyond the summer, but she’d never imagined for death to tear them apart so soon.

“The nurse is waving at us,” said Nara. “I think we’re allowed to go in now.”

Katy held Elias’s arm as they walked into Sam’s room with Nara following behind. Another string of tears pushed out of Elias’s eyes when she saw the unconscious Sam lying there in a tangle of lines and tubes that connected him to various machines.

“The doctors are keeping him on the ventilator for now, and so he’s sedated,” said the nurse before she left the room.

Elias walked over to Sam and held his hand. It felt cold and limp. “Sam…”

Nara sat down next to Sam and began to rub a green substance onto Sam’s forehead.

“What are you doing?” Katy exclaimed. “You can’t do your medicine here.”

Nara ignored Katy and began to chant. It was a soft murmur at first, but gradually it became a passionate, rhythmic song. Nara seemed to be in a trance, and oblivious to the voices around her.

“Stop,” said Katy.

Elias stared at Nara as she performed the ritual. Footsteps could be heard just outside the room, and Elias knew the nurse was coming back in soon. She dashed over to the door to shut it, putting her weight against the door as the nurse tried to push it open. “Katy,” Elias yelled. “Come help me.”

“This is madness,” Katy said as she also threw her body against the door.

Nara’s chanting was louder now. She removed her whale teeth necklace from her neck and rubbed it all over Sam. Elias watched as she fought to keep the door shut. She wanted Nara to finish. She believed in Nara’s magic. It had to work. It had to bring Sam back from death’s door.

The nurse and her co-workers finally pushed into the room just as Nara tied the whale teeth necklace around Sam’s neck and came to the end of her song. She looked exhausted as she stood up and smiled at Elias and Katy.

“What’s going on here?” The nurse quickly checked Sam over and grabbed the necklace. “He can’t have this.”

“If you take it off and he dies,” said Nara, “we’ll sue you.”

The nurse shook her head as she brusquely herded Nara, Elias, and Katy out of the room. “Visiting hours are over,” said the nurse as she shut the door.

Nara, Elias, and Katy sauntered out of the intensive care unit. They each grabbed a cup of water from the fountain and drank. Whey they were done, they tossed the cups in the trash can almost simultaneously, looked at one another, and laughed.

They laughed and laughed until Elias felt her abdomen hurt and now she was tearing up again because of the laughing. They must’ve laughed a good minute when they finally stopped.

“Well,” said Nara, “my daughter came through for me after all.”

“I did it for Sam,” said Katy.

Nara shrugged, grinning as if she were a carefree youngster. “I’m going home. My job here is done.”

“That’s it?” asked Katy. “You’re not going to stay for me? You don’t love me?” Katy accused in tears, her voice broken.

“Why do you keep on saying I don’t love you?” asked Nara. “You judge me with standards that apply to common women. Love is not measured in things we do for each other.”

“Then what?” Katy pressed on. “What is love measured in?”

“It is not measurable,” said Nara, still calmly. “Love is too great to be dissected and analyzed. It is not something you describe with words. I love you, Katy, and that’s all I’m going to say.”

Katy was speechless, a look of agony in her eyes.

“How are you getting home?” asked Elias.

“I’m sure Wolfe wouldn’t mind giving me a ride,” said Nara as she walked out of sight. “I still got a hold on him.”

Katy sighed, a disapproving expression on her face. “She has no shame.”

“I don’t think we’ll ever understand her logic,” said Elias.

“That’s because there isn’t one. She has no concern for other people’s feelings and does whatever her heart wants to do.”

“I kind of envy that. She’s free in that sense, unbound, unburdened.”

“You’re taking her side?”

“She is charming,” said Elias. “I can see why Big Bad Wolfe—” Elias stopped mid-sentence. Now that Wolfe was somewhat nice to her, she didn’t want to be disrespectful. “I can see why he’s still in love with her.”

»»•««

Elias struggled to tell Sam’s parents and Victoria what happened when they arrived at the hospital shortly after midnight. Mrs. Collins was hysterical. She couldn’t believe she had to go through it again, the shooting injury, and perhaps imminent death, of another son. “Why? Why?” Mrs. Collins kept saying as she sobbed.

Mr. Collins was somber and quiet. He wiped the corners of his eyes with a handkerchief several times as he stood silently listening to Elias’s account of the event. She wondered what it was like to lose a child and then to be on the brink of losing another. Somehow, she didn’t think Nara would be as distraught if she were in Mrs. Collins’s situation. But what about Helen?

Helen would be devastated, just like Sam’s parents, Elias was sure, but would the devastation be less because Elias and Helen were not related by blood? Helen, what could she be doing right now? Suddenly, Elias wanted nothing but to be cradled by Helen again, looking up at Helen’s face, listening to Helen’s lullaby, being rocked to sleep…

“Can we trust the doctors here to take good care of Sam?” asked Mrs. Collins. “This place doesn’t look as good as the hospitals in Atlanta. Maybe we should transfer him.”

“You can’t move him now,” said Victoria. “He’s too unstable.”

“What about that ridiculous thing around his neck and that green stuff on his head?” asked Mrs. Collins. “Is that part of the treatment?”

“The tribal healer wanted to help,” said Elias. “Think of it as a protective charm.”

“Tribal healer?” Mrs. Collins looked astonished. “We’re good Christians. We need the chaplain to come and pray with us. We can’t have witchcraft. I’m going in to take that stuff off.”

Mrs. Collins had one foot inside Sam’s room when the surgical resident appeared with the respiratory therapist. “Are you all family?” asked the resident.

Mrs. Collins gave the resident a skeptical stare. “Are you the attending physician for my Samuel?”

“I’m the junior resident on the team that is treating him,” said the resident. “Are you the mother?”

“Junior resident?” Mrs. Collins shook her head. “We need to talk to the attending. Do you know anything about this witchcraft that’s done to my Samuel?”

Elias could see the resident wanted to laugh but had to suppress it. “I don’t know anything about witchcraft, but I do know that miraculously, your son’s condition has improved so quickly we are going to try and take him off the ventilator and stop all the transfusions. And if his vitals remain stable, we’ll get him to a step-down unit by noon today.”

“What about the bleeding problem, and kidney failure?” said Elias.

“The nurse drew blood an hour ago, and all of his numbers looked great,” said the resident. “We repeated the test and made sure it was accurate. His latest chest X-ray looked good, too. So yup, it’s a miracle.”

Elias felt a tremendous sense of relief. Maybe it was coincidence, but maybe Nara’s magic had worked. She smiled and held the resident’s hand. “Thank you so much.”

“No problem,” said the resident. “I’m just asking you and your in-laws to be patient while the respiratory therapist and I prepare to take him off the vent.” The resident and the respiratory therapist disappeared into Sam’s room and shut the door.

“In-laws?” Victoria’s eyes squinted. “Have you been pretending to be Sam’s wife?”

“No,” said Elias, embarrassed. “The doctor must’ve just assumed because I was the first one here.”

“What is the nature of your relationship with my son?” asked Mrs. Collins. She had stopped weeping and now looked like a mother bear that just detected the presence of strangers near her cubs.

“We…” Elias couldn’t gather the courage to explain.

“Why don’t we go down to the cafeteria and grab a bite?” said Mr. Collins in a kind voice, tugging on Mrs. Collins’s arm.

Mrs. Collins seemed reluctant, but she eventually turned and walked away with her husband. “Come on, Victoria,” said Mr. Collins.

“I’ll be right there,” said Victoria. “I just need a moment.”

Mr. and Mrs. Collins disappeared around a corner, and Victoria turned to face Elias. “I want to apologize.”

“Apologize…” Elias was not expecting it.

Victoria continued. “You might think I’ve come to Alaska to win back Sam. You need not worry. At the moment, I’m madly in love with an international human rights law scholar from Japan, Dr. Fukushima. This is him.”

Victoria flashed her phone in front of Elias to show her a photo of Dr. Fukushima, wearing black-framed glasses and a smart suit. “That was at a fundraising gala,” said Victoria. “He gave the most impassioned speech, and I was floored.”

“Human rights?”

“I didn’t act when Sam’s brother was murdered, and I have felt terrible about it ever since. A few years ago, I started to represent families whose unarmed children were victims of excessive force. I came to be acquainted with people working in all sorts of human rights issues. And that led me to Dr. Fukushima. He’s so inspiring, and you’d never tell judging from his bookishness that he’s also very romantic.”

“Then why did you come to Alaska?”

“To see you, my dear,” said Victoria. “When Sam came back to Atlanta to help Gina with her passport, he mentioned your name a few times, and I had a hunch…”

Elias felt warm in her ears. What did Sam say about her in Atlanta?

“And it seems my hunch is right,” said Victoria. “I was just curious to see my childhood best friend’s girlfriend, that’s all.”

“I’m not his girlfriend…”

“What’s a label anyway?” Victoria chuckled. “You know and I know what you are to Sam. And I must say, you’re quite a woman. You’re obviously independent, strong-headed, not easily intimidated, and also, very beautiful, inside and out.”

Elias looked at Victoria, unsure how to respond to the string of compliments. It was rare to hear such things coming from someone as perfect as Victoria.

“Well, I’d better go down to the cafeteria, too.” Victoria walked away. “Take care.”

Elias appreciated Victoria’s candidness, and although she still felt somewhat inferior, she was now much more confident about her own worthiness. She had been on a quest to reach maturity and the true sense of adulthood. Perhaps she could say she had succeeded? She was still a little unsure, but there was a small celebratory voice within her, telling her yes, she did it!


Chapter Thirty-Three

A person proved to be more than a bunch of normal lab numbers on paper, thought Elias, when, after all sedatives were discontinued, Sam remained in a state where he barely opened his eyes to sound and did not follow any command. Once in a while, he moaned and even laughed, but none of it was purposeful, according to the doctors. When Elias held his hand, he seemed to be squeezing hers, but she was told it was only a reflex. It wasn’t a sign that Sam consciously felt her presence and wished to respond to her touch. Elias sank into an overwhelming despair.

“Is he going to recover completely, back to how he was before?” Mrs. Collins tearfully asked the surgical resident who was the chief communicator to the family.

The resident shook his head. “We don’t know. He could come out of this tonight, or it could be days, months…”

“Or never?” asked Mr. Collins, his voice shaken.

“The best thing to do now is to find him a skilled nursing facility,” said the resident. “Although some families have opted to take patients like Sam home.”

“No,” said Victoria. “He should go to a facility for expert care. Will the hospital help us look into it?”

“Already on it,” replied the resident. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

The resident walked out of Sam’s room. Mrs. Collins sobbed as she bent to kiss Sam on the forehead. “Wake up, my son. Wake up,” said Mrs. Collins.

Sam’s eyes moved under his eyelids, but he did not open them. He seemed to be dreaming. His body jerked once, and then he was motionless again.

Mrs. Collins cried harder. Victoria shook her head and said, “This is not helpful. Let’s go and see what options we might have.”

“Victoria is right,” said Mr. Collins.

Mrs. Collins reluctantly stepped back from Sam. Elias was heartbroken herself. She wanted to say something to comfort Mrs. Collins, but she couldn’t think of anything. The Collinses and Elias established a visiting pattern without speaking about it, whereby she stayed up watching Sam at night, and they sat with Sam during the day when she would take naps on a chaise in the guest lounge. Sometimes they gathered together, like right now, to hear about Sam’s progress, but largely, they maintained a distance from each other.

Victoria smiled and hugged Elias before she ushered the Collinses out of the room. Once alone, Elias sat down on a chair next to Sam and held his hand. “It’s me, Elias.”

Elias reached to feel Sam’s face. She ran her finger over Sam’s eyebrow and down his cheek to his lips, then over his chin until she came to the whale teeth necklace still strung around his neck. “Wake up. Wake up, and kiss me, like this…”

Elias pressed her lips to his, tasting her own salty tears that filled the small space between them. “Wake up, and tease me again, fight with me, take me riding on your horse, and build me a fire in front of Mt. St. Elias. I’ll make your favorite space food, too. Sam…”

“Elias.”

Elias looked up. Andy and Katy were in front of her. “Hey,” said Elias, weakly.

“When’s the last time you ate?” asked Andy.

“Or slept?” asked Katy.

“I…” Elias muttered. “Sam…”

“Victoria told us,” said Katy. “We ran into her and Sam’s parents out in the hall.”

“This is all my fault,” said Andy, his face tense with remorse. “I should be the one lying here, not Sam.”

“Like Nara said, it’s fate,” replied Elias. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. I’m glad to see you completely back to normal.”

“I booked a hotel room,” said Katy. “You need a good night’s sleep and a warm meal and, pardon my directness, a long, hot bath.”

Elias smiled bitterly. She looked back at Sam, uncertain about leaving him.

“He’ll still be here when you come back tomorrow,” said Katy. “The nurses will take care of him while you’re gone.”

Reluctantly, Elias stepped out of Sam’s room. She was wiping her tears when she saw Sergeant Wolfe approaching, holding something wrapped in a plastic bag.

“I said I would look in, but I got busy with work,” said Wolfe. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” said Katy.

“I brought smoked salmon.” Wolfe removed a container from the plastic bag. “Caught and smoked it myself.”

Kate took the container from him and promptly took a bite. “Yum. Try it, Elias.”

Elias did, and it was indeed tasty. She was surprised that the usually cold and punishing Wolfe had such culinary skills.

“Uh, Andy…” Wolfe muttered. “I want to say I’m sorry for putting you through hell…”

“I caved into a moment of weakness, and I am responsible for my actions,” said Andy. “You need not feel guilty. After all, I tried to kill you. So, we’re even, and I’m glad I didn’t kill you because I’d regret it so much right now.”

“Nevertheless, I feel I’m at least partially responsible for what happened,” said Wolfe. “How’s the ranger?”

“He’s off life support,” said Katy. “But he hasn’t woken up yet.”

“Some things take time,” said Wolfe. “I’ve heard people who woke up after being in a coma for weeks or months. Don’t worry.”

Elias was surprised at the kindness and warmth of Wolfe’s voice. She had not assumed he was capable of being decent. Then she remembered it was he who helped raise Katy. Wolfe could indeed be a comforting father figure.

“We’re taking Elias out to eat,” said Andy, looking at Wolfe. “Would you join us?”

Wolfe’s eyes enlarged and seemed surprised. Elias couldn’t fathom it, either. Wolfe had just days ago served foreclosure papers to Andy and aided O’Brien in closing a much-loathed land deal. Andy had also shot at Wolfe!

“Yes,” said Katy. “Come.”

“I promise I won’t try and murder you again,” said Andy, grinning. “And thank you for not arresting me for attempted murder.”

“Well,” Wolfe peered at Elias. “If it’s okay with Elias…”

After a moment of consideration, Elias muttered, “Of course. Why not?” She found it difficult to say no. Wolfe seemed genuinely remorseful, and if Andy could forgive him, she should at least try as well.

»»•««

The dinner took place in a touristy part of Anchorage. It was unexpectedly pleasant with Wolfe there. He and Andy talked about the different methods they used to clean and smoke salmon and took turns making fun of how overrated and overpriced the food in fancy city restaurants was.

“If my own kitchen were here I’d cook something,” said Wolfe.

“You cook?” asked Elias.

“I’m a bachelor,” said Wolfe, “and I don’t make enough money to eat out every night.”

“He does make a killer sauce for crab cakes,” commented Katy. “Sauvignon Blanc cream sauce with melted butter, um…”

“You make the crab cakes yourself?” asked Elias.

“Of course,” Katy said before Wolfe could respond. “With capers, Worcestershire sauce, and horseradish.”

“You know my recipes so well, and yet, you’ve never made me anything,” said Wolfe, grinning.

“She’s never cooked for me, either,” said Andy.

“Well, Elias apparently shares the cooking talent,” said Katy.

Elias felt awkward at the mention of her having something in common with Wolfe. She was not entirely used to Wolfe being nice, yet.

“I want to thank you formally,” said Katy, raising her glass of wine to Wolfe. “We all know my mother’s a jerk, and you volunteered to take on the role of a father to me. You stuck around even when I disrespected you. You didn’t have to take care of me, but you did. I owe it to you.”

“Your mother’s not a jerk,” said Wolfe.

Elias was touched by it all. Seeing Wolfe standing by Katy reminded her of Helen. Helen didn’t have to stay and raise Elias, who could’ve been turned over to the state. Helen didn’t have to wait for Elias to come home from prison, either. Elias felt sick. She desperately wanted to go home to Helen now. She wanted to curl up next to Helen on the hammock on the porch, sipping iced sweet tea and snacking on pork rinds, watching the world go by.

But she couldn’t yet. Her heart was tied to Sam, and as long as Sam was locked in a minimally conscious state, she couldn’t leave his side. In her head, she said sorry to Helen and prayed she would see Helen again soon.

»»•««

Elias realized she indeed needed the one night in a nice hotel room. She soaked in the hot bath for a long time. The wound on her left arm had mostly healed, with a scab that was half peeling off on its own. She thought about that chaotic day at the potlatch. It still felt like an unreal nightmare. If only that was the case, and Sam was good and well. She was somewhat comforted by the fact Wolfe was no longer after her, and she could stay with Sam for as long as it took until his health returned.

After she dried off with a towel, she went straight to the plush king-size bed. Her mind quickly shut off when her head hit the pillow. She didn’t dream at all. When a ray of sunlight touched her skin, she awoke in the intensely warm glow of the day. She saw the clock from the corner of her eye. Eight o’clock. Elias got up and slipped into new clothes Katy bought for her and went to the hotel lobby to check out.

“Are you sure you won’t stay the night?” asked the hotel clerk.

“I just did,” said Elias.

“I meant, tonight. It’s past eight in the evening. It’ll get dark soon. Do you have other plans?”

“It’s past eight in the evening?”

“Yes, and your friend Katy said to let you sleep for as long as you need. She paid for tonight’s stay already.”

Elias couldn’t believe she was out for almost twenty-four hours. “I’ll come back later then, but I’m going out for a little bit.”

“Certainly,” said the hotel clerk.

Elias was cheerful. She hoped to find Sam in a better condition today. Perhaps he would be more awake and could recognize her, maybe even whisper her name.

When Elias arrived at the hospital, Katy and Andy were having a heated exchange with the nurse who had been taking care of Sam during night shifts. Elias suddenly had an ill feeling.

“Why weren’t we notified?” Andy yelled at the nurse.

“Again, I wasn’t here,” said the nurse. “And I thought you were all talking to each other.”

“What happened?” Elias, face tightening and tears welling up, rushed to Katy’s side. “What happened to Sam? Is he—”

Katy held Elias’s hands. “No, no, Elias. Calm down and breathe.”

“I can’t.” Elias felt faint, and her chest ached sharply.

“Sam’s just been transferred,” said Andy. “He’s not dead.”

Elias felt blood coming back to her head as she took a deep breath in and sighed. “Okay, okay. Where is he? The skilled nursing unit? I was told yesterday he could be going there.”

“He was transferred to a skilled nursing unit,” said the nurse.

“But not at this hospital,” Andy shouted. “How could you let them take him without calling us?”

The nurse clicked away at her keyboard while looking at the computer screen. “It says here the father found a facility in Atlanta, and the doctor there spoke to our doctor, who approved the transfer. The father signed all appropriate paperwork before the patient was loaded onto the air ambulance.”

“The father did?” said Katy. “Without asking Elias? Unbelievable.”

“The patient is not married, and his next of kin is his parents.” The nurse looked at Elias. “The father didn’t have to consult with the patient’s girlfriend.”

Elias shook her head. She wasn’t angry with Sam’s parents, and she knew legally she had no right to interfere with Sam’s care. But she would’ve appreciated an opportunity to say a proper goodbye.

“I shouldn’t have left,” said Elias.

“Don’t blame yourself,” said Katy. “You needed the rest. Sam’s parents are just…I don’t know. I don’t have words for them. They think they can do whatever they want because they’re rich. They don’t care how it might hurt you.”

“They did leave a note for you.” The nurse handed Elias an envelope.

Elias opened it and saw Victoria had written her the message. She tried to contact Elias but didn’t know where she was. She didn’t have Katy’s or Andy’s phone number. She was sorry, but Mrs. Collins insisted on taking Sam home right away. She wrote down her contact information in Atlanta in case Elias would like to get in touch. She asked Elias to visit as soon as possible, and she would be happy to play host.

Elias wiped her tears. It was comforting to know Victoria was a friend after all. Visit Atlanta? Elias thought about Aunt Eloise back home. The day she announced she was going to Alaska, Aunt Eloise had suggested Atlanta instead. It was a nice, friendly city, with sights to see and things to do. She could go to Atlanta, and then she could see for herself what the draw of the city was for Aunt Eloise. She could go to Atlanta, and be with Sam…

If Sam’s mother let her.

“Well?” Katy peered at Elias.

“Victoria didn’t know how to contact us.” Elias folded the letter into her pocket. “It’s all good. Sam should be at a facility where his parents think best able to take care of him and help him recover. We don’t need to worry now.”

“Aren’t you mad?’ asked Katy.

“I’m not,” said Elias. “I’m sad I’m not with Sam, but it’s for the best. His family can take better care of him in Atlanta than we can here.”

Katy shook her head and kept silent. Andy pounded his fist on the wall and cursed quietly.

Elias was grateful. Everything was falling into place. There was nothing she could do about Sam now other than to pray for him. Andy appeared to be at peace with himself now, and Katy seemed sure being with Andy was the most important thing in her life, more important than a career or fancy wedding or a spectacular house.

Although Wolfe was no longer an adversary and there was no imminent threat of being returned to prison, she was feeling weary of living in fear and uncertainty. She couldn’t plan her future if she was always worried about being arrested and sent back to prison. There was only one solution. She had to return to Texas and face the consequences of her parole violation. Yes, that was what she must do. She would endure whatever punishment came her way, get through it, and live in the light again. There, she decided she would leave for Texas at the end of summer. Strangely, despite the prospect of going back to prison, she could feel the oppressive weight of living as a deceiving fugitive coming off her shoulder immediately, and that was more liberating than anything. She took a deep breath in and closed her eyes and imagined making a red velvet cake alongside Helen once again.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Katy and Andy got married in front of a judge in Anchorage in the first week of September. Elias and Wolfe were present as witnesses, and so were Shuping and Gina. Andy’s aunt, Becky, and her husband, Steve, represented Andy’s family. Andy’s father, Joe, was nowhere to be found, but no one seemed to care. Nara sent a courier to deliver a gift. It was an amulet, made of Caribou antler, to protect Katy and Andy’s union. It was all Katy could wish for to have at least a message from Nara. She had not expected even that.

The reception was hosted by Wolfe in his home. Elias helped Wolfe prepare the dishes. There were the famed Alaskan king crab cakes with Sauvignon Blanc cream sauce and melted butter, as well as fresh Copper River salmon tartare with cucumber, mint, and parsley. Elias made her Texas-style briskets using caribou meat instead of beef and smoked it with alder wood instead of mesquite. Mr. Mason delivered a French wedding cake, a two-foot-tall cone tower of beautiful macarons bound by golden spun sugar. The white ones were almond with rosewater, the pink ones wild raspberries, and the purple ones lavender.

Gina couldn’t stop talking about her new experiences in China. She had enrolled in a university and wanted to work with victims of sex trafficking. Shuping became more involved in her family’s business and started to pay attention to her local government’s activities. News media in China were heavily censored, so Shuping decided to visit the US regularly to get the real news.

“And I will continue to contribute to my community by shuttling tourists and their money here,” commented Katy.

Andy stood up and tapped a fork on his glass of Prosecco. “I’d like to make a toast.”

Everyone stopped eating and looked at Andy. He cleared his throat, a drop of tear glistening in his eye. “Katy, I know I’ve put you through hell. I don’t deserve you, but I so selfishly love you I’ll never let you leave my side.”

Andy looked as if he were about to break down and cry, his hand shaking, making the wine dance in the glass he was holding. “I know you’ve wanted to study medicine, but on account of me, you chose not to go to college in the city. You gave up your dreams. Well, I cannot let you simply be the wife of a small-town tour guide. I cannot let you go through life without feeling you’re making a difference in the world.”

Elias looked at Katy, who was also tearing up, the tip of her nose reddening, her lips pressing tightly together.

“As you know,” said Andy, “I’ve recently come into a small sum of money from a scandalous deal I made.” He glanced at Wolfe, who frowned and waved his hands as if saying, why are you picking on me now? I just catered your wedding reception for free.

“I’ve decided you and I should move to Anchorage so you could get a college degree and go to medical school,” said Andy. “I could be a tour guide anywhere. I can take people into Wrangell-St. Elias Mountains from Anchorage.”

Katy’s jaw dropped. Elias couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“When you become a doctor,” said Andy, “I hope you’ll come back to these mountains with me. As you know, we’re in sore need of a full-time healer, since your mother is, pardon my directness, somewhat unreliable.”

Katy broke down in tears as she smiled and stood up to embrace Andy. “Oh, Andy, I love you so much!”

The guests clapped and cheered Andy and Katy on. “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” they chanted until the newlyweds satisfied the demand by bringing their lips together. Elias was so happy for Katy and Andy she thought it a crime to feel sad thinking about Sam, but he was on her mind. Her nose tingled, and tears came streaming down her cheek. Something white flashed in front of her, and she looked down to see a tissue being held out by Wolfe.

Elias quickly dabbed the tissue to her eyes. “Thank you.”

“You sure I can’t change your mind about going back to Texas? You can stay with Katy, and I’m not going to bother you,” said Wolfe. It felt so surreal to Elias because not so long ago, Wolfe was keen on exposing Elias and sending her back to the punishment he thought she deserved.

“I’m thinking about Helen a lot,” replied Elias.

“Your stepmother?”

Elias nodded. “I think it’s time for me to go home.”

“But you have a new life here,” said Wolfe. “You’re risking prison going back to Texas.”

“Helen’s my only family, and I must return to her. I miss her.”

“If you feel that way, I’ll go with you.”

“You will?”

“I need a vacation.” Wolfe grinned. “Besides, it’ll work in your favor with a law officer around if you get stopped by nosy people along the way who want to make trouble for you.”

“You mean nosy people like you?” Elias teased.

Wolfe chuckled. “Precisely. And I can talk to your parole officer. Maybe work out a deal.”

“No,” said Elias. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“I want to do something for Katy’s friend, and I’m going to do it. You can’t talk me out of it.”

“All right,” said Elias. “We’ll leave when Kennecott shuts down at the end of next week.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Katy shouted at Elias and Wolfe. The guests had all broken into little groups and were talking loudly over one another.

“Tell you later,” Elias shouted back.

It was Katy’s night, and Elias was going to enjoy her last summer soiree with all of her loved ones as much as she could, too.

»»•««

It wasn’t easy going home when Elias thought about the likelihood of returning to prison for possibly longer than her original sentence, but her resolve to be honest stilled her heart and emboldened her mind. Wolfe chartered a boat to take them from Valdez to Seattle, where Wolfe rented an RV. They took scenic byways and stopped in national parks, monuments, and forests to see the country, as Wolfe put it.

“Look, Elias,” said Wolfe as they drove on a road flanked by deserts and bizarre sandstone formations in southern Utah. “I want to apologize for how I treated you before. You have to understand I care very much about Katy’s wellbeing.”

“I know.”

“So, no grudges?”

“None.”

“Good.” Wolfe smiled. “Oh, look.” Wolfe pointed to a rock ledge in the distance. “Bighorn sheep, the other wild sheep of North America. We have the Dall sheep in Alaska. Did you get a chance to see them?”

“No, there are lots of things in Alaska I haven’t seen.”

“Then you have to visit Alaska again.”

“I don’t know. It could be years…”

“Well, we’ll miss you. I know Katy will.”

Elias was touched. She smiled at Wolfe. “I might have to miss her baby shower and college graduation and everything.”

“Now you’re thinking way ahead.”

“It helps to dream.” Elias bit her lower lip as she looked out through the window at the twisted layers of rocks in the distance.

“Should we detour to Atlanta?”

“No.” Elias’s felt her heart ache. “I just want to get back to Helen as soon as I can.”

“I wasn’t nice to Sam. I don’t like that about me. I’d like to think I treat everyone the same, but I know I’m far from it. My father was from a time when different people weren’t allowed to mix. Someone long ago must’ve drilled the prejudice right down into his father’s father’s father’s DNA, and it just kept being passed on through generations.”

“But you fell in love with Nara.”

“Yes.” Wolfe chuckled. “I couldn’t help it. My father used to say that Nara had cast a spell on me.”

“Did she?’

“I was hunting with my father, up in the mountains near where Nara’s cabin is now, and I’d been waiting in the bushes along the edge of a lake for two hours before a caribou bull left its herd and waded toward me. My father had stepped away for a moment, and I didn’t want to wait for him to come back. I took a shot at the bull and saw it go down. I was beyond myself. It was my first caribou. I rushed to the animal, and just when I was about to put my hand on it, I saw a shadow flash in front of me. I looked up, and there was Nara. She was pointing her rifle at me. ‘Back off,’ she said. ‘This one’s mine.’” Wolfe chuckled. “We had shot the same bull at the same time. She was looking at me all serious and defensive. I dropped my rifle and offered to help her cut up the animal. She said, ‘You’d better go. I’ve got family coming, and my brothers wouldn’t like seeing you here on our ancestral hunting ground.’ Just then, my father showed up. I told him I was just there to admire her kill so he wouldn’t try to intimidate her into giving us the caribou. And then her people got there, five or six of them. My father must’ve gotten a little scared because he turned right around and told me it was time to go.”

“Then what happened?”

“I returned to that spot alone a few days later, hoping to run into her.”

“And you did?”

“It took me several weeks, but yes, finally, I cornered her when she was gathering berries by the lake one day. She wanted nothing to do with me at first, but I managed to charm her by the time the sun went down. We met there again several times. My parents were well off, and I had an allowance, so I could hire a bush plane to take us to many remote places. We’d just get dropped off and have a few hours alone to explore the wilderness before getting picked up again. That was the best time of my life.” Wolfe wiped a tear at the corner of his eye. “But my parents found out about us, and they would have none of it. Nara and I started to have fights. I don’t even remember why. Then this hippie showed up, and she was gone before I found out his name.” Wolfe shook his head and sighed.

Elias felt sorry for Wolfe. He seemed like a victim in this case. But why didn’t he run away with Nara? He sounded like he had the money to do it, too. Elias decided not to bring it up. There was no point in analyzing and assigning guilt over something that happened so long ago.

»»•««

It took them two additional days to reach Texas. When they rolled into the Fort Worth city limit on US 287, Elias felt as if she were about to wake up from a dream. She couldn’t believe she had spent nearly four months away, during which time she earned a living, made friends, and fell in love in wild and remote Alaska where she had decided to go on an impulse. She could not have imagined it coming out of prison that day in late May.

They exited the freeway in the southeastern part of the city. As they drove by the neighborhood clinic, Elias noticed that the vacant building on the other side of the street was demolished and a fence was put up with the slogan “Live, Dine, Shop” written across it. Elias wondered what it was about.

“This neighborhood seems nice compared to McCarthy,” commented Wolfe. “You have schools and more than three stores, a clinic, and a bank over there.”

“This is home, and I love it, no matter what other people say about it.”

“What do people say about it?”

“The whole county thinks it’s a crime infested neighborhood filled with crack heads and undeserving people on welfare.”

“Is it?”

“No,” said Elias. “People here try their best to get by, same as with people in most other neighborhoods. That’s what I think.”

“And, speaking from decades of policing in all kinds of neighborhoods, I say you’re right.” Wolfe pulled up to the yellow house Elias missed so dearly. “Is this it?”

Elias’s eyes grew hot with tears. She didn’t have the courage to face Helen.

Wolfe opened the RV door for Elias. “Come on.”

Elias put one leg out and then the other. She almost couldn’t feel her legs as she slowly walked up to the house and rang the bell.

“Who is it?” Helen’s voice came from inside.

Elias’s heart almost jumped out of her chest when she heard Helen’s voice. She was both afraid and relieved at the same time, afraid that Helen was going to be cross, relieved that the woman was still here for her.

The door opened. Helen’s face appeared on the other side of the screen door. Her eyes enlarged in shock, and she covered her mouth with her hand. It took her a moment to swing open the screen door, tears coming down her face. “Elias…”

Elias was expecting a deluge of angry words, but instead, Helen pulled Elias into her chest. “Child, where have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you.”

Elias wrapped her arms around Helen as well. “I missed you so much, Mom.”

They stood there in the doorway for a long while before Helen noticed Wolfe. She wiped her face and said, “Come in.”

Helen held Elias’s hand as they walked into the house and Wolfe followed. Again, Elias smelled the mixture of Helen’s proprietary hair products and lavender-scented candles. She inhaled deeply. It was right to come home. It felt good to be home.

»»•««

Helen listened without interjecting except for an occasional gasp or look of bewilderment as Elias recounted, in concise, synoptic form, events of the last four months. Elias mentioned Sam and how he was injured but omitted the part where they fell for each other. Maybe, Elias thought, she would tell Helen about it someday in the future, but not now.

When Elias was finished, she saw Helen’s lips quiver as she brought her hand to her eye and turned her head to the side. Elias felt a sting in her heart as she realized how much pain she had hurled upon Helen. It almost seemed like fate she should have gone to Alaska, and if it were fate, how could she have been able to stop it from happening, to tell herself to stay put when her mind wandered? Fate was the one who subjected Helen to this life of raising someone else’s child and the consequences thereof. Elias could blame it all on fate, and she would have if she were still the immature, irresponsible, impulsive infant that left the bosom of the only mother she’d ever known. But she had changed now. Fate might have dealt the cards, but it was she who got to choose how to play the hand.

“Why hasn’t Elias’s parole officer reported her missing?” asked Wolfe.

Helen turned to face Elias and Wolfe again. “I threatened her. She showed up a week after you left. I asked her why she didn’t come right away when we reported the monitor was broken. Rumor on the street was she was too busy with her side job as a bookie to follow through on her parolees. She didn’t deny it when I brought that up. So, I threatened to report her if she were to report you. Ooh wee, was she mad.” Helen chuckled, pointing at the front door. “She stood there just shaking and shaking her head till it looked about to fall off, her teeth showing and all. I had her beat. She had to put you in the low-risk category. You could do the rest of your parole without a monitor.”

Elias couldn’t help but smile at the wits of Helen. “You’re the best mom ever.” She gave Helen a tight squeeze.

“I knew you’d come back,” said Helen, looking over Elias as if proudly examining a fine masterpiece. “I knew I could count on you.”

Wolfe smiled and stood up. “I guess I should get going now.”

Elias and Helen stood up, too. “Stay a few days.” Elias turned to Helen. “He could stay with us a few days, right?”

“Of course,” said Helen. “Mr. Wolfe, stay.”

“Thank you, but I must get back to my job soon,” said Wolfe.

“At least stay for the night. It’s getting dark,” said Helen.

Wolfe peeked out the window. “I suppose I could if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Not at all,” said Helen. “Let me buy you dinner at one of those new restaurants they built. The neighborhood got a grant and developers are building shopping centers and apartments.”

“Is that what’s happening to the old vacant building across the street from the clinic?” asked Elias.

“Yes,” replied Helen. “We’re going to see some nice changes in our neighborhood. Eloise and Queenie worry we’d be pushed out of here when it gets all fixed up, and people want to move in and drive up the rent and property tax, but what we got going on right now ain’t working for us neither, and it hasn’t for decades. So, I say, let them try something new. God knows we need some good companies to come and hire the young folks here, even though when it’s all said and done the neighborhood’s going to look completely different. I sure am going to miss some of them old homes when they get torn down, but they’re just wood and nails. I care about the people here more. Don’t you agree?”

Wolfe nodded and glanced at Elias, who imagined him to be saying, See, Elias, development is a good thing, a necessary thing, and Andy ought to quit whining when he’s being handed a big favor.

Elias shrugged. She knew little about the effect of development, either in the wild forests of Alaska or in a dilapidated urban enclave, to agree or disagree with it. But she did care about the wood and nails of the house she grew up in very much, and she wasn’t sure if she’d be okay for it to disappear and be replaced by a fancy restaurant like the one she visited in Anchorage.

They went for chicken and waffles at Wolfe’s request. Wolfe and Helen had a grand time talking about Elias’s childhood, often to her embarrassment. Wolfe spent a night with them and got up early the next morning to get ready for his journey home. Elias walked him to the RV, and after a moment of silent debate with herself internally, hugged him before he climbed aboard.

“Who knew we could become friends?” said Wolfe.

“Who knew?” said Elias, with a shrug.

Wolfe gazed at Elias for another minute. And then he was gone.

»»•««

“Mr. Wolfe’s a good man,” said Helen as Elias came through the door.

“I might miss him.” Elias plopped down on the sofa next to her stepmother.

“Did you miss me in Alaska?”

“Every day.”

Helen sniffled, her eyes reddened. “Am I not a good enough mother for you?”

“What?”

“Am I not a good enough mother?”

“Good enough mother?” cried Elias. “You’re the best mom ever.”

“Then why did you leave?”

“I told you already.”

“You’re grown.” Helen dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I can’t tie you down. You’re free like a bird. I just sometimes wish you’d consider me before you do certain things… Because I’m always thinking of you. My cousin in Philadelphia’s been asking me to move back. My whole family’s up north, and I’m the only one down here. After you’d been gone three months and I thought I’d never see you again, I decided to take up on my cousin’s offer. I got this house listed, and I started packing.”

“Our house is on the market?”

“Not anymore,” said Helen. “I changed my mind after two days, and I called the whole thing off. I didn’t want you to come home and see some stranger open the door. This house was my only hope of ever seeing you again.”

“I’m so sorry.” Elias threw her arms around Helen. “I’m such a troublemaker. I don’t deserve you.”

“Child, trouble follows you, but you’re no trouble to me. You’re my daughter, and I’m your mom, and that’s that.”

With her head on Helen’s warm chest, Elias was content for the first time since her world upended that fateful day seventeen years ago. After she endured pain and suffering for nearly two decades, she finally had her head above water and could breathe again.

“I almost forgot.” Helen separated herself from Elias and went to the kitchen. She fumbled in a drawer until she retrieved a yellow envelope. She handed it to Elias. “This was delivered while you were gone.”

“What is it?” Elias looked at the front of the envelope which stated she was the intended recipient. There was no return address.

“Open it.” Helen handed Elias a letter opener.

Elias did and removed a letter and another smaller, blue envelope. She read out loud the letter first.

“Dear Elias, it must be a surprise to hear from us again after so many years. I admit I couldn’t forgive you for what you did. You killed my daughter…”

Elias glanced at the byline below and realized the letter was from Ce’Rainitee’s mother. She felt like she’d been punched in the heart again seeing those words: You killed my daughter.

“My goodness,” said Helen. “What do they want? Give me the letter. You don’t need this abuse. You’ve served your time for that accident.”

“No,” said Elias. “It’s okay. Let me read the rest of it.”

“Fine, I can’t believe that woman. I had considered her a friend.”

“I’ll read this alone.” Elias got up and took the letter and the blue envelope to her room despite Helen’s protest. She sat down on her bed, inhaled deeply, and exhaled before she resumed.

Ce’Rainitee became mute and wouldn’t say anything. She was so depressed. Her father and I decided to move to California after you were sentenced, hoping the new place and new friends would help. It didn’t. Ce’Rainitee cut her wrist and ended up in the hospital…

Elias’s heart sank. Her old best friend had suffered, too. She should’ve guessed that her absence was her parents’ call.

Ce’Rainitee became lost in her own world. My singing, dancing, laughing angel was murdered the same time you took Heavenly’s life. I was so mad at you. I still am.

We tried to take care of Ce’Rainitee at home, but she kept going back to the hospital because she kept trying to kill herself. It breaks my heart to write this. She succeeded in May. I will not give you the details because I can’t bear to live through it again.

Elias’s eyes burned as her tears came down stinging and hot. Ce’Rainitee was dead? She couldn’t believe it. In the bottom of her heart, she still had a slight hope that someday, she and her childhood pal would see each other again. No one else would know their secret, and that secret would bond them forever.

I found this blue envelope when I was cleaning out her things. She must have written it to you years ago but was too sick to send it. She had moments when she was lucid and could watch TV or listen to music, and she must have written this letter during one of those moments. I wanted to burn it because I didn’t think you deserve any communication from Ce’Rainitee when her father and I had not gotten a single word out of her. But in the end, we decided to honor our daughter’s wish and let you have it. It’s the only thing we could do for her. We’re going to try and move on, and find peace, if we can.

The letter ended there. Elias stared at the other envelope for a long time before she broke its seal. This was the first time since the accident she heard from Ce’Rainitee. She had imagined their reunion to be a joyous one, catching up with each other’s personal lives even though she hadn’t much of one herself being incarcerated—she was hoping her friend’s would be colorful, with a husband and three kids and some exotic job like zoo keeping. But no, this was the reunion, a little blue envelope containing a single letter from the dead.

Elias, my dearest, sweetest, most devoted best friend in the whole world,

I am so very sorry I got you landed in prison. How could I ever repay you? You may be right you got a less severe sentence than I would have gotten, but still, I can’t bear to watch you being locked up for twenty years. It’s not right. I can’t be living like I was without a care in the world when I know you’re being punished for my sin. I’m so disgusted with myself, and I want to die. I’ve wanted to tell Mom and Dad what happened, but every time I try to say it the words just wouldn’t come. Most days I lie in bed thinking of you until I fall asleep, dreaming about you being shoved around and beat up in prison and crying for my help but I couldn’t do anything because I’m a coward. Dad has to spoon feed me, and Mom has to bathe me, and I don’t know what’s going on. But today is a good day. Today I feel alive somehow, and I found a pen and paper in the kitchen to write you a letter. I want you to know how much I miss you. I wish I had told the truth so they’d lock me up instead of you. I don’t think they would give me life or send me to death. It was an accident. But even if they did, I would feel a whole lot better than what I’m feeling as I write you this letter. I feel like worthless scum, and I don’t deserve to live. If I’m going to die anyway, I’d rather die honorably by admitting guilt and freeing you from prison.

Yes, that’s what I must do. I will write Mom a letter and tell her the truth as soon as I get this one sealed up. Hopefully, you will get out of prison soon, and we get to see each other a few times before I have to get locked up myself. I have not visited you at all because of my weak mind, but you’re a strong person, and I hope you will come and visit me, even on execution day. I love you.

Your most humble friend, who doesn’t deserve you,

Ce’Rainitee

Elias collapsed onto her pillow with the letter in her chest. Ce’Rainitee, too ill to speak up, had not deserted her at all. She should’ve never doubted their friendship. She blamed herself for losing faith. She felt awful she wasn’t around when Ce’Rainitee most needed her. She took the blame for the accident to save her friend, but she failed anyway. She turned on her back and stared at the ceiling, trying to see through it to the heavens where her old pal must be now. “Forgive me, Ce’Rainitee,” Elias mumbled as she sobbed. “You’re my true friend.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Ce’Rainitee’s death hung like a dark, stormy cloud in Elias’s thoughts for weeks. Fall in Texas was beautiful with clear skies and a temperate sun, but Elias did not have the mind to enjoy it. Officer Paige removed her ankle monitor and largely left her alone. Helen got her a volunteer position at the kitchen of a homeless shelter so she could cook and pass the time. She took to sitting on the bench by the bus stop in front of the neighborhood clinic and watching the construction across from it, with the excavators and dump trucks rolling in and out, people in bright yellow vests and white hard hats climbing up and down structures and lunching on the barbeque man’s meats and potatoes. There on the bench, she would think of Ce’Rainitee first, and then Sam, praying he was getting better, wishing he’d still remember her when he recovered if he could recover at all.

From her phone conversation with Katy, she knew Andy had attempted to contact Sam’s parents in Atlanta, but they had not responded at all. Elias thought about reaching out to Victoria, but for some reason could never find the courage to do so. Sam did let go of her when he heard about her crime at the potlatch, and she was sure he wouldn’t want to have anything to do with her if and when he regained his health. She decided to let that chapter close like Ce’Rainitee’s had. She ought to focus on Helen. She ought to focus on what was in her life right now, her new, relative freedom to do things as she saw fit. There on the bench, she contemplated what she’d do with her life. Should she get a job? Would anyone hire her? She’d love to cook for a living. She thought about clearing her name with Ce’Rainitee’s letter now that her old friend was dead, but she didn’t want to reopen that wound and live through the trauma again. She was used to being a former felon, and she would make do with that. She was lonely, too. Should she make some friends? She had not connected with anyone she met at Helen’s church or at the homeless shelter, but life was long, and, surely there was much more to her life than what was going on right now.

»»•««

A four-story building was erected at the construction site over the winter, and by spring it had established a rather modern and stylish look. When summer arrived, the retail condominium was ready for lease, and Elias had never seen such clean and beautiful storefronts in her neighborhood. A national coffee-chain set up shop, and franchised restaurants opened up. Newcomers began to fill up the residential units as well.

“The rent is too high,” Eloise complained to Queenie one day while they were both getting their hair done at Helen’s house. Queenie had been hired as an associate to work in the property leasing office.

“We take housing vouchers.” Queenie sipped on her iced sweet tea. “It’s supposed to be mixed-income. I brought some brochures.” She reached into her purse and retrieved a stack of colorful paper. “There’s something about grants for business start-ups.”

Elias’s ears perked up. “What’s that?”

“They give you money to start your own business,” said Queenie. “The barbeque man’s getting his very own restaurant.”

Elias’s mind began to churn. She had once again applied to several jobs from cooking in fast food restaurants to janitorial positions in schools and cashiering in dollar stores, but no one called her in for an interview. Since no one would hire her, maybe she could hire herself?

Later that day, she went to the local library and began to research on opening her own catering business. She soon began to envision all sorts of possibilities in her head. She looked up the business grants, and right there in the library, she applied for one online. She could feel her heart bounce from excited anticipation, but she tried to talk herself down. With her luck so far in life, she shouldn’t get her hopes up.

But the application went through, and she was asked to submit a business plan. That entailed further research and a series of sleepless nights during which she buried her head in those thick books that the librarian picked out of dusty shelves and piled on her arms, demanding her to create something that would make the librarian, and the neighborhood, proud.

“Do you think I could do it?” Elias asked Helen one night after dinner. “I didn’t go to college. I don’t know anything about running a business. What if I fail?”

“Then you get on up and try again,” said Helen. “I believe in you, child.”

Elias was encouraged by Helen and all the people she talked to in the community. She drew up her business plan. She would prepare classic southern dishes with an haute cuisine twist and sell to events such as birthdays, anniversaries, and weddings. She laid out her menu with the cost of every item and how much she would charge for it. She planned to have one employee in the beginning. On and on, she typed out the details of her business, knowing she would have to modify them as she went.

Her catering business became a reality in the fall, a year after she came home from Alaska. She was able to secure a space in the new retail condo and outfit it into a commercial kitchen using the grant money. There was a small lobby for guests to taste samples and discuss services desired. She hired a homeless woman who helped her at the kitchen in the shelter. Helen and Eloise volunteered to help with marketing. The first customer turned out to be Big Ray, who invited practically everyone from the neighborhood to celebrate his tenth wedding anniversary in a community center. Big Ray’s wife loved the chicken chasseur served on a plate of collard greens, claiming it was the best dish in her entire life, and greens were her specialty, too. Elias’s fame grew from there, and so did her business. She made friends with the florists, the photographers, the disc jockeys, and the special occasion dress shop owners. They all referred clients to one another and collaborated to produce entertaining parties. Elias had been worried about failure, but she became so busy with orders she hardly had time to sleep. Helping Mr. Mason keep the books paid off after all, and looking back she realized that Mr. Mason had been a valuable mentor to her not only in the art of cooking itself but also in running a business and in living a balanced life.

Elias had an opportunity to expand her business a few months later, but she remembered Mr. Mason’s words, how his career had taken over his life. She also remembered those fishermen on F/V Sardinia. They seemed to be shackled to the act of making money with resentment. She didn’t want that. To have the time to enjoy the money she made, she would keep her business small.

She took Helen on vacation, and they spent a week on the Gulf Coast, Padre Island National Seashore, for the first time in their lives. It was more beautiful than they imagined. Walking in the quiet of the never-ending expanse of white sand, with the glittering, ultramarine ocean stretching to the horizon under the cloudless, cerulean sky of Texas, Elias reached the conclusion that life was good. Although there were still two empty holes in her heart where Ce’Rainitee and Sam used to be, she was content.

»»•««

One night, Elias dreamed of walking alone on the rocky shore of Kageet Point at the foot of Mt. St. Elias. She heard someone calling her name and looked out toward the ocean. There on the calm green sea, a man was paddling his kayak among pieces of floating blue ice. As he came near, Elias saw that it was Sam. She stepped into the water, and the wind began to whirl around her. She looked down and was amazed to see the scalloped lace chapel train behind her. Sam left the kayak and walked to her, pulled her close and whispered her name. Elias was overwhelmed by joy. She kissed him just as Helen’s voice began to call.

“Elias, there’s someone here to see you,” Helen shouted from the other side of her bedroom door.

Elias sprang from her bed. Her head was heavy, confused. She wanted to go back to the dream, back to Sam.

“Did you hear me?” Helen knocked on the door. “I’m late for a doctor’s appointment, so I’m leaving now. You hear me? There’s someone here—”

“Yes, go. I’ll be right out.”

Elias shook her head. She was back in reality. Her fingers trembled as she buttoned her shirt and quickly brushed her hair. The sun was up, but it was her day off, and she’d planned to sleep in. She was somewhat annoyed. She had made it clear the only place she would conduct business was at her store in the retail condo, but people, especially those whom she’d known since childhood, kept coming to her house instead.

She opened her bedroom door and sauntered to the living room. “How about we make an appointment to meet at the shop tomorrow—”

Elias stopped mid-sentence and gasped. There, standing by the front door, was Samuel Collins, holding onto a cane with one hand and a bouquet of flowers with the other, the grandest smile on his face, and the same regal look in his eyes she saw that moonlit night in Kennecott. Her heart came to a complete stop for a moment before it was electrified back to life and began to prance around in her chest. Now she was not just content. Now she was euphoric. Sam seemed to have regained his health, and that alone was enough to take her breath away. Speechless, she beamed at him as he made his way toward her, pulling her into his arms and bringing her lips to his.
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