Tree of Life
Early fall, sometime in the near future. Ticasuk Vitti is a crab-pot puller on a crab boat with an
all-women crew. They are working the Bering Sea crab fishery near St. Paul Island, Alaska. In
recent weeks marine radio has been reporting increasing hostility in the public statements of
North Korea’s Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un. Ticasuk, nicknamed Tica, fears the possibility of
nuclear war in the south. She asks the captain to let her off at St. Paul. She will try to find a pilot
who will fly her the seven hundred miles north to Kotzebue, then to her mom’s home above the
Arctic Circle near Ambler on the Kobuk River.
====
PART 1
When Marian Delaney and her crew first hear the news
over their boat’s satellite wi-fi, they chalk Trump’s public
insults to the leader of North Korea as more political
posturing; a pissing contest between two ego bound children
playing with some dangerous toys. There aren’t many of those
kinds of pissing contests on an all-women crab boat, so they
roll their eyes and continue with their responsibilities.
Ruggles has the wheel of the 140-foot Aleutian Challenger, a
commercial crab boat working the crab fishing grounds
three hundred miles north of Dutch Harbor. “Dutch” is the
prime port for the Bering Sea fishing fleet. It is located
halfway down Alaska’s Aleutian Chain near the city of
Unalaska. The Challenger, under the command of
forty-two-year old Captain Marian Delaney of Seattle, has
been working the Aleutian fishery for the past few weeks.
Delaney knows her load of crab from this trip will
probably be meagre. Nobody on the boat wants to think or
talk about global warming as a cause of changes in the health of the crab stocks, but there is little
doubt that the rapidly shrinking ice pack in the Arctic Ocean will cause the Arctic Ocean itself to
warm rapidly. There can be little doubt that the Bering and Chukchi seas will also warm rapidly. The
warming seas are creating new and powerful changes in the ecology of the crab fishery. The future
effects on the commercial crab stocks or any of the commercial fish stocks in the north are
unknown and perhaps unknowable.
The crew of the Challenger are not alone in ignoring the evidence of their senses when confronting
the effects of global warming on their living and livelihood. With a general political and social trend,
these days, that condemns science, scientific inquiry and knowledge itself the effects of the rapid
changes on the eco systems of the north may never be known until it is too late to make corrections.
For this season Delaney and the boat’s owners, Tom and Marjorie Kettleman out of Kent,
Washington, have decided to keep the crew and the boat in good fishing form, just in case the fishery
has improved this season at least in those places where they decide to set their pots.
Today, the skies are clear, but the winds are strong, and the seas have been roughened up with
twenty-foot waves and white caps. In heavy seas Delaney prefers to have a skilled and focused
crewmember at the wheel, even with an autopilot, and of all the crew Ann Ruggles is the most
skilled at this. But constant focus on rough seas, the wheel, and maintaining a constant heading is
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tiring, and it is time to give Ann a break.
“So far,” Delaney mutters to herself, “there is not much magic in this fishery.” Louder, she asks,
“Are you ready for a break, Ann?”
“Yeah, cap. My arms and legs are starting to twitch from fighting the wheel and the rolling.”
Marnie Thompson, the boat’s engineer and Delaney’s second-in-command comes up the stairs from
the crew lounge with its small library of books and DVDs. “Here’s some coffee, Marian.” Beyond her
skill with engines, navigation systems, and slippery decks Marnie is also an attractive woman at ease
with herself. She and Captain Delaney have been friends and professional colleagues since meeting at a
Coast Guard workshop on safety procedures a few years ago. Delaney was immediately impressed by
Marnie’s self-confidence and her impressive academic record in math and mechanical engineering from
Brown University.
Delaney had been first officer on the Challenger for two seasons before meeting Marnie. As soon as
Delaney had all of the necessary licenses and the captain’s chair became vacant, she proposed to
Marnie that they pitch themselves to the boat’s owners as a team to operate the Challenger during the
season. The owners accepted eagerly.
In the Aleutian fishing community, the mutual respect between the two women has sometimes led
to speculations about their sexual orientation. To those who ask direct questions of either their
response is usually a polite variation of “Get a life.” Among the boat crew the dockside rumors are
ignored.
Delaney takes the cup and sips the hot, sweet liquid. Sadie, the cook, fixes it just the way she likes it:
lots of sugar and cream. If she puts it on the table there is a chance the boat will roll enough to cause
the cup to slide off and spill everything. “Thanks, Marnie.” She holds onto the cup with both hands.
She lets the warmth flow into her palms and fingers and wrists.
“How are the engines doing, Marnie?” she asks. “Can you take an hour or so at the wheel? Ann
needs a break.”
“I can take over for a little while, but I need to be listening for any chatter over the PA from Insh
down in the engine and transmission spaces.
I’ve got her keeping a close eye on a couple of gasket problems that have gotten more worrisome. If
one of them breaks I will have to go down there right away to help install a new one.”
***
At dinner that evening, while Ann Ruggles maintains the helm, Delaney announces her plan. “I
want to do one more small set before we go to St. Paul to fuel up. I think there are some crab in a little
depression on the edge of the shelf about seventy miles southwest of St. Paul. I’d like to do a set of
twenty pots before we quit. Once we do that set, we’ll head for St. Paul to unload and fuel up. Do
any of you have any questions or concerns? Any bitches about the trip or my handling of the
boat?”
Insh—officially the engine room’s oiler; unofficially, the only person on the crew who knows the
details of every mechanical and engineering system issue on the boat—speaks in her Irish brogue.
“Nah. Yer doin’ good, cap. Though I wish you’d got us more crab. My Guinness budget is all shot to
hell after this shitty season.”
“I doubt if the seasons ahead look much better,” Marnie says, “but maybe they will after the
crab stocks have had a chance to rebuild.”
“They might get better, that is, if the ocean stops warming, or if the Russians and Chinese don’t
get them all first,” Delaney says.
“Or if Trump and Kim Jong Un don’t blow us all away while they are playing chicken with their
little nukes, “Insh said.
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Sadie, the gray-haired, stocky cook, chimes in. “I’m with you, Insh. I’m going to have to get a job in
Dutch flippin’ burgers this winter. I can’t even afford to get to Anchorage to see my buds at Chilkoot
Charlie’s for football and beer.”
Delaney is not sure about Sadie. She’s only had two fishing trips on the Challenger, and she has not
really been tested on the deck during heavy seas. She’s a good cook and loves cooking for this crew,
but there does seem to be an edge to her attitude if she is under any stress. Though she does not make
an issue of it, Sadie wears a Saint Christopher medal, and she carries a pocket version of the Bible. If
something comes up that requires Sadie’s attention, Ann Ruggles knows where to look for her. There
are only a couple of quiet places on the boat suitable for hiding out for the purposes of reading.
“I’d like to get off at St. Paul,” Tica Vitti says. Tica is the newest and greenest member of the crew.
She was born almost twenty-two years ago to her Inupiaq mother, Mary Lincoln, and Italian father,
Antonio Vitti. Small, slender, and extensively marked with traditional Inupiaq face and body tattoos,
Tica did not at first appear to Delaney to be a good prospect for hard physical work on the Challenger,
but she had a good reputation around Dutch Harbor’s shoreside community. She had some good skills
with electronic systems, but she also took on hard jobs like cleaning the barnacles off the bottoms of
boats. She worked hard to get her share of the work done, and by various means she could persuade
others to do theirs.
Like her mother and many in her home community of Point Hope, Tica is a talented visual artist.
She came to the Challenger with a sketchpad and a small pouch of colored inks, pencils, charcoals,
and erasers. She often makes quick sketches to use as trading stock with crewmembers who might
have something of value, like easy or interesting job assignments, to exchange.
On a crab boat like the Challenger, there are constant tasks and odd jobs to be done as assigned
daily by the captain. Tica has discovered, for now, that her sketches have value in purchasing the
time of others to do the chores she has been assigned but does not want to do.
“The work of this fishing trip will be done after we unload at St. Paul. I’m worried about the war
talk, and my mother is probably worried, too. She will need some help if things start to go sideways
in the States. If I can use the satellite phone once we are done with the set, I can ask my friend with
an airplane to come down from Kotzebue, pick me up in St. Paul, and take me up the Kobuk to my
mom’s place.”
Delaney looks over toward Marnie Thompson. Tica’s request is a surprise, and Delaney does not
know how to respond. Tica has been a good worker on this trip. She works hard and showed
enthusiasm, energy, and initiative when learning how to deal with dangerous and tricky procedures.
She is tolerant of some of the rough talk and teasing among the crew about her facial tattoos. She
tried to join in their verbal roughhousing whenever she had something to say.
“Do you see any problem with that, Marnie?” Delaney asks.
“No, Marian. I’m okay with it. I’m getting a little concerned about the war talk myself, but there is
no way I can go back to my family in Douglasville, Georgia, even if I wanted to. Can I come up the
Kobuk with you, Tica?”
“We can talk about it, if you’re serious,” Tica says. “I might be serious. I’ll think
about it. Thank you.”
Delaney speaks up. “Don’t get too carried away with that idea. I realize we don’t have that much of a
load, but we are three hundred miles north of Dutch, and I’m not very enthusiastic about being
short a first mate and a hard-working crew member on such a long run. A lot will depend on the
forecasts for weather and winds, but this time of year, as you well know, Marnie, weather reports can
be pretty unreliable. If I judge it to be necessary for whatever reason, I won’t let either of you off the
boat.
Are we understood on this?”

2

Tree of Life

The two women nod.
“Weather is moving in in a few days,” Delaney says. “I’d like to get to the first set by dawn tomorrow
with the first recovery twenty-four hours later. We should be able to get back to St. Paul by sundown in
two days if we continue underway,” She looked around the room. “Any problems? If not, Ann and I
will take turns in the wheelhouse; Marnie and Insh in the engine room; Sadie and Tica in the rack to
get some sleep so you can relieve us in a few hours. We can catch up on sleep after we set the pots
tomorrow morning.”
***
Tica cannot sleep. She lies quietly in bed lightly rubbing her face. After many years she knows by
now how her tattoos lie on her face. She is very proud of them and of her aunties in Point Hope who
laid them on her face. As her fingers trace the various lines in her tattoos, she takes comfort in their
patterns and in their connections to the animistic world of the Inupiaq. This is her form of bedtime
prayer. As she traces each one, she wishes for the loving touch of the women who applied each of
the cuts and coloring ink and ash that produced both the pain and the beauty of the tattoos; all this
while they hummed the ancient songs.
Tica’s bed is near the Wi-Fi hot spot in the bulkhead, so when she still cannot sleep, she lies there
scrolling through Facebook under the covers.
She taps on an article: “Ten Cities in the US that Could be Hit by North Korea ICBMs.” She hates
the writer for using such a blasé title, and she hates herself for being interested enough to click on it.
Even so, she’s worried about her mother. Tica feels hopeless out here in the strait, where she can’t do
anything to help. The targets listed include the usual suspects, Honolulu, Los Angeles, Seattle, etc.
When she sees that a Ronald Reagan inspired Star Wars anti-missile base near the Alaska Highway
community of Delta Junction, 100 miles southeast of Fairbanks, is in the top five, her blood runs
cold.
Tica knows that even a miniscule error in the trajectory of such a missile could drop an
incoming missile on her mother’s community of Ambler. With the thought that a similar error could
drop the missile on her home community of Point Hope, her eyes began to burn and tear up.
Desperate, she casts her mind onto an item of lesser stress, stress she can do something about,
the crab pot recovery.
Her mind churns over memories of her role in the earlier sets and recoveries of crab pots on this
trip. The pots are big; they are heavy and bulky. They are made out of steel and can weigh up to six
hundred pounds empty. When they are loaded with bait and enough rope to reach as far as a
thousand feet down, they can weigh up to seven hundred fifty pounds.
Immediately behind the wheelhouse and superstructure the pots are loaded, unloaded, and moved
around by a hydraulic crane permanently fixed to the boat’s hull. The crane is used to move an
electromagnetic pad that connects to the pots so they can be lifted. For the last set a week ago
Marnie assigned Sadie the job of preparing the bait on the deck, then baiting the pots before they
were lifted over the side and dropped into the ocean depths.
In that set, Marnie assigned Tica as location recorder. She worked in the wheelhouse with the
captain to record Pot ID numbers and GPS locations when Marnie gives the signal from the deck that
the pot is resting on the ocean floor. Tica enjoyed the job of recorder and hopes to have the same
assignment on future sets.
Cap has said, though, that her policy is to give everybody operational time in every position on the
boat. In her view the crew rotation policy best assures the boat’s safe and profitable return to the dock
after a trip. It also provides an individual feeling of security in trusting her own skills and judgement
in any position on the boat, and it provides a sense of fairness among the crew while the trip is
underway that no one is immune from an assignment to clean the toilets.
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Tica is convinced that the coming set will be her time on the deck. She can only pray that the seas
would be calm. On a set, the intricate movements by the deck boss and pot wrangler, usually Marnie;
the shot and bait wrangler, Sadie last time; and Insh, working closely with Marnie to make sure the
ropes follow the pot cleanly, form a kind of ballet.
If things go well, and the seas are relatively calm, the time required to bait and set a single pot
might be between two and three minutes. If the seas are rough, the potential dangers to the crew go
up exponentially, as does the time required for a set. Loss of life, or serious injury among
crab boat crew members has come down over the years because of tighter rules imposed by the Coast
Guard about safety equipment, procedures, and training. However, each set or recovery, rough
seas or calm, is fraught with high risk to all members of the deck crew if one of them, for whatever
reason, gets careless.
Though each member of the crew wears a headset and mic during set and recovery, Delaney’s
policy is to rely on hand signals. In that way the deck crew will always be able to communicate with
each other and with the wheelhouse even if the Challenger’s electrical system or shipboard Wi-Fi
network go down. Delaney’s policy has the added benefit of keeping the signals simple and clear and
to the point. A big problem with the earphones and personal mics is the temptation to gossip and
shoot the bull. Delaney wants that kept to an absolute minimum as long as pots are moving around
the deck.
The recovery will be even more dangerous than the set because the pots will weigh much more
with their load of crab. A successful “set” can bring with it a lot of good news for the crew in the form of
abundant, mature, and legal live crab, but there is always a dark and lingering possibility, at any
moment during recovery of a pot heavy with crab, of some sudden accident because of inattention or
misstep by a crew member, or, worst of all, by a sudden mechanical failure combined with a rogue wave.
These possibilities weigh heavily on Tica’s mind. She is restless. She wants to get this last haul
over with so that she can get home. She doesn’t fall asleep for a few hours. Sadie, on the lower
bunk, snores contentedly, as though she is drugged.
***
“Don’t linger too long over breakfast,” Delaney says the next day. “I want to wrap up the recovery
by lunchtime tomorrow so we can get back to St. Paul and tie up before the storm hits. Marnie, you are
on the deck with Insh and Tica. Ann, you are in the wheelhouse with me. Sadie, you will stay in the
engine room. I think you have learned enough to know the difference between a growing problem
and a growing catastrophe.
If you see something start to go seriously wrong get Marnie or Insh on the phone. Better yet,
stay on the phone with them from the start. Check with them both every couple of minutes to
make sure the phone connection is still okay.
“If the phone goes dead, and the situation looks serious to you, go up to the deck, fast, and get
somebody’s attention. If they are too busy handling pots, come up to the wheelhouse and tell me
what’s going on. Once Marnie takes control of the power block, she won’t be going anyplace else
unless I tell her to. Talk to Insh first. Tell her what is going on. Can you handle it Sadie?”
Though Tica is nervous about her own assignment, she can see that Sadie looks shocked. Her face is
pale. Wide-eyed she asks: “Are you sure, cap? I don’t think I’m up for this. I was going to cook up a good
breakfast for you guys after you complete the sets. I know you like to shift people around, but Tica is not
smart enough to know how to bait the pots and count the shots. And all I really know about the engine
room is where to grab a fire extinguisher if a fire breaks out.”
Delaney responds. “Insh and I will take a quick walking tour of the engine and transmission
spaces with you as soon as we finish here. We will refresh your memory about the most important
gauges and valves to watch. It will take us about thirty minutes to get to our first set, and we will
answer any questions you have while we get underway.”
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The seas seem to be less rough, but the boat still rolls a lot during Delaney’s briefing. Tica is
red-faced and breathing heavily.
She does not want to look at Sadie. She feels like Sadie has put her down in some way. She tries to
hide it, but her voice shakes as she tries to express her deep concerns about being on the deck with a
real job to do during either a set or recovery. “I appreciate this opportunity, cap, but I don’t have
enough confidence in my abilities or experience to feel that I will be able to deal with anything out
of the ordinary.”
“Marnie and Insh are going to be right there with you,” Delaney says. “They both recommended
you to me for this assignment; they said you are ready for it, and you need the experience.
“I’m reasonably confident that the seas will be calm throughout the set, but we can revisit this again
before we start recovery. If the seas are still too rough, I might consider new assignments depending on
what Marnie has to say. Don’t count on it, though, Tica; I know you can do this no matter how
rough the seas are, and no matter what Sadie says.”
Tica takes a deep breath and glances in Marnie’s direction. Marnie winks at her. Insh gives Tica
one of her specialty crooked smiles, full of teeth, mischief, and meaning.
Tica turns back to her breakfast plate and piles on some more eggs, bacon, toast, and potatoes. She
takes a blueberry pancake on the side and slathers it with butter and maple syrup. Though she is
slender, she eats a lot because that is the way her family brought her up. Like the bears in their den, the
Inupiaq consider that loading up on fat and carbohydrates, usually oily seal meat or a chunk of whale
skin and blubber called muktuk rather than pancakes, is a simple matter of surviving the winter in
good health.
In the white man’s world, and the Challenger is very much a part of that world, as much as Tica tries
to fight the temptation, she usually turns to comfort food when stressed.
Delaney brings the coffee pot over and squeezes Tica’s shoulder. “Refill?”
Tica smiles up at her. She refills the cup and then leaves the lounge to go up to the bridge to check
with Ann on preparations.
Marnie walks over. “We will be underway in about thirty minutes. Insh and I want to spend a few
minutes going over procedures on deck with you before we move up to the first set. Hurry up and
finish your breakfast. First, we’ll take a walk around the deck.”
After clearing her plate, Tica puts on her bright yellow float coat, safety harness, and waterproof
gear and boots then steps out onto the pot deck. The Challenger’s superstructure blocks the worst of the
winds. They are calm here, just outside the door to the storage spaces.
As Tica moves farther out on deck, though, the wind begins to whip around the stacked pots
and pot-handling gear. A sudden gust and a ship roll push her toward the starboard rail. The
starboard rail is lower than the port rail to facilitate pot handling, and Tica has not yet hooked up
her safety harness.
Insh reacts instinctively. Her left arm shoots out and grabs the girl’s float coat while her right
grabs a post attached to the superstructure. Tica struggles to regain her footing. Once they both regain
their balance Insh turns Tica so she can look into her eyes. “Are you okay?”
“I think so,” Tica says, breathlessly. “Thank you.”
“I’m glad that happened, Tica,” Marnie says. “It’s a good reminder about paying attention to
your safety gear. You have to stay connected to the boat in rough weather whenever possible. Here’s
something else, probably more important: you have to remember to think less about the wave that
just hit the boat and caused it to roll and the pot to swing and more about the rogue wave that is
probably coming right behind it. Cap or whoever is at the wheel tries to anticipate rogue waves, but
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she can’t see them all.”
“I’m sorry, Marnie,” Tica says. “My tripping wasn’t the best way to start this.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just focus on learning how to do your job better than anybody else. Make
yourself indispensable, and all the threats you can imagine will resolve themselves into occasional
irritants. Trust me on this.”
Insh speaks up. “Marnie doesn’t want to talk about it and I don’t mean to scare you, sweetheart, but
she was running the hoist on a set once and one of the clutches exploded and sprayed metal all over
the deck. One of the deck crew took a piece of it in the arm, and the Coast Guard had to lift him off
the deck by helicopter and take him back to Dutch. Nobody else, including Marnie, got a scratch,
but she has never forgotten that day. You need to stay very alert and aware of everything going on
around you while the hoist is running. At the same time you should stay behind something sturdy. If
the hoist goes bad you might be the only one of us close enough to help Marnie fix whatever might be
going wrong, including a serious injury to her or some other member of the deck crew.”
“Thanks, Insh,” Marnie says. “Those are good words for all of us. On the first five or six sets I do not
want to try to set any speed records. Insh will work with me on my side of the pot when it is on the
launcher. You work the other side of the pot, Tica. Remember that you have to also clear the
magnetic pad, bait the pot, and throw the buoy lines into the water after launch. That means you will
be moving back and forth on the deck a lot. Always, always keep your head on a swivel and your
safety harness hooked whenever possible.
“You have to watch your feet and you have to always look around for things coming through the
air. In rough seas things break, and things tied down can come untied. Keep your head turning and
stay loose on your feet! I want to take all the time we need to get all the procedures and bugs worked
out and reasonably bullet proof between the three of us for each set.
“When we get good enough that I am not worried about losing an expensive pot full of bait, or
losing one of you guys over the side, we can try to speed things up, but don’t count on it, and Tica,
don’t count on me telling you to switch sides with Insh between pot launches so you can get some
experience in her position. I’ll only do that if I truly think you are ready.”
Insh looks toward Tica. “This is the time and place, sweetie pie, where we both snap to and say in a
loud confident voice: ‘Got it, boss. Let’s get to work!’”
Tica smiles. In a loud and quavering voice, she says, “Got it, boss. Let’s get to work!”
Marnie gives her a good strong squeeze. At a sign from Delaney, Ann Ruggles, at the helm, nudges
the twin throttles forward. The Aleutian Challenger begins its four-hour run toward the southwest
and, hopefully, toward enough crab to fill the vacant spaces in the live tanks below decks.
***
Dawn is breaking as Tica runs her rubber-gloved hand over the stacked ropes. She has already
checked the mesh bags of bait, mostly guts and fish chunks called chum and made sure they are loose
and ready to put into the pots. Marnie is a few feet away running some analytics on the hydraulic
power block and hoist while talking to Sadie in the engine room. She then moves the crane boom and
electromagnetic pad over to a pot on top of one of the stacks.
She synchronizes the crane with the roll of the boat to allow the swinging pad to settle on one of
the pots then waits for the signal from Ann in the wheelhouse to move the pot over to the
launcher next to the starboard rail. The Challenger is still underway, though, and Tica knows that
there will be no pots flying around until the boat arrives and stops at the designated longitude
and latitude for this first pot set.
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She notes that the boat’s engines, though still running, are suddenly much quieter. The Challenger
is rocking slowly in the five-foot waves. Marnie looks toward her on the other side of the pot and
yells out: “Ready?!!” Tica, her right thumb held high, nods yes. Marnie raises her right hand and
looks toward Insh, ready to help wrestle the pot onto the launcher.
Marnie moves the pot forward and down toward the launcher as Insh leans over with a hooked
pole to grab it. Once it’s on the launcher, Tica runs back to her station to get a bag of chum. She kicks
herself, realizing she should have brought the bag to the launcher the first time instead of making a
second trip. She resolves to do better next time.
Marnie points at the stacked ropes on the deck to indicate that she is ready to launch the pot. Tica
will need to start throwing the stacks of rope after the pot as it sinks quickly beneath the waves.
Then Marnie points to the buoy next to the port rail. Tica had forgotten that the buoy needs to be
ready to hook onto the end of the last shot line when Marnie signals that the pot has hit bottom.
Again, she resolves to do better next time.
When Marnie turns back to the hoist and launcher for one last check, both Insh and Tica put their
fists up. Satisfied, Marnie punches the control on the hoist that will flip the pot off the launcher, then,
once the pot was clear of the rail she punches another button to release the pot into free fall toward
the sea bottom.
The large friction spool on the hoist spins rapidly. Tica grabs the stacks of buoy rope, moving to the
starboard rail and throwing them over the side to follow the sinking pot as fast as she can. After a
couple of minutes Marnie signals that the pot is on the bottom and Tica needs to hook the buoy to
the line and get it over the side.
Once the buoy floats away, Marnie signals Ann Ruggles, who has been watching from the back of
the wheelhouse, that they should move to the next set location. The entire process has taken less than
five minutes.
Both Marnie and Insh come over to Tica and exchange high fives and hugs with her.
“Way to go, kiddo. You’ll do fine at this,” Marnie says.
Tica resolves to keep up with the fast but steady cycle of pot movements; to keep paying attention
to her job and the things she can improve on, and to keep correcting herself when she knows she has
screwed up. She will have time for rest and reflection once the twenty pots on Captain Delaney’s list
have all been set.
The remaining sets proceed without incident in the relatively calm seas. Marnie tells Insh to switch
stations with Tica for the last three. The girl feels a sense of pride in her hard work, her ability to keep
up and to work in sync with her two deck mates. She will eat well and sleep well tonight. She will be
ready to work hard again tomorrow, even though each of the pots will be—she allows herself to
hope—heavy with the money shot; lots of mature, legal crab. The only thing lingering in the back of her
mind is the captain’s concern about the coming storm, and the need to complete their work and get
back to St. Paul ahead of it.
***
Tica is deep in dream sleep when she is jerked awake by Delaney’s voice over the PA. The seas are
heavier than when she went to bed. The boat is rocking from side to side and banging as it
occasionally drops off a wave top.
“The storm is coming our way faster than I expected,” Delaney says from the bridge. “According to
the reports I’m hearing it is also stronger than I expected. It is three a.m., but I want you all out of
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bed, in your gear, and ready for work in twenty minutes. Sadie, I need you in the engine room as
soon as possible, so breakfast will have to wait. Ann will help you keep track of things down there.
I’ve got a pot of coffee on. Everybody start moving, now!”
“Shit,” Sadie says. “You’d better move your ass, Tica. Cap gets pissed if people move too slow when
there’s a storm ahead and pots to pull.”
“I’m up, Sadie. I’ll be on the deck in a minute.” A shiver of fear goes through her body as the boat
lurches from the waves. She knows this will be a different experience than setting the pots
yesterday.
Sadie slams the door on her way out.
As she gets out of the upper bunk, Tica notices that Sadie had dropped her Bible. She puts it in
her pocket for safekeeping and plans to return it to Sadie as soon as she sees her on deck.
When she gets to the deck, though, Tica is almost blinded by the powerful lights that cast the
rolling deck into virtual daylight. Marnie is already checking the power block and hoist rigging. Tica
helps Marnie and Insh set up the sorting table, which will make it easier to separate the legal crabs
from the immature crabs and other bycatch specified by law to be pulled out of the pots and thrown
back.
They are about ten minutes from the first buoy. Marnie is at the crane, testing the boom and
electromagnet and checking for problems in moving the crane arm around.
In the dark with these heavier seas this will be a more dangerous operation than the previous day.
Wrestling a full crab pot from the water onto the launcher on deck in rolling seas is the most dangerous
of all that they will have to do, and they must do it twenty times to recover everything.
The only thing that can make it worse is ice on the deck. It is cold this morning but, so far, still
above freezing.
Insh stands near the storage space door in case Marnie has problems communicating with Delaney
over the intercom. If Marnie looks at her and points up the stairs, Insh knows to run up to the
wheelhouse and help Delaney get close enough to the buoy for Marnie to throw the hook to snag the
buoy rope.
Marnie will then put her back into pulling the snagged buoy toward the side and then the rope itself
onto the friction wheel on the hoist to begin lifting the pot. Once high enough, ideally, the pot can be
tipped into the launcher. It is hardly ever that simple.
Luckily on this first recovery the pot tips straight into the launcher, and Tica and Insh are able to
quickly secure it. The two women open the inboard side of the pot and start pulling the sea life out.
Legal crab go into a three-foot hole in the deck that opens into the tanks of circulating sea water
below decks. Illegal crab and bycatch go into a separate chute that leads off the boat back into the
ocean.
As soon as they clear the catch, Insh quickly closes and secures the pot door. She signals to Marnie to
lift the pot off the launcher and put it back on one of the stacks.
The next eight recoveries are equally as intense but otherwise unremarkable. The catch is still
meager, between twenty and eighty mature crabs per pot. Tica is pleased with her performance, but
she can feel herself getting tired.
“Can we pause for a couple of minutes?” she asks Marnie. “I need to get some food in my gut.”
Marnie speaks to Delany over the intercom. “Can we pause for a couple of minutes? Tica needs some
food. I’m sure the rest of us feel the same. It could turn into a safety issue if we don’t get something
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to eat.”
“Sadie,” Delaney says, turning this into an all-points bulletin, “if you are listening tell me how
things are in the engine room. I may need you to make us some sandwiches, but I don’t want to stop
running. Can you leave Ann in charge down there?”
“Things are good down here, cap,” Ann says. “We could all use some food. Sadie is on her way
up to the galley now.”
“Marnie, can we continue running to pick up one more pot while Sadie fixes some food?”
Delaney asks.
“I think so, but I think we will have to stop to eat after the next pot. We’re dragging here.”
“Got it. The next buoy is coming up; twenty feet off the starboard side.”
Marnie snags the buoy and starts pulling it toward the Challenger. As it comes out of the water, Tica
moves toward the rail to be ready to snag the pot and help Insh pull it toward the launcher.
At that moment, Tica slips on a puddle of water where ice is beginning to form. She goes down. Her
head bangs into the rail on the other side of the launcher. Insh feels a bolt of fear that she might have
gone over the side. She pushes herself away from the rail in order to check on Tica. There is a loud
bang as the full pot slams into the side of the boat, catching Insh’s hand on the rail.
Insh screams in pain. Marnie jerks around to see Insh on the deck holding her left arm, her face in
a grimace. The pot, full of crab, is swinging freely and banging into the side of the boat.
Marnie yells into her phone: “Marian! Get down here now! Insh is down, and I got a loose pot
banging into the boat. I can’t see Tica.”
Delaney bursts out of the storage space door and runs to the other side of the launcher. Tica is sitting
up on the deck, dizzily holding her head with one hand and bracing herself against the rail with the
other. Her head is bleeding, but she seems otherwise okay. Delaney pulls a pressure bandage out of her
pocket and tells Tica to hold it tight against her head to stop the bleeding.
“Are you okay, Tica? Look at my finger.” Delaney moves her finger from side to side, and Tica’s eyes
follow.
“I think I’m okay, cap. I’m sorry I slipped and fell. Did we lose the crab out of the pot?”
“Not yet, but we might. Can you get up? Insh is hurt. You may have to help us pull the pot onto
the launcher.”
Tica struggles against the rolling deck to get up.
“That’s okay, Tica,” Delaney says. “Stay down on the deck and hook your harness to something.
Move out of the way while we get this pot under control!”
“Okay, cap,” she replies meekly. Tica crawls on her belly away from the launcher toward the pot
stacks. Delaney has already gone back to help Marnie tend to Insh.
Insh is still in pain, though she is sitting up. The pot is still banging into the side of the boat. It
contains a nice load of crab, but it will all be lost if the banging around causes the latches on the pot’s
doors to fail. Marnie has tied Insh’s arm to her chest until they can figure out what else needs to be
done to restore a measure of functionality because they will need her active help in recovering pots.
With Delaney able to help Insh, Marnie moves back to the crane controls to try and figure a way to get
the pot into the launcher.
“Do you feel up to operating the power block, Insh?” Delaney asks.
Insh responds through clenched teeth and pain. “I can try, cap. Give me the control and I’ll see if
I can work it with one hand.”
“I’m going to go to the other side of the launcher, Marnie. Let’s see if we can get the pot lined up with
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the launcher, then give a signal to Insh to let it drop,” the captain says.
“I think I have it worked out. Go ahead to the other side. I’ll talk to Insh so we can coordinate
the moves.”
Delaney grabs a hook with a rope attached then ties the rope to the launcher. She figures this will
help her snag the pot to stop the swinging.
Meanwhile, Tica has made her way back to the launcher. She does not feel confident enough to try
standing, but she knows that getting the pot onto the launcher and properly secured will take at least
three people.
She resolves to be one of the three, no matter what kind of effort or personal risk might be
required.
While Delaney attempts to capture the pot, Tica uses her body harness to tie herself to the launcher
in such a way that she will be secure and have enough slack to grab the pot and tie it down. She
uses a knot that she learned from one of the whalers in Point Hope when she was a little girl.
With a lucky toss of the hook Delaney manages to snag the pot and pull it to the side of the boat.
Marnie waits for an incoming wave to help her pull the pot toward the boat without it again banging
into the side. She signals to Insh to lift the pot high enough that it can be tipped over onto the
launcher.
As soon as the pot is down, Tica pulls her rope through the side and ties it off to the launcher to
hold it in place. The pot seems to be secure. Delaney signals to open the access door on the pot, and
the three women begin pulling the crab onto the sorting table.
When the pot is empty and restacked Delaney tells them to meet her in the galley so they can treat
the wounds and decide if there is some way to recover the remaining pots.
Ann remains at the wheel monitoring the autopilot while waiting for a decision on where to go
next. The rest of the crew sits around the crew table in the galley discussing the issue. With the help
of Delaney and Marnie Tica finally recovered her footing. Marnie cleaned her cut and put a fresh
bandage on it. “Do you still feel dizzy, Tica?” she asks.
“No. I am okay, I think. I’ll get myself checked for concussion at the clinic in St. Paul.”
“Insh? How are you doing?” Marnie asks.
“If your real question is whether or not I can handle the power block controls like I did on that last
pot then I think I am okay to keep going until we have everything recovered.”
“What about your arm?” Sadie says. “It looks pretty rough to me.” “Yeah. It hurts like hell.
But the damage was probably no worse than trying to force one of your sandwiches down.”
Sadie jumps up, her face hostile. “Hey, cap, I don’t deserve that shit. You assholes were lucky to get
anything to eat with the boat rolling like it was while I was trying to fix the damn sandwiches.”
Delaney jumps up. “Hey! Both of you guys shut up! Insh, cool it. You too, Sadie.”
“I’m sorry, Sadie. I really do apologize. I was just trying to break the tension, but I wasn’t
thinkin’ right.”
“That’s a dumbass way to break tension, Insh,” Delaney says. “Never mind. There are still eleven pots
out there. You say you are okay with working the power block like you did last time. Marnie, what do
you think?”
“I’m okay with Insh working the crane if she thinks she is up for it. I think Tica showed good sense
when she positioned herself to help us get the pot in the launcher even though she was hurt. If she
feels okay about it, I’d like her to keep doing it if we decide to recover the rest of the pots. I’d certainly
like to have you on the deck with us, Marian. I need another set of good eyes, good ears, and good
hands down there.”
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Before Delaney can respond Marnie continues. “Ann should stay on the wheel, and Sadie is going to
have to be on the move between the engine room and the wheelhouse, but mostly she needs to be
ready, wherever she is, to jump in to help us wrestle pots on deck.”
She turns to the crew. “Is everybody cool with this? Unless there is some major objection, I think
we need to get back to work on recovery. I don’t think this storm is going to cut us any slack, and the
sooner I can feel like we are headed to port with a load of money fish the better I will like it.
“Sadie, go up and tell Ann what we’ve decided, then stay with her until we snag the next pot. If you
have time do a quick check on the engine room to make sure there are no flames or smoke, then stop
and listen for any abnormal banging.
“Marian, go down to the engine room now while Sadie goes up to the wheelhouse. Make sure there
are no new problems down there. Then come back up and help us get the next pot into the launcher.
After all this I just hope that fucking pot is bulging with legal crab.”
Delaney takes note of Marnie’s new exercise of authority but does not try to reassert her own. She is
glad to see Marnie running the boat and plans to make favorable note of it in the log, and in her next
report on the trip.
***
The stormy weather does not abate as Ann Ruggles moves the Challenger close to the buoy
connected to the next pot.
The deck crew is now moving more deliberately and carefully. They keep a watchful eye on
Insh—so watchful that every time Insh catches one of them looking her way she flips them the bird
and sticks her tongue out.
After the next pot and the next and the next are safely relieved of their loads of fresh crab, and the
pots are back on their stacks, Marnie calls for a break to check on everybody and make sure there are
no problems building up among the now overstressed crew.
They progress down to the kitchen, where Sadie has set up a news cast on the satellite radio. “The
Pentagon has ordered two Lockheed SR – 71 Blackbird very high altitude reconnaissance aircraft aloft
out of Eielson Air Force Base 30 miles east of Fairbanks. The two aircraft are to start patrolling south
along the Russian Coast,” the radio squawks. “This is being described by Pentagon officials as a
precautionary measure and should not be a cause for alarm.”
“First the storm and now this.” Marnie gnaws at her lip. “It’s getting bad out there, huh?”
“I guess we’ll see,” Insh says. “I’m not worried yet, but the sooner we can dock, the happier I’ll
be.”
Marnie takes note of Sadie. As Sadie circulates up and down the stairs between the engine spaces and
the wheelhouse, her face seems to hold a persistent scowl. “What’s the problem?” she asks.
“I don’t have a problem, Marnie. Just let me do my job and I’ll be fine.” Marnie ignores this bluster.
“C’mon, Sadie. Tell me what’s going on. Pulling up these last pots is going to be tough. I can’t
have an important member of the crew having some kind of problem eating at her.”
Sadie’s eyes fall to the floor. A deep grimace crosses her face like she has just bitten into the hottest
of Thai peppers. Slowly she raises her face to look Marnie in the eye. “I think your little brown
tattooed bitch stole my Bible.”
Marnie backs away from Sadie’s intense scrutiny. “What?!” she exclaims. “I can’t believe you’d say
that. Tica just doesn’t strike me as some kind of a petty thief. Why do you say that?”
“When we got up this morning, I was the first one out of our bunk space. She was just getting out
of bed. After a while I realized I had forgotten my Bible. I went back to get it. The bitch was gone, and
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so was my Bible.”
“Did you look for her to ask her about the Bible?” Marnie asks. “No. I can’t find her.”
“All right. We’ll go look for her now. I’m sure this is some kind of a misunderstanding.”
Just then Tica approaches the two women. “Oh hi, Marnie. Hi Sadie. I’ve got your Bible. You
dropped it on the way out of our space this morning. Here.” She hands the Bible to Sadie.
Sadie does not say thank you. After a moment, Marnie is forced to ask Sadie if she is okay now that
she has found her Bible. Instead of responding to either of the women, Sadie walks away toward the
engine room stairs, her head bowed.
“What was that all about?” Tica asks.
“I’d rather not say just yet,” Marnie says grimly. “We do have a big problem with the recovery if
anyone besides Insh and you are not able to carry their full share of the workload. I need to talk to
Marian.”
“What should I do?”
“I’m not sure what is going on, but for now, you should probably avoid Sadie.” Marnie changes tack.
“We’re still rolling a lot. Maybe you should check the storage spaces to make sure the emergency
gear is secure.
Make sure nothing has come loose.”
With that, she goes up to the wheelhouse, where Ann is at the helm and Delaney is checking the
weather. “Sadie seems to have some kind of a problem with Tica,” Marnie says. “I’m not sure of her
ability to do her job if we try to recover the remaining pots.”
“Can you tell me more about the problem?” Delaney asks. “Are drugs or booze involved?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t smell any booze, and she seems to be lucid enough. All I know is that she
made a crude remark about Tica that sounded a lot like some kind of deeply felt racism and
hostility.”
“Where is she now?” Ann asks.
“She went down to the engine room.”
“Did she say anything when she went down there?” “No.”
Delaney speaks up. “Do you know something, Ann?”
“Maybe. If you are okay with it, cap, I can go down and talk to her.”
“Go ahead. Try to be quick. We need to decide whether we have the ability to recover the
remaining pots. If you are able to sort out Sadie’s problem, and you think she is ready to do her job,
call me on the private line to the wheelhouse. I will need to talk to her to judge for myself her state of
mind. Marnie, take the wheel while Ann and I try to work this out.”
After Ann leaves, Delaney speaks again. “Okay, Marnie. Now tell me what Sadie said that gave you
such concern.”
“Sure. She thought Tica had stolen her Bible. She called Tica our ‘little tattooed brown bitch.’”
“‘Our’? She said ‘our’? What the fuck is that about? Jesus Christ. How did we miss this?”
“I don’t know, Marian. Maybe all the stress of Insh and Tica getting injured combined with this
extended storm condition got to her. She didn’t have to deal with this much stress on her two earlier
trips with us.”
“Let’s assume that Sadie regains her senses. What do you think about continuing the recovery?”
”I’m actually more concerned about Insh,” Marnie admits. “She is putting her heart into it, but I can
tell she is in pain. Fatigue will start creeping into her reaction times. Assuming Sadie gets herself
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under control let’s recover five more pots and reassess. Let’s assume for now that Sadie is not available
to help me on deck with pots. She will need to stay in the engine room. After recovery I think you or I
may need to swap bunks with Tica, and we should otherwise try to keep her away from Sadie.”
The phone rings then; it’s Ann with news. “The captain should come down to the engine room.
Sadie wants to apologize for messing things up.”
“I’ll be right down,” Delaney says. “Don’t go any place, Ann. I’ll have some new crew
assignments.”
***
After their conference, Delaney is satisfied that Sadie has calmed down enough to work. As Marnie
suggested they stopped after recovering five more pots. Insh is in serious pain but will not let
Marnie call a halt to any further recovery. The four remaining pots are collected, and Delaney takes
the wheel, turns the Challenger toward Saint Paul, and then sends everybody except Ann Ruggles
down to their bunks to get some rack.
Delaney briefly considers telling Tica that she will need to stay on board rather than get off in
St. Paul, but she ultimately rejects the idea. Some time apart from the stress of crew life may be
good for the girl.
The boat rocks and rolls on the return to St. Paul, but the trip is otherwise uneventful.
PART 2
The seas are still rough near St. Paul Island, but the skies are clear. Delaney looks around for the best
approach to the breakwater and the docks where they can unload their catch. She will also need to take
on additional fuel for the return to Dutch Harbor. Marnie is working the deck with the other crew
during the docking procedure, and Tica is maintaining a watch on the radio and radar to keep track of
the various ships and their movements.
Since there are a fair number of boats moving around the breakwater and docks, Insh remains near
the engines. She listens carefully through headphones for Tica’s monotonous repetition of the phrase:
“All okay on deck.”
Delaney massages the twin throttles in a way that eventually causes the boat’s bumpers to lightly
touch the side of the dock. Marnie jumps ashore to catch and secure the forward line and then the
back line.
Finally, Delaney announces that the boat is docked and secured. She shuts down the engines and
grabs her briefcase full of paperwork for the Fish and Game Department’s fish count rep. Tica asks if
she can use the satellite phone for a call to Kotzebue. Delaney waves her hand in approval.
Tica steps to the back of the wheelhouse to use the battery-operated sat phone. She decides to try to
call her friend with the Cessna 208 Caravan, Benny Hanford. There is no answer at his number, so she
tries another friend, David Washington, a son of one of the “white Eskimo” families who came to the
Kobuk Valley in the sixties to live off the land.
Most of the white Eskimos have now moved on to other things. One of the children of those families,
for example, has now grown up and written two best-selling books about his time up on the Kobuk,
learning how to make his own hunting gear and sleds and how to make his own clothes out of wolf and
caribou skins. Eventually he moved to Anchorage to try to learn how to live in the modern world.
***
Tica waits to see if David picks up. She tries to contain her excitement when she hears: “Hello?”
“Hi David. This is Tica. I’m calling from St. Paul, and I am trying to find Benny. Do you know
where he is?”
“Jesus, Tica. Your mom has been wanting to know where you are. This war talk is scaring her.”
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“I know, David. I’m scared, too. I’m trying to get home, but the only way I can get there today, or
tomorrow is if Benny will agree to fly down to St. Paul to pick me up. Do you think he will be willing
to do that?”
“I don’t know, Tica. Flying is getting to be more of a problem every day because of the war talk. I’m
not sure the feds will let anybody take a civilian airplane into the air from Kotzebue. I think I saw
Benny on the street a day or so ago, so I’ll go look for him. How can I contact you?”
“I’m calling from a sat phone, but you should be able to get a message to me by marine radio. I’ll
stay on the boat until I hear from you. If you are going to look for Benny, I’m going to see if I can get
something besides fish to eat somewhere in town. I need to get off the boat for a while. It is one p.m.
now. I’ll be back here by three p.m. Find Benny first, but then please go tell my mom that I am
trying to get to her as fast as I can.”
“I’ll tell her. Don’t worry. I’ll call you by three and let you know what I find out about Benny.”
“If Benny offers to take off right now and head straight to St. Paul, please don’t discourage
him. Okay?”
“Got it,” David says before hanging up.
Tica hangs up, too, then walks off the boat and heads up the dock toward the small fishing
village. She hopes to find a burger and beer and a quiet place to sit and think. She is reminded of her
college days in the snack shop, and of Ernest Hemingway in one of her literature courses: ’a clean
well-lighted place’ would work best for her. She does not want to discuss her concerns about Sadie
until they both have had some time to think it through. She wishes her mom was with her now to
talk.
Homesick, she thinks again of the aunties who gave her the beautiful tattoos. She wishes she could
feel again their soft touch and soothing words as they sang to the many animistic spirits of the
Inupiaq to grant Tica the strength she would need to be in this world.
When at home in Point Hope, Tica has many opportunities to talk among family members and
friends when important problems need resolution. Not all problems can be resolved, though, and
Tica’s problem with Sadie seems to be one of those. There are no family or friends to talk with in
St. Paul.
She will have to be like the white people and work it out on her own.
***
Sadie has never been able to look Tica in the eye and has almost never engaged her in conversation.
When she has offered to help with cooking or even dishwashing in the galley, Sadie has been
dismissive.
Tica thinks about Delaney’s rule that every crew member either get along, get her problems out
in the open, or get off the boat at the next port. Without her emphasis on this simple and basic rule,
Sadie would be nothing more than a very rude person to Tica, and perhaps to all the others. As such,
Tica knows it is up to her to try to calm whatever problem is roiling Sadie’s brain.
Tica finds no beer and no burger, but the Philippino food served up at the Trident Café, a short walk
from the dock, is tasty, varied, and plentiful. She decides to eat quickly, then take a short walk around
the town, possibly up by the Russian Orthodox church. She will sit in the church for a while in hopes
of calming her nerves before she has to talk to David again.
If David can’t find Benny, she won’t be able to fly north that day. She will have to decide whether
she needs to get back on the boat and go back to Dutch with the crew or catch the daily Alaska
Airlines flight out of St. Paul to Anchorage the next day.
That makes it a two or three-day trip through Anchorage to get back to Kotzebue. Once in
Kotzebue, she will still have to find a ride up the Kobuk to Ambler.
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With all of this war business making it difficult to know if planes will be grounded or missiles
launched, Tica needs to avoid spending all that extra time getting to Ambler. She hopes that David
will be able to make contact with Benny, and that Benny can come down this afternoon to pick her
up. If she can get back up to Ambler that night, it will make everything much easier for her mom
and herself.
***
The call comes in at three on the dot.
“Tica. This is David. I got hold of Benny. You’re in luck. He has been discussing a charter to fly
down to St. Paul and St. George to pick up some of the field guys working with the utility company
down there. He will bring everybody back. The military is involved, and it looks like they will
approve the flight because they want those technical skills available in Kotzebue while this war
threat is going on. He’s got room for you if you can travel light and be ready on the runway with
the other two St. Paul guys when he comes in to pick you up.”
On hearing David’s words Tica finds herself shaking with anticipation. She had been sitting in the
wheelhouse with Delaney, Insh, and Marnie when the call came in. “I’ll make sure I’m ready and
standing at whatever time and in whichever place Benny wants me to stand.”
She looks at Marnie, whose eyes were downcast. “I hate to ask, David, but one of my shipmates
wants to come with me to Kotz. Do you think there is any chance that Benny would allow that?”
“I don’t know, Tica. It sounds like he may have a full passenger load already. I think I can still talk
to him by cell phone. I’ll ask him to set a course for St. George first, then come back up to St. Paul.
You should be able to contact him with your own cell phone in about three hours, so you can ask
him yourself. I know he will have to top off his fuel tanks for the run to Kotz, so you should plan to
meet him at the fueling pumps at the south end of the airfield.
“If it’s possible to shift stuff around in order to fit the both of you onto the plane that will be the
place to do it. Once again, plan to travel with nothing more than a toothbrush. Some of those tech
guys may have specialized tools that will have to stay on the plane. I know you can deal with it, but
you might both have to sit on the laps of some random guys for several hours during flight. Can
your friend handle that?”
Marnie looks Tica in the eye and nods yes. “She can handle it,” Tica says.
“Okay. I’ll try to connect with Benny about his route and about your traveling friend. If there are
any initial hang-ups from him, I’ll call you again on the sat phone. Make sure your phone is charged
up. It will also be good to have a charged spare handy. You may have to do some negotiating with
Benny and, probably, with some of the passengers to make this all work.”
“Thank you for all your help, David. I’ll call you on the sat phone as soon as Benny and I have
worked out all the details. One of us will contact you from the air as soon as we can connect with
ground communication in Kotz. Thanks again. You’ve been a huge help. I owe you so much.”
***
The sun has been below the distant horizon for a few hours, leaving a fading twilight glow by the
time Benny is able to contact Tica.
“I’m about an hour out of St. George,” he says. “David passed your message along to me. I will do
everything I can to get you and your friend back to Kotzebue tonight, but it may require some work
and some discomfort on your part. At this point I don’t know who my passengers will be, or how many
there are. The military is paying for this flight, and they are handling who sits in which seats and how
many pounds of freight I will be carrying.
“They know what you want to do, and they said they will do everything they can on their end to
make it work. I’m going to ring off now, though, so I can concentrate on St. George. As soon as I’m
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airborne out of there, I’ll contact you again. Make sure your cell phone batteries are charged.
I’m glad you are okay.”
“David says I can’t take anything more than a toothbrush,” Tica says. “Is that still true?”
“Be prepared to travel with as little as possible. You can bring some kind of a travel bag with you
to the airport, but if I say you have leave it on the ground, you can’t argue with me. Okay? I’m sorry
to be such a hard ass.”
“It’s okay, Benny. I understand. I’ll talk to you soon.”
“One more thing, Tica. If I say you can go, but your friend has to stay on the ground, you can’t
argue with me about that either. Am I clear?”
“Yes, Benny. That is very clear. I’ll make sure she understands. Her name is Marnie, by the way.”
Tica closes the cell phone link. The entire crew of the Challenger is now gathered in the
wheelhouse.
“Did you get that, Marnie?” Tica asks.
“Yes. Thanks for doing all you can to help me.”
Tica turns to Captain Delaney. “Well, cap, in a way whether Marnie comes with me or goes back
to Dutch with you depends on when you want to get underway. Do you know yet?”
“I can wait for a couple of hours. I think the Siberian weather is still moving in our direction and is
likely to be moving in tomorrow, so I will want to get underway before midnight tonight. You and
Benny will need to think about beating that storm, too. Stay alert, and keep things moving.”
“Marnie and I need to figure out what we are doing, so we’ll come back up as soon as we are
done in an hour or so. Then it will be a matter of waiting for Benny’s call. Can one of you guys see if
you can line us up with a ride to the airport… and back if necessary?”
Insh gets up to get a cup of coffee. “I’ll make sure you have transportation, sweetie. Don’t worry.”
“One more thing,” Delaney says. “Tica, will you come out to the deck with me?”
“Of course.”
Outside Delaney turns to Tica. “Have you talked to Sadie within the past several hours?”
“Yes,” Tica says. “I sought her out. I told her there was some tension between the two of us, and I
felt I needed to try and resolve it. We talked for a few minutes.”
“Is anything settled?”
“I don’t know, cap. I told her I would like to resolve whatever problem there was between us. She did
not really respond to me. Finally, I offered her a decorated talisman from my village that I thought
might please her. She accepted the token but showed no appreciation or gratitude before she left
me.”
“I’ll talk to her.”
***
Benny calls Tica about two hours later, around eleven-thirty. “I’ll be on the ground in about thirty
minutes. Can you guys meet me at the fuel pumps at the airport?”
“Yes. How much space do you have?”
“I’ve got one seat with me in the cockpit, and room under it for one travel bag. There are ten
passenger seats behind the cockpit. The other passengers are all men of various ages. One of you may
have to sit on the other’s lap, but I can’t have you doing that in the cockpit. I may have to move one of
the guys into the cockpit seat, and you will have to share his seat in the back. Will that work for
you?”
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“We’ll make it work,” Tica replies.
“Good. I need to warn you that we have weather coming in from the west. It’s already pretty
bumpy. I’ve got one guy freaking out in the back. I’ve warned him that the weather may get worse as
we get closer to Kotzebue, but If he wants to stay on the plane, you and your friend—Marnie, is that
her name? —may have to stay strapped in a single seat.”
***
The crew on the boat assure Tica and Marnie that they will have bunks on the Challenger whenever
they want to return to work. Hugs and kisses, even a few tears, are shared all around, and the women
are on their way. The airport is about two and half miles from the dock. Insh takes them in a jeep she
borrowed from a security guard at the fish processing plant. He had been walking the dock on
swing shift.
“Sadie gave me some cookies to help convince him that loaning his jeep to me was a very human
thing to do. That plus showing some décolletage had the effect I was looking for.” Insh gives the
travelers a lewd wink and a big smile as she pulls the jeep away from the Challenger. She stops,
though, as Sadie walks in front of the jeep.
“Do you need something, Sadie?” Insh asks.
“I have something for Tica.” She approaches Tica’s side of the jeep. “Thank you for the nice gift. I
want to give you something in return.”
Sadie lays the Saint Christopher medal in Tica’s hand. The two women look at each other.
“Thank you, Sadie,” Tica says. “I am very pleased with this.”
“I hope you have a good trip,” Sadie says.
Tica reaches out to give Sadie a hug, which she accepts before turning abruptly away.
“I’m sure you can’t wait to get home to your mother,” Marnie says, once they’re standing on the
airfield tarmac.
Tica smiles. “Yes. She’s everything to me. I think you’ll love her.” She chuckles and kicks the toe of
her boot into a nearby drift. “She’s got this almost translucent blue/violet stone that her high school
boyfriend gave to her. He wanted her to have it even though she started seeing Dad while the
boyfriend was driving attack boats on the Mekong Delta in ‘Nam.”
Marnie’s mouth drops open. “No way.”
“Yes.” Tica pops the word on her lips. “It’s beautiful, though. I understand why she keeps it. We don’t
know where it came from, but it’s like family tradition at this point. If we evac from Ambler, she’ll
probably take it with her.”
Twenty minutes later the runway lights come on, lighting up the entire area around the airfield. A
couple of minutes after that, the women can hear Benny’s plane approaching for a landing to the
north. They see his landing lights come on.
Westerly winds across the runway seem squirrely, but not too strong yet. Even so, the wings dip up
and down in response to sudden gusts. Benny brings the plane down smoothly, first the left rear
wheel, then the right, then the nose. The touchdown is followed by a reduction in the whine and a
change in pitch of the turboprop engine.
Tica speaks into her cell phone while Benny taxis the plane to the pumps. “Nice landing. I am
so glad you were able to get here.”
“Hi, Tica. Nice to know you were waiting for me. I think you may be in luck. I have to talk to my
freaked-out passenger about his options if he doesn’t want to continue the flight, but I may have two
seats for you and Marnie.”
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“If he is that worried about flying in this weather,” Tica suggests, “maybe I can persuade my captain
to take him on the boat when she takes it back to Dutch this evening. I’ll introduce him to my
shipmate Insh if you want me to offer that suggestion.”
There is a pause as Benny considers this. “I’ll discuss it with him. Just be ready to grab your seat, or
seats, and get strapped in as soon as I finish fueling. I want to do everything I can to beat this storm.
Wewill all talk further in a couple of minutes.”
Tica turns to Marnie and Insh. “What do you guys think of me offering that guy a place on the boat
when you all leave for Dutch?”
“I don’t have a problem,” Insh says, “but why don’t you call the cap now and find out for yourself
before you talk to this guy?”
“Good idea.” She punches a number and waits for Delaney to pick up. “Hi, cap. It’sTica. One of the
passengers on Benny’s plane has gotten into a twitch over this storm and the bumpy weather on the
flight up from St. George. Can I offer this guy some space on the Challenger so he can get to Dutch
with you and the others? That way he can catch the next flight to Anchorage, and possibly a same-day
flight from Anchorage to Kotz. If he goes with you, Marnie and I will both have a seat on Benny’s
plane. Otherwise it will probably be a very uncomfortable flight for both of us.”
“What do Marnie and Insh think about this?” Delaney asks.
“I think Marnie will ride in the baggage compartment if necessary. Insh says she has no
problem with the idea of a male passenger on the boat. “
“Have you met this guy yet?”
“No. They are still taxiing up to the pumps.”
“My main concern is that Bennie’s passenger might be drunk or drugged up, or he might have a
gun and some kind of hateful attitude toward women, or some kind of combination of all of these. I
can’t allow anybody like that on my boat unless he is so drunk that he will pass out and stay passed
out all the way to Dutch.
“I’m sure you are in a hurry to get this resolved and get your flight underway, but you are going
to have to make an assessment of this guy’s condition and be ready to assure me that he won’t cause
me or any of my crew any problems. If he looks and sounds like he is not drunk or drugged, and he
is willing to let me lock up his baggage, I’ll probably be okay with him coming aboard. Are we
clear on that?”
“Yes. Yes, we are, cap. Benny is just now pulling up to the pumps, so we should have an answer on
this in a minute or two. I’ll call you back.”
Benny brings the plane up to the pumps and shuts the engine down. He jumps out of the hatch
next to the pilot’s seat and opens the back hatch to the passenger compartment. A guy gets out who
looks a little wobbly, but otherwise alert. Benny points toward Tica and the other women. Then he
grabs a stepladder to begin the fueling process. He yells to Tica: “I’m only on the ground for about ten
minutes, so hurry up and get your business done.”
Tica steps forward to introduce herself, Marnie, and Insh to the man. “I’m Tica. I understand
you want to get off here.”
“Yes. I am very much afraid of flying even in the best of circumstances. When this trip came up, I
wasn’t really given an option to say no. I did grab a bottle of whiskey to calm my nerves, but the
bumpy flight from St. George caused me to throw it all up. The pilot said you might have a better way
for me to get to Kotzebue without losing too much time getting there.”
“I think so. I’m a member of the deck crew on a crab fishing boat. The boat is tied up down at the
docks here, waiting for the three of us to work out a way for two of us to get to Kotz tonight on this
airplane. The captain on the boat is named Marian Delaney. As soon as we are all ready, she will
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depart with a five-woman crew for a fast trip to Dutch Harbor. It is up to Captain Delaney to decide
whether you can have some space on the boat. I can connect you with her by phone. That may be the
best and fastest way to work this out.”
“I am willing to do whatever the captain asks in exchange for a ride with you guys.”
“Do you have any booze or drugs in your luggage?” Insh asks. “Any guns?”
“No booze or drugs. I’m the biggest straight arrow you’ve ever seen except when I fly or have to
think about a departing flight that I have to be on. I do have a pistol, a .38-caliber revolver—it is Alaska,
after all—but I will happily give it over to the Captain during the trip if she allows me on.”
Insh turns to Tica. “He sounds good to me. Go ahead and get the cap on the phone. I’ll give her a
briefing, and then she and he can work out any final details.”
Tica approaches Benny on the ladder while he fuels one of the wing tanks. “I think we are going to
be able to work it out with your passenger, so tell us where you want us to sit on the plane.”
“Well, the main thing is that I want you to sit in the copilot’s seat. It is not really a copilot’s seat
because there is no aileron control there unless I pass mine over to you. Didn’t my other pilot, Timmy,
throw the aileron control over to you once?”
Tica nods.
“Good. I’m glad to hear it. There is a seat in the back. Have Marnie take it. I want her to stay alert
to the moods of the passengers. If she sees one of them getting antsy, she needs to get up and try to
calm him down. Tell her everything about the flight and what I expect of her as I have told it to you.”
“Got it.” Tica goes back to retrieve Marnie and check on Insh and the sickly passenger. “Have
you guys got it worked out with Cap?”
“Yup, sweetie pie. Everything is fine. Give me a hug and I’ll be on my way with Tom, here,” Insh
says.
“Good luck, Tom,” Tica says. “I hope you can make it to Kotz tomorrow, so your boss doesn’t get
pissed at you. I’m glad this all worked out.”
***
The flight gets off the ground at twelve-thirty a.m. Benny puts the plane into a steady climb to its
maximum operating altitude at 25,000 feet. He turns the autopilot on. There are some bumps, but
nothing scary. Benny hopes to find smooth air at altitude. He flicks a button to drop the oxygen masks
down from the passenger ceilings and asks Tica to make sure every passenger knows how to put the
mask on. Most of the passengers seem to be sleeping. Tica has to wake them up to help them with
their masks. She motions for Marnie to work her way from the back to the front to help the
passengers behind the cockpit. Marnie seems grateful to have something useful to do.
As Benny turns to pick up his navigation signal Tica looks back to the west and notices the City
of St. Paul like a ring of bright diamonds floating against the smothering black velvet of night.
Tica thinks she sees a flash of light far to the southwest in the direction of Attu, the westernmost of
the Aleutian islands, but it comes and goes very quickly. It does not linger in the clouds, and she
cannot be sure of what she saw. Shortly after, Benny and Tica both feel an abrupt bump of turbulence,
but it does not last long. Benny continues to cruise at 25,000 feet, above most of the weather. There is
enough of a moon to cast light and shadows on the cloud tops.
It is a beautiful night above the Arctic Circle. The Aurora Borealis is sometimes a beautiful ring
when seen from an airplane at this high altitude. Tica hopes she will be lucky enough to see a
display.
***
Benny is about an hour out from Kotz. He is having trouble raising anybody on the ground. He
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needs to hear from approach control for navigation guidance, and he needs the runway lights turned
on, but there is no answer from the tower. He switches to the military channel that has been issued to
him for this flight.
“Kotzebue tower, this is Cessna N393 Charlie Foxtrot coming in with military cargo from St.
George and St. Paul. Over?” The silence on the other end is deafening. Benny repeats the call with
more vigor. “Kotzebue tower, this is Cessna N393 Charlie Foxtrot coming in with important
military cargo from St. George and St. Paul. Is anybody down there?
Please respond. I will be descending for approach to the outer marker for runway two seven in about
thirty minutes. Please respond. I need somebody to turn the lights on. Over?”
He turns to his copilot. “Tica. Take the radio mic and repeat the message I just gave them
until somebody answers. I need to check some things in case everything is all fucked up on the
ground, and I have to do some emergency procedures. Stay on the military channel, but if you are not
having any luck, try some of the other channels.
“Try your friend David in Ambler on your cell phone. He may be monitoring your number.
Try any number you can think of. We are running out of time and fuel, and I need to know what is
happening on the ground.”
Tica repeats the call to the military twice more with no success. She picks up her cell phone to
make a call to David and is surprised to see that he left her a text message a few minutes before. She
texts back. “David. Thank god. We are approaching Kotzebue but there is no answer on the radio, do
you know what is happening?”
Tica breathes a sigh of relief as David responds with a text. “Try calling me. I think we can still talk,
but I am not sure for how long.”
David launches right into it when she calls. “I am going to speak fast, Tica. The military has taken
control of all local communications and they have shut down the airport at Kotzebue to any civilian
traffic. There was some kind of a bomb, or more likely a missile, that landed on Attu at the end of the
Aleutian Chain a couple of hours ago. All we know for sure is that there is a military outpost out
there that has gone totally silent.
“I’m able to talk to you because the mining operation at Bornite has its own comm link that doesn’t
depend on the usual civilian channels. The military’s reach is long, so I don’t know how long the
Bornite link will last. You need to listen carefully to everything I say. You need to divert your flight to
the field at Ambler. Electricity in Ambler is generated by backup diesel power locally, and we can
light the runway when you get within range.
“Afriend of mine in Ambler is a radio geek. We think we can put out an ADF direction signal on a
regular radio frequency that your pilot can use to get through the clouds. Once he gets through the
clouds, we will have the runway lit, and he can make a normal VFR landing under visual flight rules.
Have you got all that?”
“I think so, David,” she says, “but I want you to talk to Benny. I don’t want to screw up the pilot talk.
He needs to hear that directly from you.”
Benny is running instrument checks, but he can see from her facial expressions and hand
gestures that the phone call is important. She hands the phone over.
“Hello David. What’s up?”
David repeats all that he had told Tica. Benny asks that the radio setup in Ambler play some Johnny
Cash, so he will know that the ADF signal is specifically for him. “‘Ring of Fire,’ one of my favorites,
will be the best, “ he says.
“I think your best approach is runway 1 to the north,” David says. “You are familiar with the holding
patterns and surface problems on that runway, especially in the dark with a crosswind, so I know you
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can handle it. I’ll try to run the grader over the surface, but no guarantees on that. Remember that if
you have to abort a landing on Runway 1 you need to bear right to avoid the hills beyond the north
end of the runway.
“I’m going to head over to the radio setup now to make sure they are on air, and they have ‘Ring of
Fire’ on the turntable. I’ll keep this phone connection open as long as I can, but if I lose contact with
you, I may not be able to reconnect. Keep your ADF receiver on. We may be able to get a signal up, but
we may not have much range—possibly no more than twenty-five nautical miles. We can also put up
a shortwave signal, but I don’t know if your plane is equipped to receive it.”
“My GPS has not gone down yet,” Benny says, “so I still have good lat/ long info coming in. I’m
turning now to set a course for dead reckoning to Ambler while I still have GPS. I am showing about
forty-five minutes to Ambler, by the way. We have shortwave receiver capability, but I am not sure I
can get a direction out of it except by monitoring signal strength. Do everything you can to direct
the beam along magnetic bearing 050/310. We will work on receiving on this end.”
“Good luck, Benny. This may be the most important night of your life. Put Tica back on the line. As
I come up with new information, she can relay it to you. When you get your plane down on the
ground, we can all go get a beer. I’ll even buy. Just don’t fuck it up.”
“Thanks, man. If I come in upside down, I’ll try to walk away from it. If I walk away, it’s a good
landing, right?”
Tica relays to Marnie all that they had learned in the past several minutes. She needs Marnie’s calm
in a crisis to help deal with the passengers.
Tica works to be ready for whatever Benny needs to bring this difficult and dangerous flight to a
successful conclusion. As she notes the instructions he gives her about the function of the various
radios and navigation devices, her mind wanders to Benny’s life growing up in Kotzebue.
***
Benny’s father and grandfather were both whaling captains. As captains they were in charge of a
walrus skin boat about as long as the fuselage of Benny’s airplane. When a captain and a whaling
crew of six paddlers hunt whales in choppy seas, with waves lapping above the low gunwales and
into the boat, it becomes the whaling captain’s job to keep everybody calm and focused on the job at
hand.
Even on the deck of the Challenger, with the seas running high and the heavy pots swinging around,
there is nothing to compare to the dangers of whale hunting far out to sea in an umiak, a small wooden
boat covered in walrus skins.
The resolution of such frequent danger is deep in Benny’s blood. Tica looks at Benny in his
baseball cap and headphones; she can see him standing in a parka made of seal gut, fringed around
the face with seal skin and wolverine fur. She can see him balanced in the prow of a rolling umiak,
with a harpoon at the ready, scanning the horizon for the telltale venting and rising steam of the
whale’s exhaled breath.
Whale hunters say that the whales talk among themselves in order to deal with the threat, but you
can only hear them if you are at peace with yourself in the midst of surrounding dangers. Whale
sounds are not easily heard by human ears. Usually, they can only be felt as vibrations through the
skin of the umiak, a feeling of a high-pitched, humming ululation.
To Tica Benny, now, is like that whaling captain.
Benny turns away from his instrument panel to show her the combined compass and ADF signal
gauge. He taps the gauge with his finger and says: “I want you to keep a close eye on this instrument
now. We are getting close enough to Ambler that we should soon be able to hear Johnny Cash playing
‘Ring of Fire.’ That means we can pick up the radio station ADF signal on this gauge. When that
double-barred needle jumps, let me know right away.”
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After a few more minutes, the double-barred needle jumps. Tica touches Benny on the shoulder and
points at the gauge as it jumps up and down. Benny adjusts his course to align with the bearing
indicated by the ADF signal. He cuts the power, pulls the wing flaps out, and begins a fairly steep
descent through the cloud cover over Ambler.
Shortly, the runway comes into view beneath the clouds. Controlling his touchdown Benny
finally sets a left wheel down, but the strong crosswind causes the nose to drift to the right. Benny
knows he has one chance to correct the drift before the nose drifts out of control in the sudden
gust.
As soon as the nose begins to drift, he instinctively jams the left rudder pedal and pulls
up on the handbrake next to his seat. In a moment the nose comes back to the left, and the
right wheel comes down to kiss the runway. The nose wheel follows. All the passengers,
including Tica, clap and yell their approval for this masterful job by a man who, they are
now convinced, is the very best airplane pilot they have ever known.
***
David has brought Tica’s mother, Mary, to the runway. Tica grabs Mary and David and hugs
them both, hard. None of them can keep from breaking into tears at the reunion. Tica motions for
Benny to come over and join in. He only hesitates a moment before joining this private moment
among loving friends and family.
David had stashed some drinks and sandwich fixings in the bunkhouse in case anybody was hungry.
It’s after the local tourist season, so there is plenty of room in town. They are grateful that, in addition
to still being alive, they will also have a warm place to sleep for the night.
Tomorrow will be a whole new day—possibly, a whole new life and a whole new world to live
in.
Tica, Mary, and Marnie pile into David’s jeep for the ride to Mary’s house. She lives a few miles
west of town in a log cabin her husband, Antonio, had built out of local logs. Once inside, Tica cannot
help but feel a great sense of relief. She collapses into an overstuffed chair near the wood stove where
David works to get a fire going.
“Your dad is fine,” Mary begins. “Unless some problem comes up at the mine, he will meet us later. I
have something to tell you, my sweet baby. We are going to leave tomorrow on a hike to Alatna on
the Koyukuk River. Wewill go up the Kobuk by boat and over the hills on foot. It will take us about
thirty days, I think. I have already packed everything we will need.”
This revelation takes Tica aback. “Mom, why in the world do you want to do this? And why
now?”
David and Marnie sit mute on a nearby couch.
“I have been thinking about this ever since we elected that man, whose name I will not say, to the
presidency,” she says. “Whatever terrible thing has happened at the end of the Aleutian chain early
this morning, it is only the first of many things that will now come home to disturb and disrupt all
the good parts of our lives.”
“I don’t understand, Mom. I hope you will explain whatever is going through your mind to
come up with these thoughts.”
“It is simple, my sweet one. There is a dark cloud among the Inuit. It came with those who live
only to take our culture, the things we make that are beautiful, the things that make us the real
people. They do not know the real people, and they do not know the spirits of the earth.
The dark cloud will not go until those who only have values in money and their objects of vanity
have gone from us. I think it is time that we go back to our relatives on the Koyukuk at Alatna until
all this evil has passed. That is what our ancestors would have done, and this is what we must also
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do.”
“We have two guests, David and Marnie.” Tica gestures toward the two figures on the couch. “Are
you thinking they will go with us?”
“As the real people we have an obligation to assure the safety, security, and lodging of all our guests.
Of course, they may come with us, but they themselves must choose to go.”
The conversation has grown intense. Tica sits quietly for a moment, distracting herself by looking
around the walls of her mother’s house.
There, several beautiful works hang, representing the art of the Inupiaq, the Athabaskan, and
members of lesser known tribes and language groups in the valley between the Brooks Range in the
north and the Alaska Range in the south. Mary has many caribou skin masks wearing many
expressions, all made by Nunamiut artist friends who live and work in Anaktuvuk Pass.
One of the works on the wall intrigues Tica. She has not seen it before now. It is made from a
variety of grasses, twigs, and dried berries, all laid on a background painted to convey an
impression of a distant range of mountains shrouded by low clouds. It reminds her of the mountains
of the distant, darkened Brooks Range, with bright streams zigzagging down their front face to
connect in a braided outflow into the great Yukon River.
The artist has shrouded the berries with some colored lichen in a way that makes them appear, in
the distance, to be clothed in bright fashions. Some of the twigs the figures hold represents
weapons and packs, as though they were hunting, or just traveling, or perhaps they are on their way
to war.
“Did you do this, Mom?” Tica asks. “Yes.”
“When did you do it? What does it represent?”
Mary looks away. Her lips crinkle in a small smile. “I had a vision in the spring last year. I
remember my grandfather telling me about the time when a new group of white people, like those
who built the bombs used to destroy the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan, who put money
and things above the good of the Inupiaq and even above the good of their own white people, came
to our lands near Point Hope.
“They planned to make huge holes in the earth at the mouth of a creek the white man now calls Cape
Thompson, but that we have called since time immemorial Ogotoruk Creek. We hunted the
life-giving caribou there. The white men would have used their terrible bombs to create a harbor
where no shipping would ever occur, bombs that would take the life-giving power of the sun to
destroy life, to poison and burn everything down to the bare rock.
“These new weapons transform this power into an evil and all-consuming fire that eats every living
thing. It is the true Book of Revelation. This new group wanted to blow big holes in the ground
where the caribou feed. No one knew why. Apparently, it was for their own strange purposes. They
gave no thought to the needs of others who lived there and who hunted the caribou and grouse
there.
“My grandfather gathered his two young daughters and son up with his wife and all went to visit their
relatives in Alatna then, too. That is why I want to go to Alatna now. It is because my grandfather took
our family there to keep them safe from the warped and corrupted sun power that man has made and
that now threatens us again from the south.”
“But how will we travel?” Tica asks. “I have never been over the trail to Alatna.”
“The trail is an ancient one, though not much used these days. There are ancient stories from our
family about those who took the trail to escape the many threats that came up the Kobuk river valley
as the glaciers melted and the seas rose. Those of our family who made the long journey on foot came
to the river we now call the Koyukuk, where they established the community of Alatna. In the early
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days, some crossed the river and continued up to the pass in the Brooks range where they established
the community of Anaktuvuk.
“Anaktuvuk is a place of great beauty. It is a magical place where the caribou in their great numbers
leave their winter grounds in the mountains, headed for their traditional birthing grounds on the
Arctic Coastal Plain in the spring. From Anaktuvuk we can look north toward the Arctic Ocean and
south toward the Yukon River. It is a place of great power, and the Inupiaq feel the constant pull
toward that place.”
David speaks up. “With respect, have you been over this trail, Mary?” “No, I have not, but my
vision of the journey I must take is clear. I have no doubt that I must go with my daughter Tica, and I
have no doubt that I will find my way. You and Marnie are welcome to join us, as we will need the
kind of help that two strong young people can provide.”
“There was no room on Benny’s airplane,” Marnie says, “so I couldn’t bring any of my winter gear
from the Challenger. I have no clothing for being outside for any length of time, let alone to start a
hike of several days above the Arctic Circle in late Fall.”
“I don’t think clothes will be a problem for you, Marnie, nor for my daughter. I have been
gathering a lot of clothing and gear for such a journey for over a year now. I assume that you have
plenty of gear available, David, and I assume you will be willing to share as necessary—that is, if you
decide to go.”
“This is such an amazing night,” David says. “I thought my work would be done here as soon as
Benny got that overloaded airplane on the ground with all its precious cargo.”
He turns to his fellow newcomer. “What do you think, Marnie? I have enough gear for the both of us.
From what Tica has told me of your work as a deck boss, I have no doubt that you will be able to deal
with whatever inconveniences arise. Do you?”
Marnie averts her eyes from the group. “This is so sudden. I have so many things I must think
about, but I know there is no time to think about them. Thank you, David, for your expression of
confidence in me, and thank you, Tica, for letting me come on this homecoming with you. Mary,
thank you for even thinking about taking a green cheechako from a cracker family in Georgia—who
doesn’t even have a pair of hiking boots—with you on a journey that is so important to you and to all
of the people here.”
She pauses for a moment. “I am ready to go if you will take me.”
David claps his hands together and stands. “Marnie and I can go over to my place to start packing
gear. We will see you back here in a couple of hours.”
“There is one more thing, Mom,” Tica says. “I want Benny to come with us. He is a good man, a
strong man from a strong Inupiaq family. Can you go find him, David? I know he won’t try to get
back to Kotz until he is sure the runway will be open and lit. Is he staying in the lodge with the
other passengers?”
She switches to the ancient tongue of the Inupiaq: “That’s okay, Mom, isn’t it? I worked with Benny
in the cockpit as we had to try and find the Ambler runway. We were over clouds on dead reckoning,
but he never lost sight of where we were going. His vision is clear. This hike and the times ahead will
be difficult. I want someone of Benny’s character and strength with me.”
Mary walks over to her daughter and hugs her. She responds, also in Inupiaq. “You are my
God-given daughter, Tica. I love you. Of course, it’s all right. Bring him with us if he will come.”
Benny, when presented with Tica’s proposal that he come along on the hike, does not hesitate to
say yes.
***
With skillful boatmanship on the Kobuk, they are able to get upriver to a point where the ice finally
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becomes unpassable. Mary announces that it is time to get off the boat and prepare for the remaining
ninety-mile hike east to Alatna.
“If we maintain a decent pace,” she says, “we should be able to get to Alatna within fifteen days.
David, you, Benny, and Marnie need to find us some fresh meat and some deadwood for a fire. I want
to recheck our gear, eat a good meal, and then get a good night’s sleep.”
Tica had been talking to the boatman back where he had put the group ashore. She turns to the
group and speaks loud enough to be heard. “Reino has decided to come with us, too. He wants a hand
pulling his boat up out of the water, so the ice won’t wreck it when it finally freezes.”
“Welcome, Reino,” says Mary as she walks over to lend a hand.
***
Mary is a tough and seasoned traveler, but after a few days over land on the trail, she calls for a stop
for the night a little earlier than usual. The hikers pool their rations and enjoy a good meal around
the cooking fire. The group sleeps in a single tent to preserve body heat. Early the next morning,
Mary wakes up before dawn to start a fire. As she looks up at the sky with the early morning glow
telling of the coming dawn, she looks for the ancient patterns among the stars.
She looks particularly at Cassiopeia, across Polaris from the constellation known among most north
Americans as the Big Dipper. At this time of year Cassiopeia is upright in her chair and in all her glory
and queenly majesty.
Mary had learned about the Greek myths in college. In Greek myth, Cassiopeia is the bold black
queen to Cepheus, king of Ethiopia. Cassiopeia believes herself to be much more beautiful than the sea
nymphs that surround Poseidon, the god of the waters, but Poseidon becomes offended at her
audacity. Eventually, he casts Cassiopeia’s beautiful daughter Andromeda into the path of the sea
monster, Cetus, where Poseidon hoped she would be eaten. The young warrior Perseus intervenes
when he destroys the sea monster with the head of Medusa before it can eat Andromeda.
Mary takes solace in this story. Unlike Cassiopeia she has brought her daughter away from threats by
unnatural people. She thinks about the group’s forthcoming arrival in Alatna. Allakaket lays across the
river, and Anaktuvuk Pass lays farther beyond to the northeast. Soon she will be home.
A large black raven with a white feather on its right wing lands within a few paces of Mary. Over the
course of their hike, the raven has followed them. He has become known to Mary because he seems
to respond to a sound like Bw’-ak. She makes the sound, and the raven, as always, responds by
sidling up to her and rubbing the top of its head against Mary’s extended forearm. Bw’-ak and several
of his avian mates had accompanied the walkers at a distance through their journey from Ambler.
Mary’s confidence grows in the belief that he will be there for them for the rest of their journey.
As always Bw’-ak brings a feeling of community with the animism that gives much life and hope to
Mary’s world. She welcomes the raven.
Mary considers that Bw’-ak will appreciate seeing the blue stone since both the bird and the stone
have brought Mary such good luck. She takes the stone out of a small pouch with beadwork that she
had kept close to her breast since leaving Ambler. She lays the stone in front of Bw’-ak. Bw’-ak tilts
his head to look at it from several angles of view. The raven rubs one side of its beak on the stone, then
the other. Then he looks into Mary’s eyes, extends his wings, and flies away.
Mary follows the raven’s progress out over the snowy horizon. In that moment, Mary feels that all
will be well. In a few moments, the others will wake. They will make ready and will continue on their
ever-shortening journey. She will hitch her pack higher onto her shoulders and follow her daughter
out into the drifts.
END
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