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Chapter One

The last thing Sindre Eiksund wrote to his grandmother, at twenty to one on the afternoon he died, he wrote in Norwegian, as he wrote everything to her. She read it to Thorsen in English, down a telephone line from the other side of the world.

Grandma, I have seen something today that I cannot keep quiet about. Two things, actually. I’ll ring tonight.

“His tonight was my small hours,” Ingrid said. “So I made coffee and sat by the window with the telephone.”

He did not ring.



That was on Sunday the eighteenth of April, in Claire’s kitchen at Stone Bay. The ice had gone out of the bay three days before, in the night, with a long grinding sigh he had heard before he knew what he was hearing, and in the morning there had been black water to the horizon and Gus running up and down the shore barking at it as though he had done it himself. When the phone rang on the table with a number that began with forty-seven, Thorsen had stood up to answer it without knowing why, and Claire had turned round from the stove with the spatula in her hand and stayed turned.

The voice was old and clear, and it laid its consonants out in a row like cutlery. Ingrid Thorsen Eiksund, from Ulsteinvik, on the west coast of Norway. The professor who had written to him in the winter about the family had given her his number. She was his father’s cousin, a little. She had met his father once, in 1968, when Karl was twenty-two and had eaten all her mother’s waffles and been very polite about it. She had taught English at the school in Ulsteinvik for thirty-eight years, so he was not to worry about her English.

“I am going to tell you something,” she said, “and then I am going to ask you something.”

She told it in order, like a woman who had marked a great many essays and knew what a beginning was for.

Her grandson was twenty-two, her son’s only boy, a student of marine biology at Ålesund. Last May he had gone to Canada on a working holiday, to a summer job at a mineral exploration camp in the mountains of British Columbia, above a river called the Dalgleish. He had gone in by way of a fishing town on the Alaska side called Nesvik, because that was where the river came out into the sea. He was a camp helper: firewood, water lines, garbage, the freight. He had wanted the north since he was a boy reading his grandfather’s books about trappers until the covers came off.

On Sunday the sixteenth of August, the camp said, he had his day off, and went down to the river to fish and to collect the freight off a boat. A lake behind a glacier upstream had burst in the night, and the river was in flood. He did not come back for supper. The police searched for four days. Seventeen days after he went missing, a tour boat found him on a gravel bar thirty kilometres inside Alaska. Anchorage said he had drowned. The coroner in British Columbia, at the end of March, said accident, in eleven pages.

That night in August, she said, she had sat in that chair by the window and watched it get light over the harbour, and sat on until the first shift went down to the shipyard, with the telephone in her lap.

“I waited for them, Daniel. All winter. I thought, they have his messages, they will see what he meant, they only need time.” Paper moved at her end. “The eleven pages do not mention the messages at all. So I stopped waiting.”

The first message had come at a quarter past seven on the morning of the sixteenth, his time. She read it in Norwegian, slowly, as she must once have read poems to children, and then gave it to him in English.

I have to work today on my day off. Flying out to a drill rig. Extra money!

“The camp says he had the day off and went fishing. Sindre says he was flying to a drill to work. The police say nothing. The coroner says the river.” A clock ticked behind her. “And when they found him, he was wearing a sweater I knitted for him. Red and white. I knitted it all winter and posted it to him in July. He had it on.”

Thorsen sat down again.

There was one more thing, and she gave it to him as carefully as the rest. On the twenty-second of July her grandson had sent her a photograph with the words Helping the water lady today and a smiling face. It was somebody’s back beside a creek, in yellow rain clothes, and a little brown bottle on a stone. She did not know who the water lady was. She did not know whether it mattered. She would send him everything she had.

“What would you like me to do, Ingrid?”

Something moved in the voice, once, and was put back.

“I would like somebody to go and look. Somebody who is not polite. The professor says that is you.” The clock again. “I am eighty, Daniel. I do not have time to be polite for another year.”

Claire printed all of it on the shop printer that afternoon and read every page twice with her glasses down her nose. Then she squared the pages on the bench the way she squared a sheet of steel before she cut it.

“You told me in December you come when you’re asked,” she said. “She asked. Take the ferry. You’ll want the van.”



Sindre had made the same trip a year before, in the same week, and had written to his grandmother that the ferry was a hotel with tents on the roof.

Thorsen saw what he meant at ten past six on Friday evening, the seventh of May, when the deckhands closed the car deck and sent everybody up the stairs. There were eleven tents on the solarium deck at the stern, small domes in orange and green and blue, pitched in rows behind the heated lounge chairs and taped to the steel. A roll of silver duct tape the size of a dinner plate went down the rows from hand to hand like bread.

The twelfth tent was not taped down yet. Its owner was kneeling on the windward side with the tape in his teeth when the ferry came out from behind the breakwater and the wind found it.

It went up like a kite. The boy went with it as far as his knees and lost it, and it bounced once on the deck, and Thorsen, who had been standing at the rail doing nothing, stopped it with a foot against a stanchion and fell on it with both arms. It fought him like a large dog that wanted very much to be somewhere else.

“Oh, man. Hold that corner. That’s perfect. Hold it right there.”

He was twenty-three or so, long and loose, in a hoodie and steel-toed boots with the laces undone, with a fine pale fuzz along his jaw that he was hoping would turn into a beard. He taped from each corner to the deck in long crossing strips, like strapping an ankle, and talked the whole time: about the heaters, which cooked you at four in the morning so you woke up wet; about last year, when he and his buddy had pitched a three-man right here, same spot, by the wall. He bit the tape off and sat back on his heels and said his name was Tanner, and put out his hand. His palm was as hard as an axe handle.

On the deck behind him lay a blue duffel with a printed tag on the handle: a bird with folded wings, and CALDERA NORTH — KESTREL RIDGE — KOVAC T.

“I work at a camp,” Tanner said, when he saw Thorsen read it. He said it as young men say I work offshore, proud and not wanting to look it. “Up the river out of Nesvik. I owe you a beer. It’s a dry boat, but in principle.”

He went off down the row of tents. The face had bothered Thorsen from the moment the boy knelt, like a name he nearly had, and he stood at the rail with the lights of Bellingham going small behind them and let it bother him.

He had read Ingrid’s pages enough times now to have them without the paper. Two messages, five hours and twenty-five minutes apart. At a quarter past seven a boy on his day off was pleased about some extra money. At twenty to one the same boy had seen two things he could not keep quiet about, and had decided to say so to his grandmother before he said so to anybody else. Whatever had happened to him had happened in between, or because of it, or after; and in eleven pages nobody had asked what the two things were. Thorsen had worked homicide for a long time in a city where people were killed for less than a sentence, and he knew how little a sentence weighed in a file. He also knew it was the only kind of thing that ever got anybody started.

At one in the morning, with the engines going under him like a pulse, he lay on a lounge chair in the sleeping bag Claire had put in the van without mentioning it, and took Ingrid’s envelope out of his jacket.

The water lady was grainy on the shop paper. A creek going over stones, grey-brown and fast. A figure crouched at its edge with its back to the camera, yellow jacket, yellow trousers, hood up: the shape of a person and nothing more. On a flat rock in the foreground, close to the lens and soft, stood a small amber bottle with a white cap.

Behind it Ingrid had put one last thing, so that he would know the face. Sindre had sent it to her from this ferry the May before. A tall fair boy with big ears and a grin that took up the bottom half of his head, holding the phone out at arm’s length, on this deck, by this wall. Behind him, a green and white tent taped down in long crossing strips. And at the edge of the frame, half cut off, holding up a can of Coke in salute, another boy, long and loose, with a fine pale fuzz along his jaw.

Thorsen looked down the row to the green and white tent, taped in its crossing strips, and zipped shut.



Saturday went by in Queen Charlotte Sound, with the ship rolling long and easy on a swell from the open Pacific. In the night the clocks went back an hour, to Alaska time, and in the morning half the solarium stood about in sleeping bags asking each other what time it really was.

They came into Ketchikan at six, under a mountain that went straight up out of the water into cloud, in rain so fine it hung in the air instead of falling. The town lay along the foot of the mountain on pilings, a long thin strip of roofs and floats and cannery sheds with the forest standing straight up behind it, and a seaplane went out over the harbour low and slow and turned towards somewhere with no road to it. Thorsen sat on the deck with his back to the bulkhead and the ferry photograph on his knee, and did not hear the boy come up behind him.

“That’s Sindre.”

Tanner stood over him with a box of dry cereal in one hand. He looked at the picture, and then at Thorsen, and Thorsen watched him put it together: the big stranger bound for Nesvik, and a name nobody on this boat had said out loud.

“His grandmother sent it,” Thorsen said. “She’s my father’s cousin.”

Tanner sat down on the deck, not close, and held out his hand, and took the photograph by its edges in big cracked fingers.

“That’s my Coke. He made me hold it up like a toast.” He nearly smiled. “He was such a dork, man. He asked everybody on this boat where they were from. We were bunkies all summer.” He gave it back and looked along the row of tents. “I took the same spot. I didn’t think about it till I’d taped it down.”

“What happened to him?”

The boy’s face closed, carefully, the way a door closes in a house where somebody is asleep.

“I can’t really talk about camp stuff. They make you sign things.” He picked at the corner of the cereal box. “He went down to the river and the river came up. We looked for four days. I looked.” His voice stayed level. “I go back up Tuesday. I need the job. My mom’s got — I need the job.”

He stood up. He stood there a moment longer, looking at the envelope on Thorsen’s knee as though there might be something else in it he would be shown. Then he said he was going to get a coffee.

He did not come back. When the ferry pulled out of Ketchikan an hour later the cereal box was still on the deck beside the green tent.



Below Wrangell, in the middle of the afternoon, Thorsen stood at the forward rail and watched the sea change colour.

It happened along a line as straight as the edge of a rule. On the near side the water was green-black and moving in the ordinary way of water. Beyond the line it was a pale, opaque grey, like milk with something stirred into it, and it lay flat and dull right across to the white mountains in the east. Somewhere under those mountains a river was coming out of the land and laying itself on the sea, and it had laid itself so far out that the coast it came from was still only a line of haze. Nobody told him what it was. He watched it for an hour and was sure.

Nesvik came round a point at half past seven, in the long gold evening.

A white steeple. A cannery on pilings with NARROWS SEAFOODS across its roof in letters three metres high, and steam coming off its vents. Two harbours of masts and trolling poles as thick as reeds. Wooden houses up the hill in yellow and red and blue, and on half of them, painted round the windows and under the eaves, swirls of flowers in red and green like the houses in Ingrid’s photographs of Ulsteinvik. Small Norwegian flags along the railings of the dock. It was the second week of May, and the town was dressing itself for its festival.

On the bank above the terminal two hand-lettered signs stood on the same patch of grass, SALMON FOREVER — NO KESTREL MINE and, a metre in front of it, OUR KIDS NEED JOBS, and somebody had mown carefully round both.



He sat in the van on the car deck with the engine running and the window down while the cars ahead of him went off up the ramp one by one.

Tanner walked past last, with his duffel on his back, towards a white van at the head of the ramp with NESVIK AIR on the door and a woman pilot in a ball cap leaning on it with a thermos. Thorsen heard her greet the boy, and saw her tip her head back down the ramp towards Thorsen’s old blue Ford van, and say something with a question in it. The car deck gave it back to him in pieces, the way a cave gives back a voice.

”— the cousin? The Norwegian kid’s —”

Tanner did not look round.

“Never met him,” he said, and threw his duffel in the back of the van, and got in.




Chapter Two

Marj Delaney was waiting at the top of the steps with her hand on the rail.

Her house stood at the head of a street so steep that the pavement gave up for the last stretch and turned into wooden stairs, and she watched him come up them the whole way, or seemed to.

“Ingrid said you’d be big,” she said, before he was halfway. “She said it twice.”

She was seventy-seven, small and straight-backed, with short white hair and a cardigan buttoned to the throat and the hands of a woman who had gutted fish for a living and then played the organ for a living, both. When he reached the top her eyes went to a point beside his left ear and stayed there, and she tilted her head a little, the way you tilt a glass to see what is in the bottom.

“There’s halibut,” she said. “I don’t do anything fancy, but I don’t do anything badly either.”

The house was old and wooden, three storeys of it, painted a dark red that had faded on the south side to the colour of brick. The kitchen had a long table with eight chairs and a sampler on the wall that said DELANEY’S — ROOMS — 1974. The other seven chairs had nobody in them.

She served the halibut without hesitating once. He watched her do it, because he watched everybody do everything; it was a professional disease. She knew where every plate was, and every spoon, and she put his coffee down on the exact spot on the oilcloth where his right hand would find it. But when she poured the cream she hooked the first finger of her left hand over the rim of the jug, and felt the cream come up to it, and stopped.

He drank his coffee. She sat down opposite with her own cup and turned it round in her hands.

“Ingrid and I write,” she said. “Every week since September, two old women. She writes better English than I do.” The cup went round once more. “I told her not to send anybody. I told her it was a river and rivers do what they do. My husband Frank was forty-one years on the water. I know what water does.”

“She sent me anyway.”

“She did. She’s a stubborn old woman. I like her very much.”



Sindre’s room was on the second floor at the back, under a sloping ceiling, with a window that looked over the roofs and the harbour to the flats.

Marj stopped in the doorway with her hand on the frame and did not come in. “I aired it,” she said. “I changed the bed. I didn’t touch his things.”

An iron bed with a patchwork quilt, a chest of drawers, a chair. On the floor by the wardrobe, a blue duffel with its zip done up and a printed label on the handle: EIKSUND S. — KESTREL RIDGE. He had stayed here two weeks last May, she said, while the snow kept the camp shut, and done her gutters, and the neighbours’ gutters, and would have done every gutter on the hill. When he went up he had left the big bag, because they told him he would only need one. The police in Canada had sent his camp things to his father. His father had written her one line about this bag: keep it for now. So she had kept it for now.

Thorsen knelt and opened it.

On top of the clothes, folded once, lay a grey wool watch cap, a little felted, with a darn on the crown in a different grey.

“He wore that every day in May,” Marj said from the door. “In the house. At my table. I gave up telling him.”

He left it where it was. Under it there was not much: clothes folded with more care than most young men take, a pair of trainers, a Norwegian flag the size of a tea towel, a bag of liquorice with three pieces left, gone hard. At the bottom, wrapped in a T-shirt, a paperback with its cover held on by tape. Pelsjegerliv, by Helge Ingstad, an old edition with a drawing on the front of a log cabin and a man with a dog team. Inside the cover, in faded blue fountain pen, Per Eiksund, Ulsteinvik, 1962. Under it, in a boy’s careful capitals, SINDRE 2016.

Here and there in the book somebody had underlined a sentence in pencil, and here and there, in a newer hand, in biro, somebody else had underlined the same one.



There were two pictures on her refrigerator, under magnets shaped like halibut. One was of a big grey-haired man in a cap and rubber boots, holding up a king salmon nearly as long as his leg and laughing at somebody behind the camera, and Marj did not explain him and did not need to. The other was a small square instant print with a thick white border along the bottom. A black dog sitting on a gravel bar with a river behind him, looking straight into the lens. A white blaze on his chest like a bib. One brown eye, and the left one pale blue, nearly white.

Marj came and stood by it. She lifted a hand and touched the edge of the print without looking at it.

“Bamse,” she said. “Sindre said I said it wrong. I said I’d say it how I liked in my own kitchen.” Her finger stayed on the border. “That’s his chest. I can see his chest.”

The dog had come from the Landing, she said, the village on the Canadian side, in June, the first time Sindre went down to the river for freight. Running loose at the dock and nobody’s. Sindre had given him half a sandwich, and the dog had got in the boat and would not get out.

She went into the front room and came back with a shoebox and put it on the table.

“Ingrid says you’re a detective,” she said. “Well. Detect.”



There were eleven letters in the box, in their envelopes, in order, written in black marker on lined paper in capitals a centimetre high, two or three pages each and not many words to a page.

“He worked it out the first week,” Marj said, “watching me read the paper. I never told him about my eyes. I don’t tell anybody about my eyes.” She was looking out of the window. “Read them to me. I can do it with the glass, but it takes me all morning.”

So he read them to her at the kitchen table while the light went long and gold across the harbour and then did not go any further, and hung there.

Most of them were camp and weather. The cook was from Quebec and made bread every day. The water line broke and he fixed it. He had seen a wolverine and nobody believed him. Then the second letter began DEAR MARJ. I HAVE A DOG, and Marj laughed out loud, a short bark like a gull’s, and after that the dog was in every one: eating a work glove, sleeping on the bunkhouse porch and then in the bunkhouse, riding down to the river on the back of the side-by-side like a man on a chariot, shaking a creek’s worth of silt over the cook.

Thorsen read them the way he had once read statements, slowly, all of it, hearing what was there and what was not. A boy who wrote every week to an old woman he had known for a fortnight, and never once wrote down the name of the man who ran the camp. A few lines he read twice.

HE IS NOT AFRAID OF THE HELICOPTER, NOT EVEN A LITTLE. HE LIES DOWN ON THE PAD WHEN IT COMES AND THE PILOT HAS TO SHOUT AT HIM.

ON MY DAY OFF I CARRY THE COOLERS FOR THE WATER PEOPLE. PAIGE IS FROM NESVIK, MAYBE YOU KNOW HER. SHE KNOWS EVERY BIRD.

“The Dolan girl,” Marj said. “Her mother’s in the choir.”

ONE OF THE DRILLERS THREW A ROCK AT HIM FOR NOSING ROUND THE RIG, AND NOW HE GROWLS AT THAT MAN AND WILL NOT GO PAST HIM, WHICH THE COOK SAYS IS ONLY FAIR.

The next was dated Sunday the twenty-sixth of July.

I HELPED WITH THE WATER AGAIN TODAY. IT IS COLD WORK, YOUR HANDS GO WHITE. BAMSE GOT A HOOK IN HIS LIP AT THE LANDING FROM SOMEBODY’S LINE AND WOULD NOT LET ANYBODY NEAR HIM. BOTH THE WATER LADIES WERE THERE. ONE OF THEM TRIED TO HELP AND HE NIPPED HER HAND. HE WAS SO SORRY AFTER. SHE WAS VERY NICE ABOUT IT. THEN TANNER SAT ON HIM AND I HELD HIS HEAD AND SHE GOT THE HOOK OUT WITH THE PLIERS FROM THE SIDE-BY-SIDE, AND THEN HE SAT ON MY FEET ALL EVENING.

The eleventh letter was dated the ninth of August, and it was short.

MY GRANDMOTHER IS SENDING ME A SWEATER. SHE HAS BEEN KNITTING IT SINCE CHRISTMAS AND WILL NOT TELL ME WHAT COLOUR. I AM GOING TO WEAR IT IN THE RIVER BOAT AND LOOK LIKE A NORWEGIAN ON A CHRISTMAS CARD. LOVE TO THE GUTTERS. SINDRE.

Thorsen put the last page down on the oilcloth.

“That came on the twenty-first,” Marj said. “The Friday. He’d been in the river five days by then.” She put the lid on the box and kept her hand on it. “Every week. The dog in every one. Not a word about the camp, or what they were digging, or what anybody up there thought about it. I asked him once, at this table, what he thought about the mine. All of Nesvik’s got an opinion about the mine. He smiled and said he was a guest.” Her hand stayed flat on the lid. “He was a guest everywhere. That’s how he was brought up. I think that’s what got him killed.”

Thorsen looked at her.

“I don’t mean anybody did anything.” She had heard it herself. “I mean he was polite. The river was up, and somebody said go and get the freight, and he went where they sent him. That’s all I mean.”



On the counter by the bread bin was a cardboard box he had not noticed until she reached past it for the kettle. It was full of hymn sheets, enlarged on a photocopier until each verse took a page, the notes as big as peas.

“The pastor had them done,” Marj said. She did not look at the box. “I don’t need them big. I’ve played that organ since 1971.”



He slept badly, in the room next to Sindre’s, with the light coming round the edges of the blind at four, and at six he gave up and went outside to find something to do with his hands.

The woodshed was a lean-to of grey boards behind the house, with the logs inside stacked as neatly as library shelves. The basket by the stove had been half empty last night. He took it out to fill it.

At the back of the shed, behind a stack of crab pots and an old outboard, a sign on a post leaned against the wall with its face to the boards.

He would not have looked at it, except that it was new. Everything else in the shed was old: the axe, the splitting maul with its handle bound in friction tape, a pair of Frank Delaney’s rubber boots with the tops folded down. The sign was clean white board on a new cedar post, the kind a realtor drives in by a gate, and its edges had not yet gone grey. He tipped it forward a few centimetres with one finger.

FOR SALE. A telephone number, and the name of a realtor in Wrangell.

He put it back exactly as it had been, face to the boards, and filled the basket, and carried it in.

Marj was at the stove in her dressing gown, frying eggs by sound.

“You found the woodshed,” she said.

“I did.”

She broke another egg one-handed into the pan and listened to it, and did not turn round. “Good,” she said. “That’s what it’s for.”



At nine she came back up the wooden steps from the post office with her mail, and stood at the counter holding the envelopes close to her face, one after another, sorting them by the colour of the paper.

“Bill. Bill. The man from Fish and Game, to tell me he’s coming in June. Church.” She stopped at the last one and held it out to him. “That one came Thursday. It’s in pencil. I’ve been carrying it round.”

It was a postcard. On the front, a river in a canyon with snow on the rims, and in white letters across the corner, DALGLEISH LANDING, B.C. A Canadian stamp. It was addressed in an old woman’s upright hand to Mrs. Delaney (Sindre’s landlady), Nesvik, Alaska, USA, and in a town of two thousand nine hundred that had been enough.

He turned it over and read it aloud.

Mrs. Delaney. Sindre told me about you and your house. I am writing to tell you about his dog. He came back to the village in August, after, and he has been at the dump all winter. I fed him because somebody had to. He will not let anybody touch him. When the boats start he will go back down to the camp landing, I think. That is where the food came from. Somebody should know. Ruth.

Marj stood very still in the middle of her kitchen with the bills in her hand.

“He’s alive,” she said.

“It seems so.”

She put the bills down on the table, carefully, one on top of the other, by feel, and sat. “All winter. Up there, at a dump. Thirty below.” Her hands lay flat on the oilcloth. “And she thinks he’ll go back to the landing.”

Thorsen looked at the picture on the card: the canyon, the snow, the river going away round a bend into the mountains, where it had come from with a boy in it.

“I’m going up there,” he said.

“I know you are.” She reached across the table with her hand open, and he put the postcard in it, and she held it out at arm’s length and a little to one side, where she could see best, and looked at the river for a long time.

“When you do,” Marj said, “you bring me back word of that dog.”




Chapter Three

He was halfway through the meatloaf when the old man sat down beside him.

The Slack Tide was a long low room on the main street with steamed-up windows and a counter down one side, and at noon on Monday it was full. The woman who had poured his coffee wore a man’s watch too big for her, pushed up her forearm out of the way of the pot, and had told him the meatloaf was good because it was Monday.

The old man was seventy-eight and moved like it: big and rawboned and stooped, in a wool shirt and braces, with a white crewcut. He put his mug on the counter with hands that did not quite open all the way.

“Ed Harker. I fish the flats.” His voice was a low rasp. “I’m sorry for your family. I want you to hear that before anybody else gets to you. That boy came in here with Marj every morning for two weeks last spring and asked me every question you can ask about a gillnet, and wrote it all down in a little book.”

He turned the mug a quarter turn.

“He died for the camp’s freight run. That’s what I think. They sent a kid down to that bar on a flood day to fetch their groceries. I know that river. I go up to the Landing every August and help an old friend put up his fish, and I’ve done it forty years, and you don’t send a kid down to the water on a day like that.” He turned the mug again. “They’ll tell you it’s magnets. Wind turbines. It’s a hole the size of this town and a tailings dam with thorium in it, on top of a sockeye river. And the day the province signs, an outfit called Pallas buys the lot, and everybody up there gets rich.”

“Ed,” said the woman at the coffee machine, without turning round. “Not at my counter.”

Ed lifted one hand off the counter and put it down again, which seemed to count as an apology.

“You want to know what’s in that river,” he said, “ask my daughter. Celia. She does their water. She’ll tell you straight. She’s told them things they didn’t want to hear.” He laid a five-dollar bill by his mug and got up with a hand on the counter. “Harker Environmental, on the dock road, by the old net loft. Tell her I sent you. She’ll pretend she’s annoyed.”

He stood a moment longer, looking down.

“Gordie Marsh found that boy,” he said. “Gordie hasn’t been in here since September.”

He went back to the window table, and the fishermen closed round him like water.

The woman took Thorsen’s plate. “That’s true, about Gordie,” she said. “Twenty years, eggs over easy and rye toast, at that end of the counter. Then nothing.” She wiped the place where the plate had been. “He’s at the shop. He’s always at the shop.”



Dalgleish River Jets was a long steel building at the north end of town, where the road ran out into gravel and alders, with a roll-up door open at one end and a hand-painted sign above it of a boat going up a river very fast.

The boat sat inside on a trailer: eight and a half metres of welded aluminium painted bright orange, with a cabin of big windows and the engine hatch open at the stern. A man was lying on his front across the engine bay with only his legs out, and a radio on the bench was playing country music very quietly, as if it were embarrassed.

“Shop’s closed,” said the legs.

Thorsen waited. After a while the legs came backwards out of the engine bay and a man sat up on the edge of the hull and looked at him.

Gordie Marsh was sixty-three, lean and grey and stringy, with a long jaw and a thin mouth and very pale eyes in a face burned dark by thirty summers of glare off water. He had grease to the elbows. He wiped his hands on a rag, one finger at a time, looking at Thorsen the whole while, and did not get up.

“I know who you are,” he said. “I read the papers. You want the bar.”

“If you’ll tell me.”

“Nothing to tell. Second of September, I was running a tour. I saw something on the bar that shouldn’t be there. I went and looked, and then I wished I hadn’t.” He said it on one breath, in a voice as dry and flat as a board, like a man reading out a list he had written a long time ago and read many times since. “I called the troopers. The trooper came. That’s all.”

The radio sang about a truck.

“I never went past the hot springs that day,” Gordie said.

Thorsen let it lie there between them on the concrete. Nobody had asked Gordie Marsh where he had been that day. He had said it anyway, flat and quick, the way a man tries a door he has already locked.

“Which day?”

Something happened at the corner of the thin mouth, and stopped.

“The sixteenth. August. The day he went in.” Gordie stood up then, and picked up the rag again, and wiped hands that were already clean. “Everybody asks. The trooper asked. The Mountie asked. I had a tour that day. Hot springs and back. The river was coming up and I turned round. Never got near the border.” He threw the rag on the bench. “So now you’ve asked.”

He turned his back and leaned into the engine bay and did something with a wrench that did not need doing.

By the door, on the floor between the bench and the wall, stood a sack of dog food. A big one, twenty kilos, with a husky in snow on the front, the top rolled down and closed with a bulldog clip. Beside it were two stainless steel bowls, nested one inside the other, clean.

There was no dog in the shop. No bed, no lead on a hook, no hair on the floor. Only the sack, and the bowls nested the way a man nests bowls he takes somewhere and brings home.

“You have a dog, Mr. Marsh?”

The wrench stopped.

“No,” said Gordie Marsh, inside the engine bay, after a while. “I don’t have a dog.”

Thorsen went out into the grey afternoon and up the gravel road towards town, and before he reached the first house he heard the radio in the shop turned up loud.



On Tuesday morning the Revell Island Herald had the week’s front page taped up inside its window, the way shops once put up notice of a death. Most of it was festival: three small children in horned helmets, each holding a herring, looking appalled. In the top right corner, in a black-bordered box, in a typeface bigger than anything else on the page, the paper was counting down to the ruling of the province’s Environmental Assessment Office, the EAO:

EAO DECISION ON KESTREL RIDGE: FRIDAY 16 JULY. 66 DAYS.

Behind the glass, at a desk under a wall of bound back issues, a young man with a pencil behind his ear was eating a slice of cold pizza. He saw Thorsen reading, and raised the slice to him like a glass, and went back to his screen.



He walked down to the dock road by the long way, along the harbour. Men were stringing flags between the light poles on Main Street from the bucket of a borrowed truck, and the cannery was running halibut, its steam going straight up in the still air and then leaning over towards the hill.

Harker Environmental had the ground floor of the old net loft on the dock road, a long shingled building on pilings with the tide sucking at the weed underneath, and it smelled of coffee and wet neoprene and something sharp under it all, like a swimming pool.

The woman at the front desk was in her fifties, with permed brown hair and reading glasses and a brooch on her cardigan in the shape of a salmon. She looked at him with the polite wariness of somebody who answered the door for a living, took his name, and half turned in her chair.

“Celia? It’s the man Ed sent.”

“Tell him I’m annoyed,” said a voice from the back.

The back of the loft had been made into a laboratory by somebody who knew exactly what a laboratory needed and had about a third of the money for it. A long steel bench under the windows. Shelves of plastic sample bottles in a dozen sizes, new and still in their bags. Blue and white coolers stacked three high against the wall, each with a strip of tape across the lid and a station code in marker. A whiteboard of numbers half rubbed out with the side of a hand. And at a deep steel sink at the end of the bench, a woman in a fleece with the sleeves shoved above her elbows, rinsing bottles under the cold tap and standing them upside down on a rack, one after another, quickly, like somebody dealing cards.

She finished the row before she turned round.

Celia Harker was forty-six, of middle height and strong through the shoulders, with short dark hair going grey in a way she had plainly decided not to do anything about, and freckles, and reading glasses on a cord round her neck. She had her father’s long jaw and none of his weather. Her forearms were red to the elbow from the cold water. She shook his hand with a hand that was cold and still wet, said she was sorry about his cousin, and went back to the sink.

“You’ll have to talk to my back. These go up on Friday’s plane.”

On the wall behind him was a big topographic sheet with a blue line wriggling down it from the top right, and a smaller one coming in from the east with red dots along it. She pointed at it with a wet bottle without looking round.

“The Dalgleish. Mink Creek. Kestrel Ridge is up at the head of it. Rare earths. Neodymium, for magnets: wind turbines, electric cars. The port director’ll tell you it’s the energy transition, and he’s not wrong, which is what makes my father so angry. The red dots are my stations.”

“And you measure what’s in the creek.”

“Before anybody touches it. That’s a baseline.” She stood a bottle on the rack. “A photograph of a river before the mine. Two years, minimum. If they build, and the zinc or the uranium ever goes above what the creek was doing on its own, the mine’s on the hook.” Another bottle. “You rinse three times, you filter on the bank, two drops of nitric so the metals stay put till the lab gets them, and you write down the weather and the colour of the water and what you had for breakfast. And I’m not the only one. It’s a border river. Everybody’s got a bottle in the Dalgleish.”

“Is it clean?”

“It drains a carbonatite. There’s uranium in it, and zinc and fluoride, more than a fisherman wants to hear, and it’s been there since the ice went back.” She turned the tap off. “My father hates me saying so.”

He asked about Sindre then, and she told him with her hands back in the sink. The boy had carried coolers on his days off, for twenty dollars and a chocolate bar, and would have done it for the chocolate bar. He sang. He asked why you filter. Most of the kids up there wanted to get through the summer and go home with the money.

“He worked mostly with your tech,” Thorsen said.

“Paige Dolan. Her mother’s out front.” She said it more quietly, with a glance towards the front desk. “Best I’ve had. She can fix a pump with a hair clip. She quit in September. I’d have her back tomorrow.”

“Why did she quit?”

“You’d have to ask her.”

“His dog’s alive,” Thorsen said. “At the Landing. A woman up there wrote to Marj.”

She turned round from the sink with a bottle in her hand, and for the first time that morning she looked at him properly.

“Is he? Oh, I am glad.” She laughed, surprised into it. “All winter? Poor old thing. Somebody up there must have been feeding him.” She stood the bottle on the rack and shook the water off her fingers, still smiling, and then the front door went and she leaned back to see round it. “Is that Juneau? Did they ring back about the filters? If they haven’t, I’m going to have to drive out to the airport and shout at somebody.”

She turned back to him. “Sorry. Friday’s plane. If you want the science, I’ll give you all you can eat. The camp, the rest of it, you want the RCMP. I take water out of a creek and write down what’s in it.”



The quality control laboratory at Narrows Seafoods was at the top of an outside steel staircase at the end of the cannery, a white room with a window looking straight down onto the processing floor. Below the glass a line of people in white aprons and hairnets and yellow gloves stood along a steel table under hard light, cutting halibut. The noise came up through the floor, muffled: band saws, a conveyor, a radio, somebody shouting a number.

A young woman in a white coat and safety glasses was at the bench with her back to the door, writing in a log in fast small capitals.

“Paige Dolan?”

“Who’s asking.” She did not turn round.

“Daniel Thorsen. Sindre Eiksund was my cousin.”

The pen stopped. Then it went on and finished the line, and she capped it and laid it square to the edge of the binder, and turned.

She was twenty-five, short and solid, with a round face that would have been friendly on anybody else and was not friendly on her, and forearms that had carried things. She took the glasses off and looked at him: a stranger who knew her name.

“He carried coolers,” she said, before he asked. “Everybody carried coolers. He was a nice kid. He talked too much. He was nice to me. That’s what I’ve got.”

Below them a band saw screamed into something and stopped.

“Were you up there when it happened?”

“I was on the river that weekend. Nowhere near the camp. Ask anyone.”

She said it quickly and flatly, looking straight at him without blinking, like somebody who had decided beforehand exactly where to look.

Thorsen took the envelope out of his jacket. He laid the printed picture of the water lady on the bench beside her binder, the right way up for her: the grey-brown creek, the yellow back bent over it, the hood, the amber bottle on the stone.

“He sent this to his grandmother. The twenty-second of July. He said he was helping the water lady.”

Paige looked down at it. She did not pick it up. She did not move at all. The hand that held the pen had gone white across the knuckles.

“Could be anyone,” she said. “Everybody up there wears yellow. Caldera hands it out like candy. Half the drillers wear it. Celia wears it. I wore it.” She pushed the picture back across the bench with the end of the pen, without touching it with her hand. “That’s a creek and a raincoat. That’s not anybody. I’ve got eleven hundred pounds of halibut to sign off before three.”

She put her glasses back on and turned to the binder.



He was at the bottom of the steel stairs when the door banged above him and her boots came down the treads, fast.

She stopped on the last step with one hand on the rail and her glasses pushed up on her hairnet and her face still white. Behind her the noise of the cannery came out of the open door and went over their heads and away across the harbour.

“Who else have you shown that to?”

“Nobody.”

She looked at him, breathing hard.

“Keep it that way,” Paige Dolan said, and went back up the stairs.




Chapter Four

The girl on the hall steps spoke first.

“You’re the one asking about the Norwegian.”

It was seven o’clock on Thursday, the eve of the festival, and every light in the Sons of Norway hall was on. The hall stood at the top of the town, white clapboard with painted flowers round the door, and through the open door Thorsen could see a man with a phone on a gimbal walking very slowly backwards in front of three women at a griddle, while a fair woman held up a reflector and told them to just be natural. Two small children in horned helmets were running under the tables. Marj had told him about them: a family up the hill who put their lives on the internet. The Larkins, she had said, in the voice she kept for weather.

The girl sat at the far end of the top step with her hood up and a phone in her lap. She was the Larkins’ eldest, Hazel, twelve and small for it, with a pointed face and her father’s colouring and none of his expression. She spoke as if she were reading the words off something, at an even pace, with no punctuation she did not need.

He sat on the step below hers, at the other end, and looked at the harbour.

“Dad thinks he deleted it,” she said. “I keep everything.” She held the phone out to him across the gap between them without looking at him. “It was up for a day. Last August. This is the upload.”

The video was called We Took a JET BOAT into CANADA?! (glacier, waterfall + a WOLF DOG??), and it opened on the sky.

A drone came down a canyon: grey rock on both sides, wet, birch growing out of the cracks at angles, a white thread of waterfall far back at the head of it. There was music over it, something bright with a banjo, chosen afterwards in a kitchen. In the bottom corner small white letters came up in a typewriter font and stayed. 1:48 PM.

The drone came out of the canyon mouth over brown water and a wide grey river, and a float, and a gravel bar, and came down low over the bar. A young man stood on the gravel with his feet apart, looking up into it with a hand over his eyes. He had on a sweater, red and white, the pattern thick and bright on the yoke even at that size, the kind of sweater that was knitted rather than bought. Beside him was a black dog with a white chest, looking up too, with its whole body.

At fifty-two seconds the young man took his hand away from his eyes and waved. Both arms, over his head, crossed and uncrossed, the way you wave at a ship. He was laughing. You could see that even without sound: his head going back. Then the drone climbed and swung away over the river, and he was a red point on the grey, and the screen cut to a title and a woman’s voice said brightly, Okay. So. Today was INSANE.

Hazel took the phone back and scrubbed forward without looking at it and gave it to him again.

Six minutes and ten seconds in. A camera low on the bow of a boat, spray beading on the lens. The boat coming upriver towards the right bank, where a creek came out of the trees in a fan of gravel. A float with tyres along its side. A green steel container at the back of the bar with CALDERA NORTH stencilled down it, and beside it, on a post, a white sign: KESTREL RIDGE PROJECT — AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

“That’s Canada,” Hazel said.

The man from the hall swung into the frame on a stick, upside down and then right way up, in a beanie with the channel’s logo, saying: So we are officially, technically, in CANADA. And we are not technically supposed to be here. Gordie, are we supposed to be here?

And from off the edge of the picture, over the engine, flat and unamused: Turn that thing off.

Thorsen gave her back the phone.

He got up and walked to the rail at the edge of the hall’s gravel, where the hill fell away to the roofs and the water. He stood there with his hands in his jacket pockets. In Los Angeles he had sat in front of a great many screens with the last minutes of somebody on them, and he had been good at watching the hands and not the face. He had not seen Sindre Eiksund move before. He came back and sat down.

“I put him at the front,” Hazel said, to her phone. “I cut it. Dad does the talking bits and I do everything else, after they go to bed. The light was good and he did the arms. You have to put the best thing first or they scroll.” She pulled her cuffs down over her hands. “Then he was dead, and it was still the best shot.”

“Why did it come down?”

“The border.” She glanced at him to see whether he was the kind of adult who needed it explained. “You’re supposed to stop at the Landing and phone Canada. Gordie never does. Dad told Mom in the kitchen, when he thought I was asleep. Gordie hadn’t reported, and Dad had put it on the internet with a flag on it. Gordie came to the house the next night and stood in the kitchen and didn’t say anything, and Dad took it down while he was standing there.” She looked at the water. “Dad’s scared of everything.”

“Was it only the border?”

She gave the question the seriousness of a child who is not often asked one.

“That’s what Dad thinks,” she said. “Dad doesn’t think about other things. That’s why he’s nice.”

The phone buzzed in his pocket. She had sent him the file.

“Not to anyone else,” she said, standing up. Inside the hall her mother’s voice called for a shot of all three children by the cake. Hazel put her phone in the pocket of her sweatshirt and kept her hood up, and on her way past him she said, low, without turning her head: “Don’t tell them I showed you. They’d want to film it.”



On Friday morning he took the tracking number for Ingrid’s parcel to the post office, and the woman at the counter looked it up and then looked at him over her glasses. The parcel from Norway had come in on the Juneau mail on Friday the fourteenth of August, after the camp’s own plane had gone. So it had gone into the Caldera mail sack behind the counter, for the river, and it was always Gordie who took the sack.

At five that afternoon the parade came down Main Street, and Marj sat on her folding chair on the kerb with her hand on his arm and made him tell her who was in front.



Behind the Vikings’ cook tent on Saturday, four aluminium pots the size of dustbins sat on propane burners against the seawall, roaring, and Gordie Marsh stood among them in a horned helmet pushed too far back on his head and rubber gloves to the elbow, lifting a basket of shrimp out of the steam with a boat hook.

Thorsen waited until the two boys in aprons had carried the bowls into the tent. Then he stood beside Gordie at the pot and held up his phone in the shelter of his own body, where nobody in the tent could see it, and started it at forty-one seconds.

Gordie did not want to look, and then looked. The canyon. The bar. The sweater and the dog and the arms going up. Thorsen let it run to six minutes and stopped it on the sign, and let it run three seconds more, until the voice off the edge of the frame said Turn that thing off.

“Doesn’t say what day,” Gordie said. He swung the basket to the table and tipped it. “Doesn’t say whose boat.”

“His grandmother posted him that sweater in July. Tracked. It came in on the Juneau mail on the fourteenth of August, after the camp plane, and went into the Caldera sack. The woman at the counter says it’s always you who takes the sack.” The burner roared. “He’s wearing it on that bar in the afternoon. He was wearing it in September when you found him. Nothing went up that river to him between Saturday and Sunday night except you.”

The boat hook had stopped.

“When I give this to the Mounties, they’ll have the last man who saw him alive. Who carried his parcel to him in his own boat, into a country he never reported entering, and then told them he was never past the hot springs.” Thorsen put the phone away. “They won’t start with the river, Gordie. They’ll start with you.”

For a second the other Gordie was there, the one who had run freight on that river for thirty years and been the hardest man on it: the shoulders came up, the gloved hand closed on the boat hook, and the colour climbed his neck. Then he took the helmet off. He looked at it, the two plastic horns and the fake fur round the rim, and put it down on the table among the shrimp. Without it he looked his age.

He told it with his hands busy, a basket at a time, and Thorsen did not interrupt him.

There was a phone box on a post at the Landing, the first village on the Canadian side, where you were supposed to tie up and ring Canada with your names and your passports and your guns and your cash. Some days it took ten minutes. Some days it was an hour and a half on hold with a boatload from Ohio who wanted to see a glacier. So he didn’t. He hadn’t for years. Nobody who ran freight up there regularly did. The river did not know where the line was, and there were two Mounties for two hundred and fifty miles of it.

The Larkins had paid him twenty-four hundred dollars for a private run to the top. Content, they called it. He had Caldera freight going up anyway, a couple of crates of pump parts and the mail sack, so he had taken them all on up to Mink Creek. He had told Larkin not to put it on the internet. Larkin had said sure, Gordie.

“He was on the bar when we came round the bend,” Gordie said. “With the side-by-side, waiting on the freight. And the dog. He saw that parcel and knew who it was from before I had it out of the sack. Brown paper, string, about a hundred stamps. Tore it open on the gravel and put it on right there, in the rain, over his T-shirt. Grinning like a kid at Christmas. He made Larkin’s wife take a picture of him in it on his phone, for his grandmother.” He tipped the basket. His face was wet, and it was steam or it was not. “Forty minutes. We unloaded. Larkin flew his toy. The kids threw rocks at the water. I said that’s it, we’re going. And he stood on that bar till we were round the bend.”

Then the river had come up behind them all afternoon: a glacier lake let go somewhere up top, six feet of it, more, whole trees coming down roots and all, and Gordie running the middle the whole way to the border with three children in the back. At nine that night the Mountie had been on the sat phone to the shop. Kid missing. Did he see him.

“I’d have lost the boat,” Gordie said. “Not the licence. The boat. Canadian customs seizes it, the Americans fine you on the way home, the insurance walks.” He said it as a fact about money. “And I told myself what does it change. They’d look in the same river.” He picked up the boat hook again because the pot needed him. “If I’d said, they’d have known he was standing on that bar alive at the middle of the afternoon. They’d have known when. That’s what you’re going to say to me.”

“Could you have gone back up?”

“With a glacier lake on my back and three kids in the boat who’d paid me to bring them home?” He put the hook down very carefully across the pot. “Ask the Larkins.”

“The Larkins deleted everything you asked them to. Nearly everything.”

Gordie looked at him, and at the pocket where the phone had gone. “Yeah,” he said. “I see that.”

The pot boiled between them. Thorsen thought of the two steel bowls by the shop door.

“Who feeds the dog?”

It was not the question Gordie had braced for. He blinked.

“Old lady at the Landing. Ruth. Ellie Bourque’s grandmother. He went to the dump in the winter and she fed him there. Till freeze-up I’d put a bowl down whenever I had the village freight.” He wiped his face with his forearm. “He’s back at the camp landing now the boats are running. He hears the engine and comes out of the willows and down to the float, running. Every time. Then he sees it’s me.” He reached under the table and took out an old phone in a waterproof case and turned it round. A gravel bar, grey water, willows. At the end of the float, very small, sitting upright, a black dog with a white chest, looking upriver.

Thorsen gave it back.

“Monday,” Gordie said. “Five o’clock, the shop float. I’ve got freight. Ellie Bourque’s coming too, she’s been at some meeting in Juneau and wants a ride home. I radioed Rennick, the camp manager. He says come up Friday. Caldera’s got nothing to hide, he says, which is what you say.” He picked the helmet up from among the shrimp and put it back on, too far back, the horns pointing at the sky. “And I’ll report at the Landing this time. I’ll stand at that box and phone them, and I’ll tell the Mountie the rest across a table.”

“You’ll lose the boat.”

“Maybe.” Gordie lifted the next basket out of the steam. “Twenty years I’ve run past that box without stopping, and my wife’s stopped asking where I go. I’d sooner lose the boat.”



He packed on Sunday evening in the back room at the top of Marj’s stairs. A dry bag from the marine store, with wool socks and waterproofs and the sleeping bag. A head torch. Bear spray in a holster, which the man at the store had made him practise drawing in the aisle, twice, with a straight face. Passport in a plastic bag.

Then he crossed the hall to Sindre’s room and knelt by the duffel and took out the grey watch cap. He did not hold it to his face. He put it in a freezer bag from Marj’s kitchen drawer and pressed the air out and sealed it, the way he would have bagged anything that might one day matter, and zipped the duffel shut over the paperback at the bottom.

At supper Marj put a plate of fish cakes in front of him and sat down with her tea.

“Paige Dolan came by yesterday,” she said. “While you were at the shrimp. She stood on the porch and wouldn’t come in. She asked if Sindre’s phone had come back in the duffel.” Her hand went round the cup. “I said they never found his phone, it was in the river with him. She said was I sure. I said I’ve been through that duffel twice and folded every shirt in it. She said okay, and went down the steps.” Marj turned her head towards him. “That girl’s been carrying something since September. I’m not saying it’s anything bad. I’m saying she’s carrying it.”



His phone rang at four minutes past midnight.

It was a Norwegian number, and there was a brass band on the line, very close, playing a march with great enthusiasm and not much agreement, and over it a long ragged cheer of children that went up and up.

“Daniel. It is the seventeenth of May. Ten o’clock in the morning here, and the sun is out, which it is not always, and the whole town is in the street.” Ingrid was raising her voice over it. “I am standing outside the bakery in my mother’s bunad. It still fits, which I tell everyone. Sindre walked in this every year from six, in the school band, with the trombone. Not well. He liked it because you are at the back and nobody can see when you are only pretending.”

Thorsen wished her a happy seventeenth of May, in the only Norwegian he had, which was his father’s.

There was a small surprised laugh in Ulsteinvik. “You say it like Karl.” The band went away down a street he could not see, and she moved somewhere quieter. “Now. Tell me something. Not everything. I know you will not. Something.”

He sat on the edge of the bed with the window grey behind him and told her about the film. A family on a tour boat had made it, at the landing where Sindre went for the freight, in the afternoon. He was in it for a few seconds. The man who brought the boat had her parcel in the mail sack, and Sindre had known who it was from before he got it out, and put the sweater on there on the gravel, in the rain. A drone had come over, and he had waved at it with both arms, like you wave at a ship, and he was laughing.

The line was quiet for a long time, a quiet with a street in it, and gulls.

“Then I can carry the rest,” Ingrid said. “I think I can.” And then, away from the phone, in a different voice, a name.

The phone changed hands.

“This is Rune Eiksund. Sindre’s father.” Good hard English, the consonants very clean, the voice of a man who designed ships and was used to calculating loads. “My mother is crying on the steps of the bakery on the seventeenth of May, in front of the whole town, because a man in Alaska tells her there is a film of my son on the day he died.” A breath. “I will tell you one thing so that you do not waste your time with me. In April a court in California made Google give me my son’s account. Four thousand one hundred and six photographs. I have not opened it. They are not for American television. They are his.”

“When you want me,” Thorsen said, “you have the number.”

“I won’t want you.”

The phone went back to Ingrid, composed, as if nothing had happened.

“He is like his father. Per also said no first. To me, in 1966, on the quay at Hareid. Three times.” A pause. “Go up the river, Daniel. Be careful on it. It took one of us already.”



At ten to five the harbour was the colour of pewter and so still that every piling stood on its own reflection.

Gordie’s boat lay at the end of the shop float with her engine running and her cabin lights on, freight lashed under a blue tarp in the open stern and the mail sack on top of it. Gordie raised one hand through the wheelhouse glass and did not come out.

On the float, on a hard yellow case beside a duffel, sat a woman in a Guardian programme jacket and a black toque, with a paper cup of coffee in her hand. She was thirty-four or so, slight, with her hair in a short braid. She looked at him coming down the ramp, all the way down, and drank some coffee.

“You’re the cousin,” she said. “Gordie says you don’t talk. Ellie Bourque.” She did not offer a hand; she had coffee in one and the other on the case. “I’m getting a ride home. You’re getting a ride to the end of the world. I’m mostly coming to see Gordie report.”

Gordie put his head out of the wheelhouse door and lifted his chin towards the hill.

Above the harbour and the roofs, on the street that ran up under the dark trees, there was one light on in the whole town. It was in Marj’s kitchen window. She could not have seen the boat from there, not with those eyes, not at this hour. She had put the light on anyway.




The River

Chapter Five

While there was still a signal, Thorsen sent Claire one word.

On.

It went. Then the signal went too, and Revell Island went down behind them into the haze.

The flats were forty kilometres of water that was not quite sea and not yet river, and at half past five in the morning they lay so flat and pale that the boat seemed to be running across the sky. Gordie ran them by the stakes, spruce poles with a rag of orange tape on top marking a channel that moved every spring, and on either side of the stakes there was a hand’s depth of water over sand. He ran straight over the silt line, and the hull went from a slap to a hiss in the length of the boat.

Ellie Bourque had been asleep in the cabin with her head on her duffel and her boots on the yellow case. She opened her eyes at the change in the sound and looked out at the colour of the water.

“Home,” she said, to nobody, and went back to sleep.

By the middle of the morning the river had become a country. It came down out of the mountains a kilometre wide and not deep anywhere, split round long islands of grey gravel and driftwood and young willow, and Gordie read the channels under his breath. Where the surface was smooth as oil the water was deep. Where it boiled, he said, you went somewhere else.

They passed the hot springs a little after ten: a plank boardwalk going up into the trees from a gravel landing, steam rising out of the forest into the cold air.

“That’s where I turned round,” Gordie said, without looking at it. “Last August. According to me.”

An hour above the springs, on the right bank, a straight line ran up the mountainside through the forest from the water to the snow, without a bend in it, as though somebody had taken a razor to the trees. Ellie came out with a thermos and handed Thorsen the lid of it full of coffee and said that was the border, and the river didn’t notice it. Above the line the glacier came down to the water, a wall of broken ice a kilometre wide between two black ridges, blue in its cracks like a gas flame, and the air off it came across the river as cold as a cellar.

While they were looking at it a long low aluminium freighter went past them upriver with a load of blue fuel drums under a net amidships and three men aboard. The one at the tiller was young and bareheaded and stood up to drive, and he grinned at Ellie as he went by and opened the throttle.

“My cousin,” Ellie said. “Hauls Caldera’s diesel in summer and counts goats for us in winter. Old Albert Kane’s with him, and a kid from Terrace. Albert’s not wearing his jacket. Albert’s never worn his jacket.”



It happened at twenty to eight in the evening, a long way above the glacier, on a bend Gordie said he had run three days before.

The river came round to the left under a high cutbank of grey silt, and the deep fast water ran along the outside of the bend, under the bank. Ellie’s cousin’s freighter was four hundred metres ahead, running the outside, fast.

Thorsen saw the tree before he understood it. A big spruce lying out from the foot of the cutbank, its root ball still on the bank under a raw scar of fresh silt, its crown out in the main current with the branches combing the surface.

The cousin saw it late. The freighter swerved, and for a second she was nearly clear, and then her hull hit the trunk broadside a metre from the crown and stopped, and the whole weight of the river came onto her upstream side. She went over slowly and then all at once. The upstream gunwale went down and the grey water came over it in a sheet, and the drums broke loose and went over the side one after another, and the men went with them.

Gordie had the throttle back before anybody spoke. Ellie was out of the cabin before the hull settled.

She did not run. She went forward along the side deck fast and low with one hand on the rail, and at the bow she came up with the coiled bow line in one hand and the long aluminium pike pole from its clips in the other.

“Gordie. Below the tree. Hold her nose-up twenty metres off the crown, not closer. Don’t let me near the branches.” Her voice was not loud. It carried. “Thorsen. Make that fast. Bow cleat.”

He knew what to do with a cleat. He had known since he was nine, with an old fisherman’s big hands over his on the dock at the Point. Round the base, across the top, a twist and over. His hands were cold and wet and the boat was moving under him, and the line went across when it should have gone round, and he tried again and made it worse, and what he looked down at was not a knot. It was a tangle on a cleat, and the men in the river were coming.

Ellie pulled it off in one movement, took a turn, crossed it, dropped a hitch on the horn with a flick of her wrist, and was coiling the rest of the line in big loose loops across her left hand before he had taken his own hands away.

The freighter was pinned against the tree on her side with the grey water piling up white against her bottom. Ellie’s cousin was still with her, on his knees on her upturned side with both arms round the trunk. The other two were gone.

Then they came out through the crown of the tree. First an orange life jacket bobbing up below the branches with a white face in the top of it: the kid. Then, lower in the water, no orange, only a grey head going under and coming up. Albert Kane. Both coming down on Gordie’s bow at the speed of a man running.

“The kid first,” Ellie said, and to Gordie, “hold,” and threw.

The coil went out over the water in a long flat loop and landed across the kid’s shoulders a metre upstream of him, exactly where he would be a second later. He got an arm over it and then a hand round it, and the current swung him on the end of it in an arc towards the side of the boat.

She had dropped the line and picked up the pole. Albert went past the bow two metres off, face down, then face up. She leaned out over the gunwale with one foot hooked under the rail, and the hook went into the back of his collar and caught, and she braced against the bending pole with her whole small body and walked him along the hull towards the stern, where the freeboard was lowest, like a heavy fish to the net.

The kid had fetched up against the side amidships, holding the line with both hands. Thorsen got down on his knees and reached over and took him by the shoulder straps of the life jacket and pulled.

The boat heeled. The whole side went down under him towards the river, and grey water slopped in over the gunwale onto his knees, and the kid came up a few centimetres and went down again.

“No,” Ellie said. “You’re a hundred kilos. Go and be a hundred kilos on the other side.”

He went. He sat on the far gunwale with his boots hooked under the rail and leaned out backwards over the river until he could feel the cold coming up off the water onto the back of his neck, and the boat came up level under him. That was all he was. Weight.

Ellie did not try to lift the kid. She took the straps as Thorsen had, and pushed him straight down into the water a full arm’s length, and on the rebound, as the jacket brought him up fast, she threw herself backwards, and the kid came out of the river to the waist and over the gunwale on his stomach in a rush of grey water and lay on the deck coughing. She had him up on his knees in a second, shaking so hard his teeth were audible across the boat, and the two of them got hold of Albert, who was big and old and blue at the lips and not helping. They got his arms over the gunwale and could not get the rest.

Then Gordie, who had put the boat into the slack below a bar and left her at idle, came down the side deck in three strides and got a fist in the back of Albert’s belt and said “Now,” and Albert Kane came over the side all at once like a sack of wet sand and lay in the bilge beside the kid, and began, very slowly, to shake.

The freighter broke off the tree with a long screech of aluminium and came down the current upside down with Ellie’s cousin spread flat on her hull. Gordie brought them alongside as gently as a man parking a car, and the cousin let go of his boat and came across on his belly, and Ellie and Gordie pulled him in while Thorsen sat on the far side and was a hundred kilos.

The freighter went on without him, turning slowly, with the blue drums bobbing away ahead of her like a string of beads.

“Thirty-two drums,” her cousin said from the deck, with the water running out of his hair. “Of Caldera’s diesel.”

“Going to Alaska without reporting,” said Ellie. She knelt and put two fingers on his neck. Her hands, Thorsen saw, had begun to shake now that there was nothing for them to do, and she put them under her arms and held them there. “Cabin. All of you. Clothes off. Gordie, turn the heater up till it smokes.”



They stripped the three of them to the skin and put them in every sleeping bag on the boat, and the windows ran with water on the inside. Ellie got the nursing station at the Landing on the satellite phone. Three adults, in the water eight minutes, maybe ten. One aged sixty-eight, no flotation, shivering hard. Two hours out.

Albert was the worst. He lay on the cabin bench with his eyes shut, shaking in long spasms, and his skin when Thorsen touched it was the temperature of a fish.

“Shirt off,” Ellie said. “Get in with him. Chest to his back. Don’t rub him. You’re good at being large.”

So Thorsen lay on the narrow bench in a sleeping bag that smelled of dog food and diesel, with his bare chest against the old man’s cold back and his arms round him, and Albert Kane shook against him like a dog that has been in a lake. After a long while, without opening his eyes, Albert spoke in a voice like a rusty gate.

“Third time in the river. Still doesn’t want me.” A shudder went through him and his teeth went. “First time I was fourteen. Under a sweeper. You know what I learned?”

“No.”

“Get over the log. Never under. Belly on it and kick your feet up behind you.” He breathed. “Your legs go under, it keeps you. Nobody listens to that. You listen to it.”

On the floor, wrapped in a bag with a mug of Gordie’s coffee, Ellie’s cousin looked up at her.

“Mom wanted me to drive for the fish people,” he said. “I said the fish people don’t pay. She said the fish people don’t drown you.” He held up a hand. “Don’t.”

“I’m saving it,” Ellie said. “For Christmas.”



They came into Dalgleish Landing at a quarter to ten in the long blue dusk.

The village stood along the top of a high bank: frame houses and log houses, a white church, a store with a fuel pump. Below it a long float lay in the eddy, and at the top of the ramp, on a post, stood a grey metal box with a hood over it. A pickup had backed down the ramp with its headlights on and a nurse in scrubs standing in the lights with blankets. They got Albert into the bed of the truck on a mattress and Ellie’s cousin and the kid into the cab, and half the village had come down to watch. A woman in a parka pushed through, took one look at her son in the cab, and hit him on the shoulder through the open window, hard, twice, and then put her face against the glass. The truck went up the bank with its lights swinging across the houses.

Gordie had not got off the boat.

He stood in the stern among the freight with his hands in his float-coat pockets, looking up at the grey box. Then he took his hands out, climbed onto the float, and walked up the ramp to it the way a man walks up to a door he has walked past for thirty years. He lifted the hood and took out the handset on its steel cord.

“Yeah. Good evening. I’m calling to report an arrival by boat at Dalgleish Landing.” A pause. “Marsh. Gordon Marsh.” A longer one. “Three persons. Me and a passenger, both US citizens, and Ellie Bourque, she’s from here. And, ma’am, three more persons. Canadian. I’m not sure how you want these. They came off a freighter that swamped below here, and I fished them out of the river.”

Thorsen gave a polite woman a very long way away his date of birth and an address with Ruth Bourque’s name in it. Two weeks, perhaps more. A family matter.

Gordie hung up the handset and closed the hood and stood with his hand flat on top of the box. Two hundred metres along the bank, past the store, a light was on in the window of a low prefabricated building with a blue roof and a flag outside it, hanging limp.

“Mountie’s still up,” Ellie said.

“Mountie’s got three wet men and a nurse tonight.” Gordie took his hand off the box. “I’ll go in properly. Across a table. Not at ten at night with the river in my boots.”

He came back down the ramp past them and stopped on the float and looked at Thorsen.

“You were weight.”

“I was weight.”

“Good weight,” said Gordie, and climbed back into his boat.



The clock over Ruth’s stove said seven. Thorsen’s watch said six. Somewhere above the hot springs the river had carried him into British Columbia and an hour later in the day, and he had not felt it go.

“Fix that,” Ruth said, putting a plate in front of him, “or you’ll be an hour late for everything, like the police.”

She was eighty-two, small and square, in a man’s cardigan with the elbows gone, and she had looked at him on her doorstep the night before, all of him, like a second-hand stove she was thinking of buying, and said, “You’ll do,” and given him a towel. Her kitchen had a woodstove and a radio reading out who was flying where, and a long window over the sink that looked down on the float and the grey box on its post. The plate had two eggs on it and a slab of fried bannock. She stood by the stove with her mug and did not sit.

The dog had come to the dump at the end of August, she said. You could count him: every rib, and that blue eye, so you knew which one he was. Everybody tried to catch him. The boys went down with a rope. Somebody’s uncle went down with a moose leg, and the dog took the leg and the uncle came home. Ruth had not tried. She had put food on the ground and gone home, every day: fish heads in the fall, then the dry stuff from the store, twenty kilos at a time, on her pension.

“Why?”

“Somebody had to.” She looked at him as though he were slow. “It went to minus thirty-eight in January. I’d go down in the dark with the bag on the sled and he’d be lying on the burn pile, where it was warm from underneath. Never once let me touch him. Then the first boat came up from your side in May, and he was gone the next morning. Ellie says he’s on the bar at the creek mouth. Where the boy used to bring the freight.”

“Waiting.”

“He’s a dog. He’s sitting where the food used to come from.” She drank her coffee. “Don’t make it a song.”



The RCMP office had two desks, a coffee machine, a map of the Dalgleish on the wall from the border to the canyon, and a holding cell with its door open and a bicycle in it. The bicycle, Corporal Dhillon said, belonged to his constable, who was away on a course.

He was thirty-three, slim and neat, in a navy fleece with the sleeves pushed up, two years into a posting six hundred kilometres from the nearest traffic light. He had a file out on the desk before Thorsen came in, and he did not open it.

“I’ve had letters from Norway. I’ve had the boy’s messages, translated, and I’ve read them a good many times. I’m not offended that she sent you.” He put his hand on the file. “But the coroner’s closed it. Search and rescue flew four days. I walked that bar myself with the river still coming up.”

“He wrote at a quarter past seven that he was flying to a drill rig.”

“I asked. Mr. Rennick told me the boy was offered a day carrying lines on a drill move and then taken off it. Enough hands, and it was his day off.” The colour had come up in his face. “The boy isn’t on the flight ticket. Caldera put it in a press pack. Five people told me separately that he hung about camp and went down to the landing after lunch with his rod.”

“Five people telling you the same thing is either the truth or a meeting.”

Dhillon looked at him. “I heard that one at Depot, in training. Week three. I took them apart one at a time. Same answers, different words.”

Thorsen let that stand. It was the same morning he had found his watch an hour wrong, and he had not yet thought about what else might be. He told Dhillon what was coming. Gordie Marsh was going to amend his statement. He had gone up to the creek landing with paying passengers and a parcel from Norway, about half past one, going by the family’s video, and the boy had met the freight and was alive and waving when Gordie left, a bit after two. Gordie had reported at the box last night for the first time in his life.

“Border Services will be thrilled.” Dhillon wrote it down. “So the boy goes down after lunch for freight, Marsh brings it, the boy’s alive at two, and the river’s in flood.” He looked up. “Do you hear anything in that except a river?”

It was a fair question. “No.”

“There was the second message. The two things.” He turned his pen over. “The camp says he’d written up a drillers’ sump in July. It overflowed into a creek and the driller was annoyed with him.” He hesitated, for the first time. “That’s not nothing. But it’s not a reason anybody goes in a river. You’re going up to the camp?”

“Friday. Rennick’s sending the side-by-side down for me. Caldera has nothing to hide.”

“Caldera has a press officer.” He held the door. “If something happens to you up there, it’s me who comes, in a boat, on my own. Tell me before you do anything clever.”

“After.”

“Before,” said Dhillon, and shut the door.



Ellie spent Wednesday on the ridges with her cameras and came back after dark with snow in her braid. On Thursday morning she took him up to the creek mouth in the Guardian boat, a welded aluminium jet boat smaller than Gordie’s with a cooler strapped down in the bow, and drove it standing up, and talked about the river the way other people talk about a relative who drinks.

Sweepers on the outside of every bend: he had seen what one did. The water was the colour of wet cement and it hissed on the hull like sand poured on a tin roof, and it was sand, rock ground so fine by the ice that it never settled. Mink Creek was four or five degrees; it came out from under a glacier. She looked at him sideways.

“Don’t go in Mink Creek.”

“If you ever have to cross one of these side creeks on foot,” she said, “and you won’t, you do it first thing in the morning. They come up all day as the ice melts and go down all night. Dawn’s lowest. At four in the afternoon a creek you could walk across at breakfast will take your legs away.”

She said it like the safety card on an aircraft, and he remembered it the way you remember the safety card.

Eleven kilometres above the village the canyon came in sight round a bend, a dark notch in the right bank with Mink Creek pouring out of it in a grey-green tongue that ran beside the brown river for two hundred metres before the brown swallowed it. Ellie throttled back and pointed with one hand off the wheel. The camp was five kilometres up on its bench, and the water stations went up the creek in order: MC-1 just round the first bend of the canyon, MC-2 at a hut on Otter Lake behind the west ridge, MC-3 at the top, behind the ridge above camp, where the creek came out from under the ice.

She swung her arm to the west, to a hanging valley high above the water with snow still in its gullies.

“Goat Creek. It feeds Otter Lake, and sockeye rear in Otter Lake. Everything in that basin, nobody drills, nobody builds, nobody so much as parks a helicopter. It’s in the agreement.”

The Guardians’ cameras had come out of the snow last week, she said: trail cameras up the creek on motion, two on the ridges taking a frame a minute for the goat count. Anything the software took for a person went into a sealed folder that only the council could open.

“Our land, our rules about who looks at who.” She eased the throttle. “I’m three weeks behind on the goats. I’ll get to August.”

“Gordie said you sample the water.”

“Alongside the company. It’s normal. Every river that crosses that border, there’s somebody from your side and somebody from the province and somebody from the Nation, all dipping bottles in the same water and sending them to different labs.” She shrugged. “Glacier rivers make it worse. A morning bottle and an afternoon bottle off the same rock can be miles apart. Pick your hour, pick your filter, and a creek’ll tell you nearly anything. So you want three people’s bottles.”

“Sindre wrote home that he helped the water lady.”

“Could be anyone, the water lady. The consultant. Her techs. Paige Dolan, mostly.” She turned them in towards the bank. “He liked it better than the woodpile.”

The bar ran out wide and pale from the east side of the mouth, with driftwood piled along the top of it taller than a man. Across the creek mouth itself the floods of other years had stacked a jam of grey trunks to a bar in mid-stream, and the creek went under the jam with a sound like breath. A float was chained in the eddy below. At the back of the bar, where the willows began, stood a green steel container with CALDERA NORTH stencilled down its side, and two wheel-ruts of grey mud going up into the trees beside it, and a sign on a post. KESTREL RIDGE PROJECT — AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. He had seen it before, on a girl’s phone on the steps of a hall.

Ellie brought them in to the float without seeming to steer, and made fast, and he got off after her with the care of a man who has recently been near a river.

Nothing moved on the bar.

She took the cooler and a long pole with a bottle clamped to its end down to the edge of the creek. “Stand there and look like furniture.” He stood. She waded in to her knees and leaned out with the pole, and he watched her rinse the bottle three times downstream of herself, and fill it, and tip two drops into it from a small amber dropper bottle out of her vest pocket, and cap it, and write on the label with the pen cap in her teeth.

“Nitric,” she said, when she saw where he was looking. “Keeps the metals in the water till the lab gets it. Every kit on this river’s got one of those, the Guardians’ too.”



He had carried the cap upriver in its freezer bag, because some police habit told him that if it was going to mean anything to anybody, it should mean it as little changed as possible. He took it out of the bag now and held it.

Ellie came back up the gravel with the bottle in the cooler, and stopped, and looked past him at the willows.

“There,” she said softly.

The dog came out at the back of the bar, beside the container, and stood. Black, with a white chest. Big in the shoulder, narrow in the flank, a husky’s thick ruff and a Labrador’s head. Thinner than the print on Marj’s refrigerator. One eye brown, and the left, even at forty metres, pale as ice.

He did not come to Thorsen. He came to Ellie. He came down the gravel at a low trot with his head down and his tail going slowly, the whole back half of him going with it, and pushed his head against her knees, and she put the cooler down and knelt on the stones and took his face in both hands and said something to him that was not in English and not meant for anybody else. He leaned on her. She held him.

Then his head came up, and his nose went up, and he looked at Thorsen. Not at Thorsen. At his hand.

He came across the gravel slowly, one step and stop, one step and stop, with his head stretched out low and his nose working. Thorsen stood like furniture. He held the cap a little way out from his body, at the height of his own knee, and the dog came the last two metres almost on his belly and put his nose into the grey wool and breathed in.

He breathed it for a long time. His sides went in and out. Then he made a sound Thorsen had never heard a dog make, not a whine and not a bark, something low and broken in the chest, like a man clearing his throat who cannot. And he lay down on the stones with his chin on Thorsen’s boot and his nose in the cap, and closed his eyes.

Ellie had not moved.

“He’s never done that,” she said. “Not with anybody. Not with me.”

“It’s not me. It’s the hat.”

“I know it’s the hat.” She picked up the cooler. Her voice was not quite steady, and she did something about that, briskly, with her sleeve. “Doesn’t matter. He’ll follow the hat. And the hat’s going up to camp on Friday, isn’t it?”



The dog would not get in the boat.

They tried for twenty minutes. Ellie put the cap on the deck, and the dog came to the edge of the float and lay down. When Thorsen stepped aboard, the dog looked at the boat, and at the river, and at the canyon mouth where Mink Creek came out loud and grey, and backed up the ramp onto the gravel and sat.

“Not today,” Ellie said. “Can’t say I blame him. Leave him something of yours. You smell of the hat now.”

Thorsen took off his scarf, a cheap fleece thing from a gas station in Bellingham, and laid it on the stones by the container. By the time he was back on the float the dog was lying on it, chin on his paws, watching the boat.

Ellie backed them out into the current. Thorsen looked back once: the pale bar, the sign, the green box, and beside it a black shape lying very still, with one eye that caught the light.

“He’s not waiting for me,” he said.

“No.” Ellie opened the throttle, and the hull lifted, and the hiss came up through the soles of his boots. “But you’re the first thing in nine months that’s come up that river smelling right.”




Chapter Six

The dog was lying on the scarf.

He was there when Ellie’s boat came round the bend at half past eight on Friday morning, a black shape on the pale bar with his head up, and he stood when the engine dropped to idle, and backed off to the willows as they came in to the float, and sat. Beside the green container a mud-coloured Polaris side-by-side was parked, and a young man in a Caldera hoodie sat on its roll bar eating a granola bar.

“Mr. Thorsen,” Tanner Kovac said. “Holy. You actually came.”

“I said I would.”

“People say.” Tanner jumped down. He looked past Thorsen at the willows. “He let you near him? Ellie said on the radio. I didn’t believe her.”

“He let the hat near him.”

Tanner looked at the grey cap in Thorsen’s hand for a second too long, and turned round and started loading Ellie’s cooler into the cargo box.

Ellie stood on the float with her line in her hand. “He’ll follow you up,” she said. “Don’t call him. Don’t feed him with your fingers. Tell Bernie I want my thermos back. And don’t go in the creek. Nobody listened last year either.”



The trail went up the east bank of Mink Creek through spruce and cottonwood, two ruts of grey mud with roots across them like the rungs of a ladder, and the Polaris went up it at a brisk walk, rocking and slithering. The creek was a roar below them through the trees, louder than the engine: grey-green water in standing waves, with no slack anywhere.

The dog came. He did not come close. He came out of the willows when the machine started and went up the trail ahead of them at a trot, thirty metres in front, and when the Polaris stopped at a washout he stopped, and sat, and looked back.

“He used to ride in the back,” Tanner said. “On the freight. Feet on the side like a figurehead.”

“On the car deck,” Thorsen said. “You told the pilot you never met him.”

Tanner drove for a while. “Anybody in town asks about Sindre, we didn’t know him. That’s what the company lawyer told us. Rainy talks to everybody.” He swung them round a root. “You heard about the sump?”

“A little.”

Mitch Doyle’s sump, Tanner said, had gone over into a creek on the ridge in July, and Sindre had photographed it and written it in the camp book, and Mitch had gone mental and then fixed it. Mitch was also the driller who had thrown the rock, and the dog growled at him now. “But it wasn’t just the sump. He had two things on. The sump and some pad. He wouldn’t say what pad, not till he’d talked to the person. The drillers used to joke there’s a pad up the Goat side they don’t put on the board.”

“Who did he talk to?”

“Dr. Oakes. Lunch, on the Sunday. She said, Let me deal with it. Tomorrow.” He did a fair Yorkshire voice, and did not seem to enjoy it. “She told Dhillon it was the sump. Maybe it was. There wasn’t a tomorrow. Not for him.”

“And that morning?”

“Sleeping in, I thought. I was on wood.” Tanner kept his eyes on the trail. “He came in at lunch, and took the machine down for Gordie’s freight, with his rod. And he didn’t come up for supper.”

Ahead of them the dog had stopped in the middle of the trail with his head up, listening to something in the creek. Then he went on.



Kestrel Ridge camp stood on a bench above the creek, where the valley opened out round a long lake the colour of milky jade. Twenty sleep shacks in two rows, plywood to shoulder height and canvas above; a long white dome that was the cook tent; a plywood drying room with the generator thumping behind it; a core shack. Round all of it ran two strands of white electric tape on fibreglass posts, ticking faintly. On the lakeshore was a float dock, and on a gravel pad above it a red-and-white helicopter sat with its blades tied down.

Doug Rennick met him at the gap in the fence with a clipboard and a manila envelope. He was fifty-eight, grey-bearded, in a quilted vest, with the composure of a man who has been surprised by nothing on three continents.

“Couple of rules, and I give them to everybody. That fence is live. Don’t touch it. You walk anywhere outside it, you carry spray and you tell me where you’re going. You don’t feed the dog.”

“Ellie said the same.”

“Ellie and I agree about the dog. It’s the only thing.” Rennick looked at the dog, sitting outside the fence thirty metres off, watching the cook tent. “He came back to us once, in August. Three days after. Wouldn’t let anybody near except Ellie. Then he went.” He held out the envelope. “The port director in Nesvik does our community stuff. He put this together for the town. Every flight on the day. We’ve nothing to hide, Mr. Thorsen, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know, but I’ll ask you one thing. These are people who lost a friend. Go easy.”

“I always go easy.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”



His tent was at the end of the second row, nearest the cook tent: a cot, a drum stove, a shelf. He read the envelope on the cot with his jacket still on.

Caldera’s chronology was two pages long and written in the voice of a company that had been advised by a lawyer to feel deeply. Departed camp at approximately 13:10 by side-by-side to collect freight, taking his fishing rod. RCMP notified at 19:42. The camp extends its deepest sympathies. The sign-out board was a photograph of a whiteboard, and against SINDRE someone had written Landing — freight and nothing in the other column, and nobody had rubbed it out.

Dhillon had already told him what the flight ticket left out. He read it anyway: a photocopy of a printed form with boxes along the top, filled in by hand in neat block capitals.

COASTAL RIDGE HELICOPTERS LTD. — DAILY FLIGHT TICKET. 16 AUG 26. AS350. PILOT: C. BATT. CLIENT: CALDERA NORTH — KESTREL RIDGE.

0735 — Daily insp., fuel. Camp.
0740 – 0812 — Camp to KR-22. Sling, drill rods. 2 pax (Doyle, Pelletier).
0820 – 0905 — Camp to KR-22. Sling, pump and hose.
0915 – 1010 — Recon, ridge traverse. 1 pax (Oakes).
1020 – 1105 — Camp to KR-22. Sling, fuel x2.
1115 – 1200 — KR-22 to Camp. 2 pax.
1200 – 1320 — Standby.
1320 – 1335 — Camp to KR-27 and return. Drop 1 pax (Oakes) 1330. Inspection.
1400 – 1410 — Camp to MC-3 and return. Drop 1 pax (Harker) 1405. Sampling.
1410 – 1550 — Standby. Camp.
1550 – 1600 — Camp to KR-27 and return. P/u 1 pax (Oakes) 1555.
1635 – 1645 — Camp to MC-3 and return. P/u 1 pax (Harker) 1640.
1700 — Fuel.
1915 – 2150 — SAR. Mink Ck mouth, Dalgleish R. 2 pax (Rennick, Kovac).

He read it three times. Fourteen lines, in pilots’ shorthand, pax for passengers. A working Sunday for a helicopter at a drill camp: rods, a pump, fuel, a geologist looking at a ridge in the morning and at a pad in the afternoon, the consultant to one of her water stations and back, and in the evening, too late, the search. The afternoon came down to two people. The geologist, Dr. Oakes, set down on her pad at half past one and picked up at five to four. Dr. Harker, the water consultant, dropped at the top water station at five past two and picked up there at twenty to five.

He took a pen out of his shirt pocket and drew a line under the morning.

The message at a quarter past seven. Ingrid had read it to him in April: working on his day off, flying to a drill rig, extra money. Twenty-five minutes later, by this ticket, the helicopter had taken two drillers to a pad called KR-22, and gone back and forth to it all morning. Nowhere on the page was a camp helper on his day off who had been told he was flying to a drill rig to earn some extra money.

Either a boy of twenty-two had been excited about a job he never went to, and had not said so to his grandmother at lunchtime when he had written to her again, or the camp had flown him somewhere that morning and left him off its paperwork. Somebody up there had decided what this page would say about the morning. Rennick ran the camp. Batt, the pilot, had signed it.

When he came out a woman of about forty was standing by the corner of the core shack with a phone in her hand, looking at the snow on the far side of the lake. She was small, sunburnt across the nose, in a fleece with the sleeves pushed up and a hand lens on a cord round her neck. She saw him, and went still.

“You’re the detective,” Imogen Oakes said. “I’ve got core to log.” And went inside.



The cook tent was warm and smelled of bread.

There were long tables with oilcloth, a coffee urn the size of a hot-water tank, and behind a steel counter at the back a woman of sixty with her grey hair up in a bandana rolling pastry with a wine bottle. The cook from Quebec, from the letters.

“Enfin,” she said. “The Norwegian’s cousin. Sit. You haven’t eaten. Nobody who comes up that trail has eaten.” She put a bowl of soup in front of him and a slab of bread. “Bernie Lavoie. I cook, I do the first aid, I am the mother of everybody here whether they like it or not. Mostly not. He came up with you? The dog?”

“He’s outside the fence.”

“Pauvre bête.” She looked out through the plastic window at the black shape sitting in the moss. “He used to lie there, under the counter, on my feet, while Sindre washed up. Never a sound.” She turned the pastry a quarter turn and rolled again. “I put out a plate tonight. Don’t tell Doug.”

“Was everybody here that Sunday?”

“Everybody but Paige.” Bernie did not ask which Sunday. “She went out on the floatplane the Friday, four days off. She was going on the river with her cousins, she said. Lucky girl.” The rolling pin stopped. “The rest of us, we were all here.”

Two men came in in coveralls stiff with grey mud, smelling of diesel and hydraulic oil, and sat down at the far end without taking off their hard hats. The bigger one had a red beard and a face that looked as if it had been left out in the weather; he glanced at Thorsen once, hard, and then away. His helper was thin and dark, with a French paperback in the leg pocket of his coveralls, and said something to Bernie in a French so fast and flat that Thorsen caught only café and tabarnak, and Bernie answered him in the same and pointed at the urn with the rolling pin.

“Mitch,” Bernie said, without looking round. “This is Mr. Thorsen. Be nice.”

“I’m always nice,” said Mitch Doyle, to his coffee.

“You are nice like a bear is nice,” Bernie said. “From far away.”



The groceries came in on Saturday at ten, on a yellow Beaver floatplane, and Thorsen was on the dock with Bernie’s hand cart, and Tanner, who had been told to carry, when it taxied in. Corey Batt, the helicopter pilot, leaned on a dock post with a coffee: forty-four, tanned, curly-haired, with the easy grin of a man who has never had to work at being liked.

The dog was on the bank above the dock, in the moss. He had come inside the fence in the night, and nobody knew how. When Batt ran the helicopter up at seven for a test, with the turbine screaming, the dog had gone off to the far end of the fence and lain flat with his ears back until it stopped. In Sindre’s letters he had lain down on the pad and the pilot had had to shout at him.

“He’s been like that since the search,” Tanner said, when Thorsen asked. “Four days of helicopters, low over the creek, all day, ours and the Coast Guard’s and the military one out of Comox. He won’t go near the pad now. Can’t stand the noise.” He watched the Beaver come round. “Can’t say I liked it much myself.”

The pilot’s door opened and a woman in a ball cap leaned out and shouted, “Morning, Bern. I’ve got your lettuces and your lady,” and threw Tanner a line. Thorsen knew the cap and the voice. She was the woman who had leaned on the Nesvik Air van on the car deck in Nesvik and asked Tanner about the Norwegian kid.

“Rainy,” Tanner said, catching the line, without being asked. “She flies everybody.”

Her passenger climbed down onto the float. She was in Caldera yellow rain gear over a fleece, with a pack on her back and two hard-sided coolers that she handed down to Batt one at a time, and she was laughing at something the pilot had said.

“Mr. Thorsen,” said Celia Harker. “You made it up the river. Gordie says you’re a natural, apart from the knots.”

“Gordie’s generous.”

“Gordie’s never been generous in his life. He must like you.” She looked at Bernie’s cart. “Are those eggs mine or yours, Bern? I’ve got a cooler of ice packs here that wants the shade.”



The weather came down at three.

The far shore of the lake went grey, then the near shore, and then the cloud was in the tops of the spruce. Celia and Batt had been out round her stations since eleven, and had come back in at half past two, low, under it.

At four Rainy came up on the camp radio from somewhere a long way off, crackling.

“Kestrel, Nesvik Air. I’m not coming in there, Doug. I can’t see my own floats. Tell Celia I’m sorry. First thing tomorrow if it lifts.”

“Story of my life,” Celia said, and went to borrow a sleeping bag from Rennick.

At supper she sat with Oakes and talked about rock. She was good at everything Thorsen saw her do: she got Doyle to talk about his daughter’s hockey, and gave Bernie’s tourtière the kind of praise that is specific enough to be believed.

Thorsen went to bed at eleven, in daylight the colour of dishwater, and lay listening to the generator and the rain on the canvas.



The dog woke him.

He came awake all at once, as he had learned to on night shifts, into a grey half-dark full of noise. A dog barking, close, outside the fence, high and frantic, over and over, the barks running into each other. Then a crash. Then a sound he had never heard before and knew at once: a deep coughing huff, like a man blowing into a bottle, very close, on the other side of a sheet of canvas.

He was out of the tent before he had thought about it, in long johns and socks. The mud took his left foot to the ankle, cold as iron.

The cook tent was ten metres away. Its door was open, the plastic window beside it pushed in, and something was moving among the benches with a noise of breaking. He could see it through the doorway: a brown hump, a lot of loose fur, a head the size of a bucket going down into a bin. Not huge. Young. It looked almost like a big dog. Then it lifted its head with a sack of flour in its mouth, and shook the sack, and the flour went up in a cloud, and he saw the hump on its shoulders and the claws on the hand that held the bin down, and it was not like a dog at all.

“Allez! Allez! Va-t’en!”

Bernie came round the end of the cook tent in a nightdress and rubber boots, hammering a cast-iron frying pan with a steel ladle. The bear’s head came up out of the flour. It took one step towards her.

A man’s voice behind Thorsen: “Bernie. Back.”

Doyle came past Thorsen at a walk, in boxer shorts and a Carhartt jacket and nothing else, with a canister air horn in one fist and a pen launcher in the other. He did not run. He walked straight across the mud to the place between Bernie and the doorway, and stopped there, with his back to her and his face to the bear, and held the horn up over his head like a trophy and let it go.

The blast went off the far side of the lake and came back. The bear dropped the flour.

“Get back, Bern. Behind me. Everybody else stay in your fucking tents.” He did not turn his head. He screwed a cartridge onto the launcher with his thumb, the horn still up, and fired it at the ground two metres in front of the door, so that it went off between him and the bear and not behind it, which is how they teach it and how almost nobody does it. It went off with a bang like a shotgun and a flash. The bear swung its head, and Doyle took a step towards it, into the smoke, and roared at it. There were no words in it. It was the loudest sound Thorsen had ever heard a man make.

Thorsen had not been going anywhere himself. He was standing in the mud in his socks with nothing in his hands, and he had just understood that his bear spray was in the side pocket of his pack, on the shelf in his tent, where Rennick had told him it should never be.

Rennick came up behind them, dressed, with a shotgun held across his body, muzzle down, and did not raise it. Lights were coming on in the tents. At the end of the first row Thorsen saw Oakes’s tent door unzip a hand’s width, and a canister of bear spray come out through the gap, and nothing else.

The bear went backwards through the far wall of the cook tent, through the canvas, as though the canvas were not there.

The dog was through the fence. Thorsen saw him come under the bottom strand like a black streak and go round the end of the cook tent after the bear, barking, his voice gone high and cracked, and he understood with total clarity that the bear would turn and the dog would go in at it, and then there would be a dog with its back broken in the moss.

He went three strides in his socks across the gravel and the mud, and got a hand in the ruff as the dog went past the corner of the tent, and held on.

The dog did not stop. The dog weighed thirty kilos and was in no mood. Thorsen’s feet went out from under him in the mud and he sat down hard, and was dragged two metres on his backside through the wet, with both hands wound in the fur, saying no, no, Bamse, no, and held on.

Beyond the cook tent, through the slit in the canvas, the bear went across the bench at a heavy rolling gallop, low to the ground, through the fence like string, and the two strands of white tape snapped and whipped back, and it went into the grey and the spruce and was gone.

The dog stopped pulling. He stood over Thorsen, trembling, and barked twice more at the trees, and then stood with his sides heaving. Thorsen lay in the mud on his back with his hands in the ruff and looked up at the drizzle.

Doyle came across the gravel with the air horn and stood over them both. The dog’s lip went up off his teeth, and he growled, low and steady, straight at the man’s bare knees.

“Yeah,” Doyle said to him. “You and me both.” For a second his face was still the one he had turned on the bear, and Thorsen, flat on his back in the mud, did not like it. Then the red beard split, and he began to laugh, not unkindly, the laugh of a man who has been very frightened for a minute and a half and is no longer. “You all right, eh?”

“I’m fine.”

“You look fine.” He put out a hand, and hauled Thorsen up out of the mud with one pull, and kept clear of the dog. “Socks. Jesus. I’m going to tell my kid about you.”



The fence had been shorted. Rennick found it in ten minutes with a torch: a cottonwood branch down across both strands, grounding them on the wet moss. He looked at it with the shotgun under his arm, and said, “That’s on me,” and went to write it down.

Nobody had shot. Bernie said one thing to Doyle, in French, and patted his arm with the frying pan, and he went a dull red and went off to find his trousers. The rest of the camp came out now that it was safe to, Batt in unlaced boots from the pilot’s tent by the pad, Tanner with a pot lid, Oakes only when Bernie called her by name, with the spray still in her hand; when Doyle shouted across, “Imogen, you okay?” she answered Bernie. Celia came from the spare tent at the end of the first row in a fleece over a borrowed pair of camp sweatpants, and went straight to the cook tent, to Bernie, and from its doorway, across ten metres of mud, she looked at Thorsen, mud from the shoulders to the socks, and put her hand over her mouth.

“Oh, no. Are you all right?” she called. “You went after the dog?”

“The dog went after the bear.”

“Well, he would.” She laughed shakily. “He’s an idiot. He’s a brave idiot.” Then she went in with Bernie, and the two of them stood among the benches with a torch in the flour, counting what was left.

The dog was lying in the doorway of Thorsen’s tent, and stayed there, and watched them all go back to bed.



At half past two Bernie had the urn going again in the wreck of the cook tent, with flour over everything like snow and the far wall flapping open on the grey. She made Thorsen a tea with three sugars in it without asking and put it in his hands, and he sat on the one bench that was still the right way up, in clean dry clothes, with the dog lying on his feet.

Bernie stood at the counter with her own mug and looked down at the dog.

“Bon,” she said. “Sindre used to sit there. That bench. Every night, last, with his tea, asking me the French for things. Poêle. Louche. Frying pan, ladle.” She drank. “Tonight I think, he would have liked that. The pan and the ladle.” She put her mug down and picked up a broom.

“Drink your tea,” she said. “Then go to bed. And tomorrow, Mr. Thorsen, you keep your spray where Doug tells you. I am too old to fight bears with a pan for policemen in socks.”




Chapter Seven

The core shack was the only building in camp with a bolt on the inside of the door.

Thorsen noticed it on Sunday morning, because the door was shut and he could hear the bolt go back when he knocked. It was a heavy barrel bolt, newer than the door, screwed on with long screws by somebody who had meant it. Imogen Oakes opened the door a hand’s width and looked at him, and past him, at the camp: the drillers’ tents, the drying room, the cook tent with Doyle’s helper up a ladder stitching its far wall with a sail needle and Bernie at the bottom of the ladder telling him he was doing it wrong.

Before that, at six, the whole camp had turned out in the cold to drag the cook tent’s benches into the open and scrape the flour off them, with sleeves pushed up and radios on every belt. “Channel two, people,” Rennick said, going down the line. “Repeater’s back up. Best money this outfit ever spent: the repeater on the ridge carries all over that mountain, every pad we’ve got, so I want every crew checking in by eight and no excuses.” Everybody’s arms were out and wet. Doyle’s big fingers, white-seamed from wire rope. A fish-hook scar like a comma in the web of Tanner’s thumb. Bernie’s oven burns, a ladder of them up one wrist. Old pale marks on the inside of Celia’s left forearm as she went past him with the driller’s helper on the other end of a bench. Oakes in gloves, saying nothing.

Rainy had come in at seven under a lifted grey sky and taken Celia Harker away, with her coolers, waving from the float. The dog had spent the morning round the back of the cook tent, where Bernie’s scraps went, and was lying in the doorway of Thorsen’s tent now, watching the shack.

“Ten minutes,” Oakes said. “Don’t touch anything.”

Inside it was cold and bright, with a smell of wet stone. Racks went the length of the building, and on the racks were shallow wooden boxes, hundreds of them, holding cylinders of rock as thick as a broom handle, laid in rows like loaves. A camera on a stand looked down at a box on a bench under a white light, and beside it was a laptop, a small whiteboard and a yellow instrument the size of a hair dryer, ticking to itself, slowly, like a clock with a bad heart.

“That’s what we do here,” she said. “Drill, pull it up, put it in boxes, look at it. Log it. Photograph every box, wet. Cut it in half, bag one half, send it to the lab. Keep the other half for ever.” She picked a length of core out of a box on the bench with both hands, carefully, as you would lift a baby that was asleep, and turned it under the light. It was buff, the colour of old bone, shot through with veins of violet, and in places there was something else in it: small grains of honey-brown, waxy, like brown sugar pressed into the stone.

“Fluorite,” she said, touching the violet with a fingernail. “Pretty. That’s where the fluoride in the creek comes from. That’s not why we’re here.” She touched the brown. “Bastnäsite. Rare-earth fluorocarbonate. Neodymium, praseodymium, the magnet metals. In those grades, at that width, in this part of the world, it’s not supposed to exist.”

She brought the core down beside the yellow instrument, and the ticking quickened to a patter.

“Thorium. Always comes with them. It’s how I found it: two summers on that ridge with this and a hammer. Nobody thought it was here. I did. I wrote the proposal, and they gave me three holes to shut me up. The third hole went through forty-two metres at three and a half per cent.”

He looked at it. He could see nothing in it but pale rock with brown specks, and he could see that she could see a great deal more.

“Magnets,” he said.

“That’s what the press release says. The people in Vancouver love that word.” She put the core back in its slot exactly, and the ticking slowed. “It’s the first thing I’ve ever found. I’m thirty-nine. Most geologists never find anything. They spend their whole lives drilling other people’s ideas.” She looked at the box. “I’m not going to apologise for it.”

“Nobody asked you to.”

“Everybody asks me to. Half of Nesvik. Half the village. Ellie’s mother wrote to me personally.” She turned and leaned against the bench and folded her arms. “You want to ask about Sindre.”

“Where were you that Sunday?”

“Up on the ridge with Corey for an hour in the morning, looking at outcrop. It’s on the ticket. After lunch he put me down on KR-27 for an inspection, and came back for me before four. That’s on the ticket too.” She said it at once.

“Two and a half hours on a pad alone.”

“It’s a big pad. I’m a geologist. I look at things.” She held his eye, and he let her, and she did not tell him what she had looked at. “I know what Tanner told you. Let me deal with it. He came to me at lunch about the sump. He wanted it reported to Caldera, properly, in writing, not just in the camp book. He thought Doug was sitting on it. I said I’d deal with it. I meant it. I wrote the email on Monday morning, while they were all out searching. I’ve got it if you want it. It’s very dull.”

“I’d like it.”

“Fine.” She looked at the laptop, and then at the door, and he followed her eyes to the bolt.

“New,” he said.

She was quiet. Then she said, in a different voice, flatter: “There was a camp in the Yukon. Years ago. I was twenty-six. A man came into my tent in the night who shouldn’t have.” She did not elaborate and he did not ask her to. “Since then I put a bolt on whatever door I’ve got. I don’t drink with drillers. I don’t walk round camp after dark without Bernie. I keep the spray by the bed. It’s not personal. Mitch Doyle’s never done a thing to me in his life except shout.” She unfolded her arms. “That’s ten minutes, Mr. Thorsen. I’ve got to ring my mother.”

He went. Behind him the bolt went across.



At eleven, from his tent, he heard her through two layers of canvas, because the only place in camp with a signal good enough for a video call was the bench outside the core shack.

“Hello, Mum. It’s Imogen. It’s Sunday.” A pause, and a thin voice from Sheffield. “No, Imogen. Your daughter. I’m in Canada. With the rocks.” A long pause. “No, Dad’s not here, Mum. Shall I tell you about the bear?”

She made it funny. She did Bernie with the frying pan and Doyle in his shorts, and this big American policeman sitting in the mud in his socks, and the thin voice in Sheffield laughed at that, really laughed.

When he came out of his tent half an hour later she was still on the bench with the laptop shut on her knees, looking at the lake.

“She laughed,” she said, without looking round. “She hasn’t laughed since Christmas. She thought it was my father in the mud.” She stood up and tucked the laptop under her arm. “Thank you for falling over, Mr. Thorsen. I’ll send you that email.”



Doug Rennick carved birds in the drying room.

He sat in the corner by the stove with a block of basswood and a short knife, among the hanging rows of wet rain gear: dozens of yellow jackets and bib pants on hooks, Caldera issue, all the same, dripping on the floor. Thorsen sat on the bench opposite, under the jackets.

“Thirty-one years of running camps,” Rennick said, without looking up. “One I didn’t send home.”

“The morning. The ticket has two drillers going up to KR-22 at twenty to eight. He told his grandmother he was flying to a drill rig.”

“He was meant to.” The knife went on, steady. “I took him off it. They had enough hands, it was his day off, and I’m the one who explains to the agency why a camp helper’s on a drill pad. The boy was disappointed, he’d wanted the cash. Imogen paid him something anyway, I think, out of her own pocket, because she’s soft. He hung around camp. After lunch he went down for Gordie’s freight with his rod.” He stopped the knife and looked at Thorsen over the top of his glasses, for the first time. “You know what happens after a death in a camp, Mr. Thorsen? The crew closes up like a fist, and you let it. You’d do anything for a crew, after enough years. Anything. You stand between them and everything that comes up that river. That’s the trouble with it.” He bent his head again.

Thorsen sat a moment longer under the dripping row of yellow jackets, and then went out, and the knife went on behind him, small and steady, like a clock.



In the evening Doyle played the guitar in the drying room, because the cook tent was still full of flour. The crew sat on the benches under the steaming gear with their socks on the stove rail and drank tea and one beer each, which was the camp rule. Doyle’s helper sat on the floor with his paperback. Tanner sat by the door with his knees up. Bernie came in with a tray of cookies and stayed.

The dog had come as far as the step and lain down on it, with the door open a crack and his nose in the gap.

“Look at him,” somebody said. “Butter wouldn’t melt.”

“You should’ve seen him in July,” Tanner said. “With the hook in his lip, at the landing. Sindre holding his head and me sitting on him and him going like a chainsaw, and the lady with the pliers going good boy, good boy while he tried to eat her. And then Sindre was so sorry he nearly cried, and the dog was so sorry he lay on Sindre’s feet all night.” Everybody laughed, Bernie too, and the dog put his chin down on the step as though he had heard it before.

Doyle played sitting on an upturned bucket, with the guitar on his knee and his big scarred fingers moving on the neck with a delicacy that did not belong to the rest of him. Country songs, mostly, old ones, and one in French that made the helper look up from his book and sing the chorus under his breath without seeming to know he was doing it. Doyle had a voice like gravel in a bucket, and he did not care, and it was good.

When he stopped he sat with his hand over the strings.

“She’s nine tomorrow,” he said, to nobody. “My kid. In Prince George.” He looked at the stove. “Victoria Day. Long weekend. Her mom’s taking her to the pool, and I’m on a drill on a mountain a day from a road. Third birthday in a row.” He put the guitar down against the wall. “I’m going to call her. If the internet holds. Then I’m going to bed.”

“That Sunday in August,” Thorsen said. “The afternoon. Where were you?”

The room went quiet. The helper’s page stopped turning.

Doyle looked at him. His face went slowly red under the beard.

“Asleep,” he said. “In my tent. My helper too. We’d had a couple at lunch, which we shouldn’t, and Doug knows it, and he wrote us up for it.” He stood up. “You want to know about the sump. Everybody wants to know about the sump. The kid wrote me up in July. My sump went over. I had grey water all down the ridge into a creek, and he walked up there with his phone and took twenty pictures and put it in the camp book with the time and the date, like a little cop.” He picked up the guitar by the neck. “And he was right. That’s what pissed me off. I hated him for a week. Then I fixed it, and he came up and looked at it and said, That is better, Mitch, in that voice, like a teacher. And I bought him a beer.” His voice had gone up. “That’s me and Sindre. That’s all of it. Write it down.”

He went out. The door banged behind him. The yellow jackets swayed on their hooks.

His helper looked at the door, and then at Thorsen, and said, mildly, in careful, unhurried English: “He bought him two beers. I was there. He’s not good at counting.” He went back to his book.



On Monday a big grey welded hull came up from the village with drill rods and diesel and a pallet of tinned tomatoes, and Tanner and the boatman swapped the drums at the landing with a hand truck and a lot of swearing. The dog lay on the scarf by the container and watched, and when the boat had gone Tanner sat on the edge of the cargo box with his hands between his knees.

“I came down for him,” he said. “When he didn’t come up for supper. Doug and me came down in the helicopter, quarter past seven.” He looked at the bar. “The machine was here. Right there. His rod was down there on the stones by the water, with the line still on it. His pack. Gordie’s parcel paper. The river was up to there.” He pointed at the wrack line of driftwood at the top of the bar, where the willows began. “The water was up to the logs. It was all brown. It was making this noise.” He stopped. “I shouted till I couldn’t. Doug was on the sat phone to the Mounties before I’d stopped shouting.”

The dog had lifted his head at Tanner’s voice.

“He was going to go home in September,” Tanner said. “He was going to finish his degree and come back next summer and do it properly. Fish. He wanted to work on fish, on the river. He said there’s more salmon in the Dalgleish than people in Norway.” He laughed, wetly. “That’s not even true. I looked it up.”

Thorsen put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and took it off.

“Show me the path up the creek,” he said. “To the lower station.”



It was not much of a path. It left the back of the bar by the container and went up the east side of Mink Creek, close above the water, through willow and alder, and in a hundred metres the canyon walls came in on either side, dark grey rock, wet, streaked with green, and the roar of the creek rose until he could not hear his own boots.

The path went round a bend in the canyon on a shelf of silt and gravel above the water, and the river and the bar and the landing went out of sight behind the rock.

He stopped and looked back. Rock, and the creek coming down past it. He could not see the bar. He could not hear the river.

Six hundred metres up, the canyon opened a little, and there was a flat place on the east bank, a cutbank of grey silt standing two metres above the water, undercut by the current so that its lip hung out over the creek like the edge of a roof. A rebar stake had been driven into the top of it, with a strip of pink flagging tape on it, faded nearly white, and MC-1 written on the flagging in black marker. Below the stake, bolted to a boulder at the water’s edge, was a staff gauge, a long white board marked off in red and black like a giant ruler, with the water halfway up it, foaming.

Above the station, on the east side, a narrower trail went up the slope through the alder, steeply, a game trail, beaten down to the soil, and he could see a scrap of orange somewhere high up through the leaves, which might have been a marker for the helicopter. On the far side of the creek the canyon wall went straight up.

He took his phone out and found the photograph Ingrid had forwarded him in April, the one from the twenty-second of July. Helping the water lady today. A yellow back, bent over water. A hood up. An amber bottle standing on a rock in the foreground, out of focus. He held the phone up against the creek. It was the boulder with the staff gauge on it. The same lichen, the same crack across its face like a hand. Whoever the water lady had been, she had stood where he was standing.

He put the phone away and went to the edge of the cutbank and looked down.

The water was a metre and a half below him, going past with a long tearing hiss. He could see stones the size of footballs in it, moving, rolling along the bottom. He could feel the cold coming up off it into his face. He put a foot on the lip of the silt, near the edge, and felt it give a little, the way wet sugar gives, and took his foot back.

In August, Tanner said, the creek had been up with a day’s rain and the afternoon melt, loud and brown, the gravel half under. The river’s flood was out at the mouth.

Anybody who came up here, he thought, came up here out of sight of the landing. Anybody who went in here was at the landing a minute later, and past it, and gone. And nobody standing on the bar with a fishing rod would have seen a thing.

Tanner was standing behind him on the path, back from the edge, with his hands in his hoodie pocket.

“He came up here all the time,” he said. “With the samplers. With Paige.” He was looking at the water. “He loved it up here. He said it was the loudest place he’d ever been.” He kicked a stone off the path into the creek, and it went without a sound. “Mitch came up here too. Couple of times, end of the summer, I saw him from the trail. With a bottle on a pole, like he was one of them.” He shrugged. “Don’t ask me. You don’t ask Mitch things.”

The radio on Tanner’s belt hissed and spoke.

“Kestrel camp, Kestrel camp, Guardian One.” Ellie’s voice, small and flat under the roar of the creek. “Tanner, is Thorsen with you?”

Tanner unclipped it. “Yeah. We’re at MC-1.”

“Get him to the landing tomorrow morning. Nine. Tell him to bring the dog.” A hiss. “Tell him I’ve been counting goats.”




Chapter Eight

Tanner was on wood on Tuesday, so it was Doyle who drove him down, because there were drill rods in the container from Monday’s boat and the drill above camp was waiting for them.

He drove the way he played the guitar, better than the rest of him suggested. The dog went down the trail ahead of them as before, but further ahead, and when the Polaris stopped at the washout he did not sit and look back. He went on round the bend and out of sight.

“Did you get through to her?” Thorsen said.

“Forty seconds. She was at the pool with her goggles on. Looked like a bug.” The beard moved. “She says she’s going to be a pilot. Not a driller. I said good.”

They came down the last steep pitch onto the bar. Doyle swung the machine round by the container and cut the engine, and in the quiet the creek came up loud.

“Last summer,” Thorsen said, “you were seen going down the creek with a bottle on a pole.”

Doyle sat with his hands on the wheel.

“Who says?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah. It matters.” The red was coming up his neck into the beard. “I drill holes. I don’t carry bottles for anybody. I’ve never been down that creek with anything but a fishing rod, and not often with that.” He got out. “You’ve had the sump, and you’ve had where was I that Sunday. Now it’s bottles. Go and make a story out of somebody else.” He dragged the container door open with one pull, and it banged back against the steel. “I’ve got rods to load.”

The dog had come back out of the willows at the far end of the bar. He watched Doyle load, and kept the whole length of the gravel between them.



Ellie had the laptop in a dry bag on the console of the Guardian boat, and she did not take it out until Doyle’s machine had gone back up the trail and the sound of it had gone into the roar of the creek. The boat radio was muttering beside it, camp traffic, Rennick on channel two asking the drill crew how many rods they wanted on the next boat.

“If I left that on all day I’d know what every man up there had for lunch,” Ellie said, and turned it down. “Sit down. On the cooler. Put your back to the camp.”

He sat. The dog lay on the float beside the boat with his chin on the planks, watching them both. It was a quarter to nine on Tuesday morning, bright and cold, with new snow on the tops from the weekend.

She opened the laptop on her knees and turned it to him.

“One of the goat cameras,” she said. “On the west ridge above Otter Lake, looking into the Goat Creek basin, where the nannies go to kid.” She touched the trackpad. “This is the sixteenth of August.”

A photograph filled the screen. A long slope of grey talus and green heather, falling away into a hanging valley. A creek at the bottom of it, a thread of white. Cloud above, but high; a ceiling of grey with light under it. Along the top of the frame a black strip of data in small white letters: the camera’s name, the temperature, the moon, the date and the time. 08/16/2026 07:50:00: ten to eight on the morning of the sixteenth.

She pressed the arrow key.

07:51:00. The same slope.

07:52:00.

In the upper left of the frame, against the grey under the cloud, there was a helicopter. Small, but there was no mistaking it: red and white, side on, nose down, going away into the basin. Beneath it, on a line so thin it was nearly invisible, hung a dark angular shape like a section of scaffolding, swinging a little out of true.

07:53:00. Slope. Cloud. Nothing.

Ellie went back to 07:52 and left it there, and they both looked at it.

“That’s a drill,” she said. “The mast and the frame of a portable rig. They fly them in in pieces. That’s the biggest piece. That’s the only red-and-white machine on this project. That’s Corey Batt. And that’s the Goat Creek basin, in the green on my map, where nobody drills, nobody builds, nobody so much as parks a helicopter.”

“The time.”

“Forty seconds fast. I check the clocks against a GPS when I service them. The software called it aircraft, not person, so it was never sealed. It’s been sitting with eleven thousand pictures of goats, waiting for me.”

He thought about the message at a quarter past seven, sent from the camp over the Starlink to a woman in a kitchen in Norway. A drill rig. Extra money.

“The ticket has Batt slinging rods and a pump to KR-22 all morning,” he said. “Rennick says he took the boy off the job.”

“That pad’s on the east ridge. Above camp. You can see it from the cook tent.” Ellie pointed at the frame, at the hanging valley and the white thread of creek. “This is west of Mink Creek. This is the green on my map.” She shut the laptop, slowly. “The ticket says east. The camp says the boy hung about till lunch. Five of them told Amrit Dhillon the same thing.”

She put the laptop back in the dry bag and rolled the top down three times and clipped it, with a care that was nearly violent. “He wasn’t fishing that morning. He was up there. With a rig, in the one place on this whole mountain they promised my grandmother’s council they’d never touch. And at lunch he came back and said something to Imogen Oakes, and she said, Let me deal with it.”

Thorsen sat on the cooler and looked at the water going past.

The sump and some pad. Now he knew where the pad was.

“Who knows you’ve got this?” he said.

“You. Now.” Ellie looked at him. “And next it’s Amrit. This afternoon. Then my council, tomorrow night, because it’s their land and their agreement and it’s not mine to sit on, and it’s sure as hell not yours. Then the EAO. Then the Mines inspector.” She untied the stern line. “Half my council is going to want to bury it, because it’s the end of the benefits agreement and the jobs. The other half is going to want to set fire to the camp. My uncle’s going to stop speaking to me. I don’t care.” She threw the line in the boat. “Get in.”

He got in. The dog did not.

The dog stood on the float with his feet planted and his head low, looking at the boat and the water and the canyon mouth. Ellie waited with her hand on the throttle. Thorsen did not call him. He sat down on the deck of the boat, on the wet aluminium, with his back to the console and his legs out, and took the grey cap out of his pocket and laid it on the deck beside his knee, and looked at the mountains.

It took four minutes. Then there were claws on aluminium, scrabbling, and the boat dipped, and the dog was lying flat on the deck along Thorsen’s leg with his chin on the cap, shaking from his nose to his tail.

“Go slow,” Thorsen said.

“I was always going to go slow,” Ellie said, and did.



Corporal Dhillon looked at the frame on Ellie’s laptop without touching anything.

He went back one, and forward one. He made her show him the time-check photograph from the camera service, her hand holding a GPS unit in front of the lens, and he wrote down the drift and the coordinates. Then he sat back in his chair.

“That ticket’s signed by the pilot,” he said. “The morning is rods and a pump and fuel to the east ridge, and a recon for Dr. Oakes. I have it in a press pack.” He looked at the frame. “And Dr. Oakes told me she was on her own up at her pad all afternoon, and that the boy came to her at lunch about a sump. I asked them both twice.”

“She didn’t tell me what she was doing up there.”

“She didn’t tell me either. The afternoon can wait. The afternoon isn’t what this is.” Dhillon turned the laptop gently back to Ellie. “Can you send me that, with the metadata, the original file, not a copy of a copy?”

“After my council meets. Tomorrow night.”

He looked at her, and let it go. He turned to Thorsen. “You’re going back down.”

“Thursday. Gordie’s going down with an empty boat.”

“Don’t tell anybody in Nesvik about this.” Dhillon stood up. “Not the port director. Not the Herald. Not your landlady. If it’s in the paper before I’ve talked to the pilot I’ll get a story from a man who’s had a week’s warning.” He went to the door, and stopped with his hand on it, and turned round.

“Five of them, Mr. Thorsen,” he said. “Same questions, different order. Same answers, different words. I wrote in my report that they were consistent and credible.” He opened the door. “I’ll be going up to Kestrel Ridge.”



The dog would not go into the nursing station, so the nurse came to Ruth’s kitchen with a microchip from the vet’s box, because Alaska would want one. The dog had walked in behind Thorsen on Tuesday night and lain down under the table as though he had lived there all his life. Ruth, who had never once touched him all winter, got down on her knees on the linoleum, one knee and then the other, and held out her hand palm down under the table, and after a long moment he let her put it on his neck.

“Nine months,” she said, to nobody.

“Don’t make it a song,” Thorsen said.

She looked up at him sharply from the floor, and then laughed, a short dry bark, and wiped her eyes with the back of her other hand. “You’ve got a mouth on you for an American. You and Ed Harker. He comes up every August to help Albert Kane put up his fish, and talks the whole month. Do it now, while the dog’s soft.”

The nurse did it.

On Wednesday night the council sat four hours in the band office with the door shut, and once a chair went over, and at eleven Ellie came out and said it was going to the EAO and the Mines inspector, and Amrit had his file.



Gordie came for them at six on Thursday morning, in the orange boat.

The dog saw it come round the bend below the village. He stood up on Ruth’s float with his ears forward and his tail up, and when the boat came in alongside he jumped down into it before it had stopped, without being asked, and went forward and stood in the bow with his front feet on the gunwale.

Gordie looked at him from the wheel.

“He knows the boat,” he said finally. “He used to stand like that on the freight.” He looked away. “I’ll put a pad down.”

They went down the river all morning, with the bars standing out of the dropped water pale and steaming in the sun. The dog stood in the bow the whole way and did not once look back. Below the hot springs Gordie throttled back on a long smooth reach and stood looking at the bank, and Thorsen understood that it was the bar where they had found the boy in September. Gordie did not say so. He opened the throttle again.

At Nesvik a woman in a US Customs jacket was waiting on the harbour float, because Gordie had rung ahead from the sat phone.

“Mr. Marsh,” she said. “Reporting. I may frame this.”

She read the nurse’s printed microchip receipt, and ran a scanner over the dog’s shoulders, and compared the numbers. “The state has its own ideas,” she said. “Rabies shot and a health certificate. The state’s lay vaccinator’s at the clinic Fridays.” She looked at the dog in the bow, still with his front feet on the gunwale, looking up at the town. “Welcome to the United States,” she said to the dog, and went back up the ramp.



Marj was on her porch.

She was sitting in the cane chair by the door in her coat, with her hands in her lap, as if she had been there since he left, and she stood up when she heard the gate and came to the top of the steps. He could see her looking down at him, and past him, and he could see her not seeing. The middle of things had gone grey for her; he had known that since his first evening at her table. She saw round the edges.

“Daniel?”

“It’s me.”

“Is he —”

“He’s here.”

The dog had stopped at the bottom of the steps. He was looking up at her with his head on one side, and his nose working. Marj came down the steps one at a time with a hand on the rail. At the bottom she stood still, and then she bent down, slowly, and held out both hands, palms up, in front of her, into the air.

The dog smelled them. Then he put his head into them.

She held his face. She held it in her two hands, and moved her thumbs over it, over the brow and the muzzle and the white blaze on his chest, the way somebody reads a face who cannot see it. Her mouth moved, and nothing came.

“Which one is it?” she said at last. “Which eye? He told me at this table. The blue one is the left, and then the next day it was the right, and then he said he couldn’t remember either, he had to look in the mirror with him.” She laughed, and it broke in the middle. “I can’t see it, Daniel. Tell me which.”

Thorsen crouched down beside her on the path.

“The left,” he said. “His left.”

Marj moved her thumb, very gently, to the edge of the dog’s left eye, and kept it there.

“There you are,” she said to the dog. “There you are, then. He wrote me about you every week.”




Chapter Nine

Ten days after the dog came down the river, Ed Harker had a new engine in the Kittiwake and a deckhand with a broken wrist, and at half past four on Sunday morning, the first opener in three seasons, he had Thorsen on the stern instead.

“You sat at Bev’s counter in May and didn’t talk,” he had said on Marj’s porch the day before. “I need a man who’ll do what he’s told and not talk.”

He had the hatch up when Thorsen came down the float, and was kneeling over a block of white paint and blue hoses and bright steel, the way other men look into a cradle. “Two hundred and ninety horse,” he said. “You can’t hear it.” He shut the hatch. “Mind the drum.”

They ran the forty kilometres to the mouth of the Dalgleish on the last of the ebb in a fleet of thirty boats, and Ed read the channels between the bars from the colour of the water and did not look at the sounder once.

On the fleet channel everybody was talking, and none of them was talking about fish.

“— that’s the Otter Lake creeks, that’s the sockeye lake, they swore on a stack of Bibles —”

“— Kehoe was on the radio at seven. Rogue employees. One hole. Without the knowledge of senior management —”

Ed reached over and turned it down.

“I read it,” he said. “Last night. Twice.” He did not look round. “Your doing?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. You’ve got a face like a man that keeps things.” He looked at the water. “The Herald kid came round to my house at eleven last night with his laptop to show me before it went up, because he’s a decent kid and his grandmother knew my wife. A picture off one of the Nation’s goat cameras. And a picture of a pad up in the Goat Creek basin, plain as day, with a capped hole in the middle of it and a sump under a green tarp, that the Guardians walked in and found on Tuesday. Caldera put a statement out at midnight.” He made a sound in his nose, and recited it. “A single exploration hole, designated KR-31, was drilled in August 2026 outside the permitted area. The company is taking this matter extremely seriously.” He turned the wheel a little. “The company drilled in the creek that feeds the lake my father fished the mouth of. In the one place they promised. And they lied to the police about where the boy was all morning.”

He let it lie there, and Thorsen left it.



The silt line was where the river met the sea.

On one side, the sea: dark green, cold, the colour of a bottle. On the other, the river: grey-brown, opaque, pouring out over the top of the salt water in a sheet that spread for kilometres. And between them, a line as sharp as if it had been drawn, wandering across the water from horizon to horizon, marked by a lace of brown foam and sticks and feathers where the two waters met and would not mix, and gulls sat on it in hundreds, picking.

“Fish come up the line,” Ed said. “They smell the river and they come up along the edge of it, trying to make up their minds. You set across the line and you catch the ones that can’t decide.”

He had a flask of coffee and two sandwiches in waxed paper, and he gave Thorsen one of each, and they sat in the wheelhouse door with the engine off and the boat drifting, in a quiet so complete he could hear the gulls’ feet on the water. All along the line the fleet lay drifting too, thirty boats, white and blue and green, waiting.

“Fish and Game shut us two years running,” Ed said. “Not enough fish. Kings were bad, and the sockeye were bad, and the eggheads in Juneau said they didn’t know why. Ocean conditions, they said.” He drank his coffee. “That’s what everybody says when they don’t know. Ocean conditions.” He looked at the grey water pouring out from the river. “If that mine goes in, and in thirty years the fish don’t come back, they’ll say ocean conditions again, and I’ll be dead, and there’ll be nobody to say different. That’s what I’m for. That’s what the table at Bev’s is for. Somebody’s got to be there with the numbers, saying different.”

“And the numbers are Celia’s.”

“The numbers are Celia’s.” He said it with satisfaction. “Every bottle she takes, that’s the river before they touched it, and when they’ve touched it and the fish are gone, her numbers are what’ll hang them.” He looked at Thorsen sideways. “Both tables trust her. You know that? Kehoe’s lot and mine. She’s the only person in Nesvik that both tables’ll listen to. She can explain it so a fisherman understands it. I’m proud of her.”

“You should be.”

“I am.” He screwed the top back on the flask. “She’s like her mother.” He stood up. “Ten to twelve. Get on the stern.”



At noon Thorsen threw the buoy, and the net went off the drum across the line between the river and the sea, and by the time the tide turned he had learned to pick a sockeye without losing it over the side, mostly, and they had thirty-one of them in the slush.



The town had exploded while they were out.

They knew it at the cannery float, where Ed sold the fish to a young woman with a clipboard who did not look at the fish, because she was looking up the ramp at the street, where somebody had hung a bedsheet off the balcony of the Sons of Norway hall with GOAT CREEK = LIARS painted on it in red. Up the street, in the Herald‘s window, the black box in the corner of the front page said 40 DAYS, and for once nobody was looking at it. They knew it at the harbour float, where a man in a Caldera fleece was standing at the top of the ramp with his phone in his hand and his face the colour of putty, talking to five fishermen who were not listening to him. It was Jim Kehoe, the port director, who had drawn a second salary from Caldera for three years.

”— a serious breach, and the company’s taking it seriously, and the people responsible —”

“The people responsible are your people, Jim.”

“The people responsible are a project geologist and a contractor who acted without authorisation, and they will be —”

“You stood on this ramp in May,” Ed said, coming up it with his oilskins over his arm, “and said Caldera had nothing to hide. You said transparency. You sent a package up that river with a flight ticket in it.”

Kehoe turned and saw him. “Ed.”

“You put a lie in a package and handed it round my town. And a boy’s dead, and his grandmother in Norway was told he went fishing.”

“Nobody’s saying —”

“I’m saying.” Ed walked past him. At the top of the ramp he stopped, and turned, and looked back at Kehoe, and his voice dropped. “My daughter vouched for you people. She put her name on your baseline and told my town it’d be done right. You’ve made a fool of her. I won’t forgive you for that.”

He went up the street. The fishermen looked at Kehoe, and Kehoe looked at the water.

At seven Ollie Grant found Thorsen outside Marj’s. He was a young man with a pencil behind his ear, and he was the whole of the Herald. He had not shaved, and he looked happy in the way of a young man who has just done the thing he went into a trade for.

“It wasn’t you,” he said at once. “I want you to know I know that. You never said a word.”

“I know.”

“I got it from someone who was in a room in the village when a chair went over.” Ollie grinned. “That’s all I’m saying. I’m a newspaper. We have sources.” Then the grin went. “There’s an inspector going in on Tuesday. Mines Act, from Smithers. The RCMP corporal’s going in with her. The pad’s taped off. It’s evidence now.” He looked down the street at the bedsheet on the hall. “The whole town’s going to read about this in the Herald on Thursday. In print. In my paper.” He sounded as though he did not quite believe it.



Ellie rang at nine, on a line full of hiss, from the village.

“If you’re wondering who gave Ollie the pad, it wasn’t me, and it wasn’t Amrit. Half a council and two families knew. It doesn’t matter now.” She sounded tired. “Amrit talked to Batt on Friday. Batt says he flies where he’s told and writes what he’s told, and he’s very sorry about the paperwork. Transport Canada’s got his journey log now, which he’s less happy about. Oakes says she’ll talk to Amrit again with a lawyer present.” A pause. “Amrit says she actually said solicitor.”

“Who told Batt what to write?”

“That’s Amrit’s question. I’ve got a different one.” The hiss rose and fell. “I’ve been sitting here all night with two years of zinc and uranium. Our lab and the consultant’s lab. Same creek, same day, a few metres apart, and at the two lower stations ours comes back lower than theirs. Manganese too. And a high baseline is money in the bank for Caldera, because the limits a mine has to meet get set off the baseline: the dirtier the creek looks before they start, the dirtier they’re allowed to make it for sixty years. I wrote to the EAO about it in March and got eleven pages back about flow and silt and methods, and it’s all true, and I believed it.”

“And now?”

“Now I’ve watched that company lie to a dead boy’s grandmother for nine months.” Something clicked on her end, a pen or a lighter. “Those bottles don’t go from the creek to the lab. They go through camp, and at camp they go through Imogen Oakes. She signs them into her core shack, they sit there overnight with her, and she signs them out onto the plane. Caldera ships them and Caldera pays the lab. Every cooler that comes off that mountain has been in Oakes’s hands for a night, and Oakes has got a deposit and a financing riding on what’s in them.” She breathed out. “It’s probably methods. It usually is. But I’m going to stop saying probably to my council until I know.”



His mother rang at a quarter to eleven.

He was on Marj’s porch in the long light with the dog asleep across his feet and his hands still stinging from the mesh. When he saw the number he knew before he answered.

“Daniel.” Her voice was perfectly steady, which was how he knew. “Your father is in the hospital. He’s all right. Listen to me first. He’s all right.”

The cup had gone out of his father’s right hand in the kitchen in San Pedro, and the words had come out in the wrong order for twenty minutes, and then come back. A TIA, she said. Nothing on the scan. “He wants you.”

A clatter, and a voice a little thick at the edges.

“Danny. A warning, they call it. I have given that speech four hundred times. Now I have heard it from a very nice young man who used the word journey.” Something that was nearly a laugh. “Don’t come down. Ingrid’s boy. Have you found out?”

“Not yet.”

“She has nobody else to ask, Danny. She asked you.” He breathed. “Then finish it. And then come home and tell me.”




Chapter Ten

Celia Harker came up Marj’s path at a quarter to ten on Wednesday night, in the long light, with a dry bag in one hand and her truck keys still in the other.

“I’m sorry,” she said, at the bottom of the steps. “It’s late. My office said you’d be here. I’ve been sitting at the end of the road for twenty minutes deciding whether to do this.” She looked at the lit window. “Is Marj asleep?”

“She’s listening to the radio. The dog’s asleep on her kitchen floor.”

“Then I’ll be quick.” She sat on the top step with the bag on her knees, and unrolled it with fingers that took two goes at the clip. Inside were three yellow field books, the waterproof kind, with a year on each spine in marker, and a sheaf of printouts in a plastic sleeve.

“Ellie Bourque took my lower stations to her council on Monday night,” she said. “Somebody on her council rang Caldera before she was home, and Caldera rang me at six on Tuesday morning to ask whether there was anything about my data they ought to know. Their word. Ought.” She laughed, with nothing in it. “So I sat up last night with two summers. Not the lab sheets. These.” She put her hand flat on the books. “This is what I write on the bank, before anything goes in a bottle. Flow off the gauge. Temperature, conductivity, turbidity off the meter. The colour of the water. What I had for breakfast. You remember.”

“I remember.”

“Then look.” She opened the 2026 book at a page flagged with a strip of tape, laid it on his knee with a printout beside it, and leaned over with a pen cap. She smelled of the net loft, cold water and something sharp. “MC-1, ninth of July. Turbidity fourteen. That’s a clear morning for that creek. I wrote green, clear, light rain. The lab says total thorium three times what it was the week before, when the turbidity was forty. Thorium rides on the silt; it’s the stickiest thing in the periodic table. Less silt, less thorium. Not three times more.” The pen cap moved. “Twenty-sixth of July, MC-2. The same. Fourth of August. Here. Here.” She turned pages. “Eleven days, Daniel. Eleven days where the creek I stood in and the creek in the lab report aren’t the same creek.”

He looked at the columns: small neat figures, a little crowded at the right where she had run out of room.

“And Ellie’s numbers?”

“Ellie’s numbers are right.” She said it flatly, the way you say a bone is broken. “I wrote the EAO eleven pages in March telling them she was wrong. Flow, timing, filters, two labs. I believed every word. I’d have bet my house on it.” She looked out at the harbour. “I have bet my house on it.”

“So what’s wrong with yours?”

“Not mine. Not on the bank.” She took the book back and closed it on the pen cap to keep the place. “Between the bank and the plane. Do you know where my coolers sleep up there? Not with me. In the core shack. Imogen signs them in at night and signs them out onto Rainy in the morning, and in between they sit behind a padlock, and Doug Rennick has the other key.” Her voice had begun to go. She stopped, and got it back. “A camp that put a drill in the green and told the RCMP a dead boy went fishing. Don’t tell me they wouldn’t open a cooler. And it’s my name. My registration. Twenty years. It doesn’t matter who put it in the bottle. It’s my firm on the report, and if Ellie’s right I’m finished whether I did it or not.”

“Have you told Dhillon?”

“I’m writing to him tomorrow. Properly, with copies, and to the EAO.” She rolled the bag shut and held it. “I wrote to the Guardians tonight, before I came. Split samples. Every bottle at every station three ways, mine, theirs and a third lab, with Ellie standing next to me in the creek, from the next run on. And I carry my own coolers out on my lap, and if Rainy doesn’t like it she can charge me for the seat.” She looked at her hands. “Ellie hasn’t answered. I don’t blame her.”

Inside the house the radio said something about the weather, and Marj said something back to it.

“Why me?” Thorsen said. “Tonight.”

She thought about it, and he gave her credit for that.

“Because you’re not Caldera’s, and you’re not the Guardians’, and you’re not my father’s. Because Amrit will read my letter with a lawyer beside him. Because you were up there; you ate in that cook tent; you’ve seen the shack.” She stood. “And because I’m frightened, if you want it plainly. Somebody’s had their hands in my bottles for two summers and passed me the salt at Bernie’s table, and I don’t know who, and I’m the one who’ll carry it.”

She went down two steps and turned round.

“And don’t tell my father. Not yet. He’ll go up that ramp at Jim Kehoe in front of the whole fleet again, and I want it proved before he does. Proved, not shouted. He’s seventy-eight. He’s just got his engine.”

“All right.”

“Thank you.” She went down the path and out of the gate, and the truck started at the end of the road.

When he went in, he sat at Marj’s table and wrote it down while it was fresh. Eleven days. Turbidity low, thorium high. Coolers overnight, core shack. Oakes in and out. Rennick key.



Tanner rang at nine on Friday night, on the camp Starlink, with the generator thudding behind him and somebody’s music through a wall.

Everybody had heard by then. Ollie had put KR-31 on the front of the Herald with the Guardians’ ridge photo across five columns, the helicopter a black insect with the drill hanging under it like something it had caught, and within a day Juneau had it, and Vancouver. The Mines Act inspector had walked the pad for three hours, Tanner said, and spoken to nobody but Rennick, and Rennick had come out of that meeting and gone into the dry and shut the door. Nobody in camp was talking to anybody.

“They lied about him to his grandma,” Tanner said. “And I’ve been eating breakfast with them all summer.” The music behind him changed. “I’ve been thinking about what he actually said. And there was this one thing. I didn’t tell you because I thought it was just him being Norwegian, like, he said stuff weird sometimes. In English.”

“Go on.”

“It was in July. End of July, maybe. We were splitting wood behind the cook tent and he was in a mood and he goes, someone is cooking the water.” Tanner said it carefully, in a flat accented voice that was not quite an impression. “And I said, what, the sump? Because that was the week the sump went over, and there was grey crap all down the bank into the creek, and Mitch was being a dick to him about it. And he just looked at me and went back to splitting.”

“Did he say yes?”

“He didn’t say no. I figured he meant, like, chemicals. Drill mud’s got stuff in it. There’s a bucket of something in the shop with a skull on it.”

Thorsen wrote it in the notebook on his knee, on the page after Wednesday’s. Someone is cooking the water. July, end. Wood pile. Sump week.

“Is that something?” Tanner said.

“It might be.”

“Okay.” The boy breathed out. “Oh, and Mitch’s jacket. Not the camp one, his own Grundéns, the good yellow one. Round then, end of the summer, the left sleeve was all ripped up, and he never wore it again. He said a winch line got it.” A pause. “Probably did. Bernie says are you eating. She says you look like a guy who forgets.” And he rang off.



Rune Eiksund called back on Sunday night, which was Monday morning in Ulsteinvik, at a quarter to eleven by the clock over Marj’s stove. The voice was the same, an engineer’s English with all the joints showing, but it did not open with an accusation.

“My mother says you have the dog.”

“I have the dog. He wintered at the village dump. A woman there fed him. In the spring he went back to the landing, and I had Sindre’s cap, and he came to that.”

Gulls on the line, and a ship’s horn a long way off.

“He wanted a dog from when he was four years old,” Rune said. “My wife, Hilde, is allergic. We said, when you have your own house. So he went to Canada and got one. In one month.” He drew a breath and let it go, and when he spoke again it was lower, and not to the phone exactly.

“Google sent a link to his photographs. One click. I have looked at the link every day since April. I have not opened it.” The gulls again. “You understand that I am not keeping them from you. I am keeping them from me.”

“I understand.”

“My mother says you are a policeman who was sent away for being right.”

“That’s a kind way to put it.”

“She is a kind woman,” Rune said. “That is the problem with her.” And then, with what might have been the beginning of a smile, if he had been a man who did that: “I will think about it. That is all. Ring me again.”



The Larkins rented a yellow house on stilts at the end of the North Nesvik road, with the tide coming in under the deck and a ring light standing in the corner of the kitchen like a patient visitor nobody had asked to sit down.

Thorsen went on Tuesday because Hazel’s mother asked him to. Since the Herald there had been the officer from the CBP post on their dock asking pleasant questions about last August, and a sponsor in Seattle had stopped answering her husband’s emails, and on Saturday somebody had left a dead herring on the bonnet of their truck. She wanted to give him the originals. She wanted it to be over. Her husband did not.

Larkin was at the kitchen counter with his arms folded and a cap on backwards, a big soft man in his late thirties with a good beard and a voice built for cameras.

“We hand this over, we’re in it,” he said to his wife, as though Thorsen were not there. “On camera. Monetised. And then CBP fines us.”

“We’re already in it,” his wife said. “They put a fish on the truck.”

“That’s the internet. I’m talking about legal.”

“You wouldn’t be handing it to me,” Thorsen said. “You’d be handing it to Sergeant Sandoval. Alaska Wildlife Troopers. He’s the one who brought Sindre off the bar. He’ll log it and send it to the RCMP, and he’ll give you a receipt.” He looked at the backwards cap. “I’m not going to take anything out of this house. I’d like to look at it here, with you watching. Mr. Larkin, the worst thing you can do now, for yourselves, is to be the people who had it and kept it.”

Larkin looked at him. Then at his wife. Then he took his phone out of his back pocket, by reflex, and held it up in front of him, and the little red light came on.

A hand came over the lens.

It belonged to a girl of twelve in a grey hoodie, who had come in from the hall without anyone hearing, and who now stood beside her father with her palm flat over his phone and her face perfectly empty.

“No,” Hazel said.

“Haze, I’m just —”

“You’re just filming a man telling you not to destroy evidence. In our kitchen. For the channel.” She did not take her hand away. “Put it down, Dad.”

He put it down.

Hazel looked at Thorsen. On the hall steps on festival eve she had shown him the video her father thought he’d deleted, and he had thought then that she was the most reliable witness in Nesvik.

“It’s on the grey drive,” she said. “In my room. I’ll get it.”

“Hazel,” said her mother.

“You said you wanted it over.” The girl was already going. “Over is this.”



The drive was a fat grey brick the size of a paperback, with a label on it in a twelve-year-old’s careful capitals. S&S RAW. 2026. JUL–SEP. DO NOT DELETE. THIS MEANS YOU.

Hazel sat at the kitchen table with her laptop and Thorsen sat beside her, and her parents stood behind them the way people stand behind a surgeon. The two little ones had been sent to the deck with a bucket of crabs, and could be heard through the glass, negotiating.

“You saw the upload,” Hazel said. “Low quality, all squashed. And the times on it are wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“An hour.” She opened a folder without looking at what she was doing. “Dad’s phone puts the captions on, and Dad’s phone was on Alaska time all summer. Up there it’s Canada time, an hour ahead. Everything on the captions, add an hour.”

He sat back and looked at her.

It was the oldest mistake in the work, so simple that clever people never looked for it. He had given Dhillon the caption’s times himself, in May, on the day he found his own watch an hour wrong.

“I edit,” she said, to his look. “I have to know what time everything is or the cuts don’t make sense.”

“Show me the boat,” Thorsen said.

The bow GoPro had run all day on a cable off the boat’s battery, she said, in chunks the camera split up by itself, and it had GPS in it, which went into the files with the picture. She had a free program that pulled the track out and laid it on a map. A thin red line came down the Dalgleish on the screen, out of a satellite photograph of grey braided water and green mountains, and stopped at a dot on the east bank at the mouth of a creek.

“That’s the landing. Caldera’s sign’s right there.” She scrubbed along the bottom of the screen. “I’ve fixed the times. Canada time from here on.” She tapped. “It gets there at two thirty. It sits there. Then it backs off at ten past three. And it goes down.” She dragged the pointer down the red line. “And it keeps going down. It doesn’t stop till the hot springs. It doesn’t turn round. It goes past the border at ten to six and it’s at the hot springs at a quarter past, and we had a picnic, which I have to watch every time because my brother throws up in it. Then it goes down to the mouth and across to Nesvik. The line’s all one line. There’s no gap.”

Thorsen looked at it for a long time: a thin red line, unbroken, going away from the creek mouth while a boy was going into the water.

“Mr. Marsh couldn’t have gone back,” he said.

“I already knew that,” said Hazel. “He drove the whole way down and didn’t talk. Mom thought he was mad at us.”

Behind him Larkin made a sound and sat down in a chair. Thorsen did not turn round.

“Now the drone,” he said.



The drone footage was 4K, and it was beautiful, and it was hard to watch.

It rose off the bar, swung over the orange boat, and went up Mink Creek into a slot of black rock and white standing waves. It came round a bend and the canyon opened a little, and there was a stretch of grey gravel on the near side and a silt bank above it, crumbling, and beyond it a long white fall in the trees.

“The caption file says where the drone is,” Hazel said. “Not where the stuff in the picture is. Just the drone.” She clicked. Numbers came up down the side of the screen, too small to read. “So I can tell you the drone’s here.” She touched a dot on the map, round the canyon bend. “At two forty-seven, looking up the creek.”

“And this.” Thorsen leaned in.

At the far edge of the gravel, below the silt bank, there was a figure.

In the upload it had been nothing at all, a grain in the grey. Here it was a person, just: a yellow shape at the very edge of the frame, hood up, back half to the camera, standing at the water with something long held out over it. A pole. Or a rod. Hazel blew it up and it came apart into squares of yellow and grey, and she shrank it again.

“What’s that?” said Hazel’s mother.

“I don’t know,” Thorsen said. “Could be a dipper on a pole. Could be a fishing rod, or a wading staff.” He had stood above that gravel himself, three weeks ago, with the creek going past below him, and looked at the stake with MC-1 on its flagging. “That’s the lowest of the water stations. A third of a mile up the creek from the landing, round the bend. You can’t see it from the bar. You can only see it from up there.”

“Who is it?” said Hazel.

He made her go through it frame by frame. The figure moved its arm. The long thing dipped and came up. The hood stayed turned away, and then the drone swung and the gravel went out of the picture. Everybody up there wore yellow, Paige Dolan had told him, and every second person on the Dalgleish owned a Grundéns jacket.

“Can you go on?” he said.

Hazel went on. The drone came out of the canyon and back down over the landing, low, and there was the bar, and the orange boat, and there was the boy again, the arms going up, the sweater bright as a flag, and the black dog barking at the drone with its whole body.

Two forty-eight, at the landing. One minute after the figure on the gravel. Whoever had stood at the lowest station with a pole, it had not been Sindre Eiksund.

Nobody in the kitchen spoke. Out on the deck one of the little ones shrieked and the other one said, it’s only a crab, it’s only a crab.

“There’s one more,” Hazel said, in a different voice. “Nobody’s seen this. It’s not in anything.” She opened the last of the GoPro chunks. “When the boat goes. It backs off first. So the camera’s still looking at the bar.”

The picture was from the bow, low over the water, with a smear of spray on the lens. The engine note rose. The bar was close, with the freight on it and the Caldera sign on its post, and then it began to get further away as the boat backed into the current. The boy stood on the bar with his hands in the pockets of the red sweater and the dog sitting beside him. He did not wave this time. He stood and watched them go, a small upright figure on the grey stones at the mouth of the creek, with the river going past him in flood. Then the boat swung, and the bar went out of the side of the picture, and there was only the river ahead, brown and wide and going down to the sea.

Ten past three, said the satellites.

Hazel stopped it. She sat with her hands in the sleeves of her hoodie.

“I watched that one a lot,” she said. “When it happened. I didn’t put it in anything.” She looked at the screen. “He looked like he was going to do something. Like he was waiting for us to go so he could.”

Thorsen took out his notebook. 15:10. Alive. Bar. Dog. Under it, after a moment: 14:47. MC-1. Yellow. Pole? Rod? Not Sindre. And under that, two names. Doyle. And Paige, who had told him in May, at her bench in the cannery lab, that she had been on the river that weekend, nowhere near the camp.

“Give the drive to Sergeant Sandoval tonight,” he said. “Don’t copy it. Don’t post it. Don’t let anybody else see that last one.”

Hazel was already putting the drive back in its sleeve.

“I made a copy in February,” she said. “It’s in a sock in my room.” She looked up at him with her empty, careful face. “I’m twelve. I’m not stupid.”




Chapter Eleven

The Alaska Wildlife Troopers’ post at the head of the south harbour had a moose antler on the wall that somebody had hung a uniform cap on in 1994, and nobody had taken it down.

Pete Sandoval was eating a sandwich at his desk with a printout in his other hand. He was forty-five or so, compact, with a short black moustache and forearms crossed with old pale scars, the kind you get from hooks and wire and outboard motors. He nodded Thorsen into the other chair and finished his mouthful first.

“Seventeen days in a glacial river,” he said. “Face down in a log jam at the head of a bar. The sweater was on.” He put the sandwich down on its paper. “I’ve got a girl. She’s nine. I went home that night and looked at her too long. I’m not a detective. I look at bears and fishing licences and I pull people out of rivers. But I looked, because it was owed.”

Thorsen let that stand.

“So when Corporal Dhillon asked me in May to account for everybody from this side who was off that camp that weekend, I asked. Properly. RCMP paper and a piece of paper from the district attorney in Juneau.” He held out the printout. “One name. Airline took a month, because they’re an airline. Came in this morning.”

It was a single page. A name, a booking reference, two flights.

DOLAN, PAIGE. Saturday 15 August 2026, Nesvik to Juneau, 07:10. Monday 17 August 2026, Juneau to Nesvik, 18:45.

Thorsen read it twice. On the Saturday morning before Sindre went into the water, Paige Dolan had been in a seat over Frederick Sound with a cup of airline coffee. On the Monday night, while the RCMP were taking the camp’s statements, she had been coming home.

“She told me she was on the river that weekend,” he said. “Nowhere near the camp.”

“She told me the same thing in September. I didn’t ask her very hard. Nobody’d said anything was wrong, and the camp said the same: Paige went off Friday on Rainy’s plane, to go down the river with her cousins.” Sandoval wiped his fingers on a paper napkin, carefully, one at a time. “Rainy’s manifest says Rainy picked her up off Kestrel Lake on the Friday afternoon and put her down here. Not at the Landing. Here. Saturday she’s on the jet. So she’s not on the river, and she’s not on a creek in Canada with a pole in her hand, unless she’s got a twin.”

“She hasn’t.”

“I checked.” Sandoval leaned back. The chair complained. “So your yellow person on the drone isn’t Paige. You’re going to tell me who it is.”

“I don’t know who it is.”

“Good. Because it isn’t my case.” He said it without heat, as a man states the tide. “He died in Canada and came to me by water. I put the drive in a bag last night and wrote on it and it’s going to Amrit Dhillon on Rainy’s Saturday plane with a chain-of-custody form on it, because the Larkins gave it to me voluntarily and they got a receipt, and that’s the last thing I’m going to do about a boy who went in the river in British Columbia. Unless somebody in Alaska lied to me.” He picked up the sandwich again and looked at it. “Somebody in Alaska lied to me.”

“Paige.”

“Paige.” He bit the sandwich. “So we’ll go and talk to her. Nicely. Tomorrow, after her shift. Not in here. She’s not under arrest for anything. Lying to a fellow from Los Angeles isn’t a crime in this state.” He chewed. “Yet.”



Paige came out of the Narrows Seafoods side door at a quarter past four on Thursday with her hair still flattened by a hairnet and her lab coat over her arm, and saw the trooper’s truck at the kerb and Thorsen on the bench beside it, and stopped.

For a second he thought she would go back in. Then she came down the steps and across the gravel with her chin down, as though walking into something was the only way she knew to deal with it.

“What,” she said.

“Ten minutes,” said Sandoval. “Here, or in the truck, or on the dock. Your choice. You’re not in trouble with me.”

She looked at the truck. She looked at Thorsen. “The dock.”

They walked down to the end of the cannery float, past a man hosing fish scales off a deck, to where the Narrows ran past green and fast on the flood. Paige leaned on the rail with her back to them. Below her the kelp streamed out in long brown ropes, all one way.

Sandoval told her plainly: the Friday plane, the Saturday jet, the Monday night. Paige did not turn round.

“So you weren’t on the river,” Sandoval said. “And you told me you were, last September, and you told Mr. Thorsen you were, in May. I’d like to know why.”

The water went past.

“It’s got nothing to do with him,” she said. “With Sindre.”

“Then it won’t cost you anything to say.”

“It’ll cost my mom.” She turned round then. Her face was white under the freckles and perfectly steady. “I was interviewing. In Juneau. For Tidewater. They’re the other environmental outfit, they do the cruise-ship stuff and the hydro. I’d been on the hill all summer for Celia and I wanted something with benefits, and Tidewater wanted to see me on the Saturday and do a field day on the Sunday, and I couldn’t ask for the weekend. Not that weekend. Celia had me on standby, in case the river came up and she wanted an extra pair of hands.” She swallowed. “So I told camp I was going down the river with my cousins, and I got Rainy to take me straight through to town instead. And my mom covered. My mom’s her office manager. She’s been her office manager for nine years. When Celia called for me, Mom said I was on the river with the cousins and there’s no signal down there, which there isn’t. She brought Celia her coffee on Monday morning and said I’d be back up Tuesday.”

“And then Sindre,” Thorsen said.

“And then Sindre.” She looked at him. “And everybody’s asking where everybody was, and if I say Juneau, the first thing anyone asks is why didn’t Celia know. And then Celia knows my mom lied to her face. For me. So I said the river. It’s what camp thought. It’s what Celia thought. I said it to Pete, and nobody checked, because why would they. And then I said it to you, because I’d already said it.” Her voice did not crack. It went flat instead, like a tool being put down. “I didn’t think it mattered. I wasn’t there. I didn’t see anything. I wasn’t anywhere near him.”

“I know,” Sandoval said. “I’ve got the flights.”

She let out a breath, short, through her nose, and looked away up the Narrows.

“Did you get the job?” said Thorsen.

“Yeah.” She laughed, once, without any pleasure in it. “I got the job. I quit Celia in September and then I didn’t take it. It was standing in creeks with bottles, same as before, and I couldn’t. Not after him. So I’m in the QC lab checking seams on salmon cans. Nine bucks over minimum.”

“Why did you quit Celia?”

The kelp streamed. Out in the Narrows a gillnetter went by low in the water, coming in, with gulls behind it in a long untidy line.

“I just did,” Paige said.

Thorsen waited. Sandoval, to his credit, waited too. A minute of it. The man on the tender turned off his hose and the quiet came down on them.

He took out his phone and showed her the picture again, the one he had laid on her bench in May. Helping the water lady today. A yellow back, a creek, an amber bottle on a rock in the foreground, a little out of focus. In May she had said it could be anyone.

“Is that you?”

She looked at it. Long enough that he thought she might answer.

“That’s MC-1,” she said. She did not say whether it was her. “Doug does the rota. Some days I had the lower ones, some days it was whoever Doug sent. Imogen signs the custody sheets.” She gave him back the phone. “I saw Mitch go down the creek with a pole more than once. Imogen once. Sindre on his days off, carrying for somebody. So those bottles went through half the camp’s hands before they ever got to a cooler. And something smelled wrong. Don’t ask me what. I’m a tech. I see coolers. They sat in Imogen’s core shack overnight before Rainy took them out, with Caldera people in and out all evening. And my name’s on the sampler line of every custody form, because I was the tech and the tech signs.” She held on to the rail. “So if there’s something wrong in those coolers, it’s not anybody else’s signature. It’s mine.”

“That’s why you asked me who else had seen the picture.”

“I knew the rock. I didn’t want it going round camp with my name next to it.” She breathed. “And I asked Marj about his phone. Because he took pictures of everything, and if there was something on it about the samples, I wanted it to go to Pete. Before somebody decided it was me.”

“You could have told me that in May.”

“In May you were some guy from TV.” She picked up her lab coat off the rail. “I’m not saying anything else about work. Okay? Celia was good to me. She taught me everything I know. She paid my course fees. And my mom’s still there. I’m not losing my mother’s job too.”

“Too,” said Thorsen.

“I’d already lost him,” Paige said. “I’m not losing Mom’s job on top.”

She looked at him with a kind of tired contempt, the contempt of the young for people who notice things.

“Are we done, Pete?”

“We’re done,” Sandoval said. “Thank you, Paige. Tell your mom hi.”

She went back up the float with the coat over her shoulder, and in.



Sandoval drove him back up the hill to Marj’s without saying anything, which Thorsen already valued in him. At the gate he left the engine running and looked at the windscreen.

“Coolers in a core shack,” he said.

“Yes.”

“With the company in and out.” He thought about it. “That’s not a kid making something up to cover a job interview. That’s a kid who’s been scared for ten months.”

“Yes.”

Sandoval nodded slowly. “Not my case,” he said, the way a man touches wood. “Go and eat something, Thorsen. Marj says you don’t.”



Jim Kehoe was leaning on a white Caldera pickup across the road from Marj’s gate when the trooper’s truck had gone, and he straightened up and came over with his hands where Thorsen could see them, which is something salesmen and policemen learn.

“Two minutes,” he said. “Then I’ll let you eat.”

He looked like a man whose smile had been taken off and put back on slightly crooked.

“The sale to Pallas closes in twenty-nine days,” he said. “If the certificate comes. Half a billion dollars and two hundred jobs and the school roof. KR-31 is a problem with a price on it, and Caldera will pay it.” He put his hands in his pockets. “The boy is a tragedy. Caldera would like to endow a scholarship in his name, at the university in Ålesund. I’d like you to tell the family.”

“Tell them yourself. Write to his grandmother. She reads letters properly.”

“I will.” Kehoe looked down the hill at the harbour. “Gordie’s freight lease on the port float comes up in August. I sign it. Everybody on that project gets paid when it’s certified: the consultants get their completion fees, the camp contractors get their next three years, the town gets its dock. I’m not threatening anybody, Mr. Thorsen. I’m telling you how many people in this town are standing on the same float.”

He went back across the road to the pickup. At the door he stopped.

“I believed that package,” he said. “When I sent it up to the camp for you. I want you to know that. I read every line of it first.” He got in and drove away.



Trinity Lutheran sat on the rise above the south harbour, white clapboard with a square tower and a weathervane in the shape of a Viking ship. On Thursday nights the choir practised. Marj had asked him, at supper, in the voice of somebody mentioning the weather, whether he would walk her up, because the steps were bad in the half-light. They were not bad. He walked her up.

He left the dog tied to the rail of the porch with a bowl of water and sat in the back pew, in the smell of floor polish and old hymnbooks and the oil heater, and listened.

There were eleven of them in the choir, working on something for Sunday that had a difficult middle. One of the altos was Paige’s mother, with her eyes fixed on her music. The pastor, who had had Marj’s hymns enlarged, stood at the front with her reading glasses on top of her head, conducting with a pencil and saying, Altos. Altos. I love you, but that’s a B flat.

Marj sat at the organ under the window with her back very straight.

The organ was a small pipe organ, older than the church it was in, with a brass plate on it that he had read on the way in: given in memory of men lost at sea, and a list of names, most of them Norwegian, the last of them 1968. The music stood on the rack in front of her. The pastor stood at her shoulder, between conducting, and when the page came to its end the pastor reached over and turned it, neatly, as a page-turner does at a concert, and went back to her pencil.

It took him three pages to see it.

Marj was not looking at the music. Her eyes were on a point above the rack, on the plaster of the wall, on nothing, and her hands moved on the keys and her feet moved on the pedals as surely as if she were walking down her own hall in the dark. When the pastor stopped the altos, Marj stopped. When the pastor said from the top of the second page, Marj went back without looking, and found it, and played it. Once, in the difficult middle, her hands faltered, and she stopped, and sat with her head a little on one side, listening for something in the next room. Then she found it, and went on.

The page the pastor turned for her was the wrong page. He was close enough to see. It did not matter at all.

Afterwards, while Marj was putting on her coat with the help of one of the old men, who was making a long and courteous business of it, the pastor came down the aisle and sat on the end of his pew with her pencil behind her ear.

“You saw,” she said.

“Yes.”

“She played it at her husband’s funeral. And at his father’s. She hasn’t been able to read a note since Easter. She plays everything from memory. She learned the whole book when she was a girl, so she’d never have to look down.” She smiled a little. “She doesn’t know I know. Or she does, and she’s decided I don’t.”

“Then why turn the pages?”

“Because if I stopped,” the pastor said, “she’d know I’d noticed. And then she’d stop coming. And then she’d sell that house and go to her daughter in Bellingham, and she’d sit in an apartment looking at a parking lot.” She stood up and put her glasses down on her nose. “Walk her home. Slowly. She’ll tell you it’s for your sake.”



They went down the steps in the long blue dusk with Marj’s hand through his arm and the dog going ahead of them on his rope, stopping at every post.

“They were flat in the middle,” Marj said. “The altos.”

“I heard.”

“You didn’t. You’ve got no ear. I can tell from the way you hum.” She walked on. Her hand on his arm was light and quite sure. “That was Sindre’s favourite. That hymn. He came up every Thursday in those two weeks, he said it was like his grandmother’s church at home, and he sat where you sat and he went to sleep.”

“I didn’t go to sleep.”

“No,” Marj said. “You were watching me.” She did not turn her head. “Don’t, Daniel. I know what I’m doing. I’ve known that organ longer than you’ve been alive.”

At the gate she let go of his arm and stood looking out over the harbour, at the boats going in under the last of the light, the way she looked at everything, a little to the left.

“Are you going back up there?” she said.

“Saturday. Rainy’s taking me.”

“Then you’d better take the dog. He’ll only sit on the porch and look at the road.”

She went in. He stood at the gate with the rope in his hand, and Bamse sat down on his boot and looked up the road.




Chapter Twelve

Rainy flew her Beaver the way some women drive a truck they have owned for thirty years: with one hand, talking, and without once appearing to look at anything, and with the absolute attention of a mechanic listening to an engine.

“Don’t touch that,” she said, as Thorsen’s knee came near a lever. “Don’t touch that either. Dog’s fine. Dogs are always fine. It’s the men who throw up.”

They went off the south harbour at eight on Saturday morning in a long white roar of spray and climbed out over the flats. Bamse lay on the floor behind the seats on top of the mail sacks, with his chin on a sealed brown evidence bag that Pete Sandoval had signed across the flap, and slept. Ed Harker sat behind Thorsen with his knees up and a duffel on them, because Ellie Bourque had asked the fleet to send somebody to the council’s meeting on Goat Creek, and the fleet had sent the man who had shouted loudest.

“Hot week coming,” Rainy said, over the engine. “You can see it on the glacier. Look.” Where the river came out from under the great white tongue of ice above the border, the water was the colour of milk. “Every warm day, the creeks come up. They come up all afternoon, they peak about supper, they go down overnight. By August you can’t cross anything after lunch. You can hear the boulders going down Mink Creek like a bowling alley.” She glanced at Thorsen. “Not that you’ll be crossing anything.”

“No.”

“You city boys always say no. And then I’m out looking for you.”

“Last August was worse,” Ed said from the back. He had not spoken since Nesvik. “The lake let go up top. You remember, Rainy.”

“I remember.”

“I was at the Landing that weekend. I go up most Augusts, to help Albert Kane put up his fish, and that week we had his net in the eddy off Caldera’s bar at the mouth of Mink Creek. Everybody on that river knew it. Albert pulled it on the Saturday, when the flood warning came down, so there was nobody at the mouth on the Sunday.” Ed looked down at the river going by under the floats, grey and enormous. “The Sunday, it was up a foot by noon and coming. And Celia raised me on the VHF. About ten to three, Canada time; I put my watch on Canada time when I go up, or Albert gives me hell. I know because I’d just looked at it to see how fast the river was rising. She was up at the top station, she said, on Mink Creek, and she’d heard about the lake, and what was the river doing at the mouth? So I told her. And I said, you get off that creek, girl.” He was quiet for a moment. “She laughed at me. She said she was a long way up, and she’d be out by five.” He rubbed his face. “And the boy was down there. On the bar. While I was telling her.”

Nobody said anything. Rainy flew. After a while Ed said, to the window, “She cried for a week. People forget that.”



Rainy put the Beaver down inside the buoys at Dalgleish Landing at a quarter past ten, Canada time, and drifted her up to the float, and Thorsen stepped off with the line and made it fast on the cleat, and did it right, which he saw her notice.

At the grey box on its post Rainy read off passport numbers with one hand on her hip. “Two passengers, US citizens. Pilot, US citizen. Mail. Freight for Kestrel Ridge. One dog. Canadian. Going home.” She held the receiver out. “The officer wants to talk to you about the dog.”

He read the officer the rabies certificate number and the microchip number, standing on a float in the middle of British Columbia with the river going past, and she gave him a reporting number, and he wrote it down.

Ellie was at the bottom of the ramp. She shook Ed’s hand and took him off up the road towards the band office, Ed with his duffel over his shoulder, talking. Corporal Dhillon stayed by his truck in his RCMP ballcap.

He took the evidence bag and signed for it on the bonnet, slowly, reading Sandoval’s form line by line. “Drone and GoPro originals,” Thorsen said. “The girl who edits them says the files are on Alaska time. Add an hour. And there’s someone at MC-1 at two forty-seven in yellow, with something long in their hands, too small to see.”

“I’ll get our tech people on it.” Dhillon put the bag in the truck. “And the tracker in Batt’s helicopter. I’ve got five people who lied in a sudden-death file and a pilot who admits he falsified a log. Crown wanted more than a drill on a hill before I put that in front of a judge. Now they’ve got it. The application’s in. Ten days, maybe, for the operator to hand over every place that machine put down that morning.”

“Harker Environmental had two samplers last summer,” Thorsen said.

Dhillon waited.

“One of them was in Juneau. Sandoval’s got the airline record. The other one is Dr. Harker, and the only thing that says where she was that afternoon is Batt’s ticket. MC-3, up past the camp. Batt rewrote that ticket.” He said it plainly. He had been carrying the name for three days, since Sandoval’s printout, and it sat badly beside a woman on Marj’s top step with her field book open on his knee, and he said it anyway. “I’d like to test it.”

“Celia Harker.” Dhillon looked at him with no expression at all. “Both sides of that town trust her. She wrote to me on Thursday, through a lawyer, with a copy to the EAO. She wants her own coolers looked at. She thinks somebody in that camp’s been into them.”

“I know. She told me first.”

“Then you know she’s the only one up there asking me to look at anything.” He opened the truck door. “So test it properly. Batt’s journey log, not the ticket. They’re two different documents and he’d have to have fixed both. And what did her father just say to you, on the plane? I watched him get off. He looked like a man who’d been talking.”

Thorsen told him. The VHF, ten to three, the top station, the river rising. You get off that creek, girl.

Dhillon was quiet.

“I’ve known Ed Harker two summers,” he said. “He told me once to my face that I’d ruled wrong on a fishing violation, and then he brought me the tide table that proved it, and he was right. I’d take Ed’s word on the time of day over the clock in my office.” He got into the truck. “And he wasn’t giving you an alibi for his daughter. He was telling you about a flood.”



Kestrel Ridge had changed in four weeks.

Rennick had stopped the permitted drill above camp himself while the inspector wrote her report, and without its noise the valley had a different sound, wind and water, and the generator going in the dry like somebody’s heart.

Doug Rennick met them on the dock with the eyes of a man who had not slept well since the Herald, and that evening in the dry, with a half-carved heron on the bench between them, he did not pretend about anything.

On the sixteenth of August, he said, he had been on the camp sat phone in the cook tent, on the cord, from five past two until twenty past three, telling the CEO’s office in Vancouver that the financing was safe. Bernie had made him move twice to get at the oven. The bill had gone to Vancouver.

“And Mitch,” he said. “He carried for Celia some days in July, when she asked me for hands. What nobody knew was that he went down twice more. After the sump went over I sent him down the creek on his own with a bottle on a pole and camp rain gear, to find out before the consultant did whether there was drill mud in Mink Creek.” He took a camp manager’s diary out of his shirt pocket and turned the pages with a thumb. “Twenty-ninth of July. Seventh of August. A lab in Prince George, on my own card. They came back fine, more or less. I didn’t send him on the sixteenth. And I told him to say he’d never been down that creek with anything but a rod, to anybody who asked.” He put the diary away. “The core shack key’s on my ring, and I’ve never opened a cooler of hers in my life. I lied about the morning. I’d like you to know I’m not lying about the rest.”

Dhillon would get the phone records when the warrant came. Until then it was a man with a knife saying so.



Imogen Oakes saw him at the long table by the core boxes on Sunday afternoon, and her mouth went flat.

“If you want my alibi,” she said, “you could have just asked.”

She took a small grey field camera out of her fleece and put it in his hands without letting go of the strap. The sump on her own permitted pad, up near the head of Mink Creek, had gone over in the rain that weekend, worse than Mitch’s in July, grey water down a gully into the creek the whole baseline was measured on, and she had gone up alone and stopped it with a pump and a tarp and her own two hands, and never told anybody. Sixty-one photographs, each with a time and a position: the first at one thirty-one, the last at eight minutes to four, of a red-and-white helicopter coming up the valley towards her.

“Clocks can be set. I know. Corey’s machine has a tracker in it. Ask Amrit to ask for it.” She took the camera back. “One spill is a careless driller. Two in a month, in the middle of a financing, is the end of the financing. That’s my career, Mr. Thorsen. Not the hole. That.”

“Somebody was at MC-1 that afternoon. In yellow.”

“Then ask Doug who he sent down after the sump.” The colour had come up in her face. “I sign Celia’s coolers in and out. I don’t open them. Ask Celia, she’s the one who’s decided it’s us.”

She looked at the core tray, and when she spoke again it was slower.

“It wasn’t the sump he came to me about, at lunch, whatever I told Amrit. You know that. He said KR-31, and the green on Ellie’s map. I said tomorrow because tomorrow the financing closed.” She put the hand lens down. “I’ve had ten months of tomorrow.”



Mitch Doyle, on Monday evening behind the shop, with a cigarette he was not supposed to have, did not bother to deny the bottles. Doug had told him to keep his name off the water, and he had a kid and a driller’s ticket to keep. On the sixteenth, he said, he had been in the dry with a bottle of rye and his helper. The helper remembered the rye and not the clock, except that at some point he had woken on the bench and Mitch and his boots were gone. Mitch said he had gone for a piss, and looked at the boarded window while he said it.



Corey Batt was the easiest man in camp to talk to, and Thorsen had been a policeman long enough to be wary of that.

He had flown Thorsen twice that week, up to the lake intake at the head of the valley and to look at the upper bench, and both times he had put him down where he said, and come back when he said, and told stories against himself all the way.

He did not lie about the morning any more. On Wednesday evening, on the step of the helicopter on the fuel pad, with the dog lying well off on the gravel, he said it plainly. He had flown the drill to KR-31. He had flown the boy up with the water lines. He had rewritten the ticket and the log that night because Rennick asked him to.

“Last lift home was about twelve,” he said. “Cloud was down on the Goat side, so I brought her the long way round, out over the river and up the creek from the mouth. The kid had his face on the window the whole way. Over the canyon he grabs my arm and points down and says, who’s on MC-1? I said nobody, Paige was off. He said somebody was. Somebody in yellow with a pole, on the gravel.” Batt shrugged. “I said a fisherman. Somebody’s cousin. He didn’t like it. He went quiet.” He looked at Thorsen sideways. “Mitch was down there a lot, that summer. With a pole. Ask Doug what for.”

“Did you look?”

“I was flying a helicopter down a canyon.” He looked at the lake. “No.”

“And that night you wrote him out of the ticket.”

“Stupid. Twenty-five years flying. Never put a wrong line in a log in my life before that. Coastal Ridge’ll have my licence. Transport’ll have the rest of me. Fair enough.”

“The afternoon,” Thorsen said. “Harker.”

“MC-3.” Batt reached into the door pocket and handed him a folded photocopy. “Transport’s got the book. They let me keep the page.” It was in Batt’s square capitals. 16 August. 1405, drop Harker Environmental, MC-3. 1640, pick up, MC-3. “The afternoon was dead easy. Imogen up to her pad and back, Celia to her top station and back. In between I was on the fuel pad.”

“Not MC-1.”

“MC-1?” Batt laughed. “I’ve never put down at MC-1 in my life. It’s a canyon. You’d lose the rotor on the walls.” He took the page back. “Why?”

“There was somebody at MC-1 that afternoon. On the drone.”

“Told you. Doug sent Mitch down, didn’t he? After the sump.” Batt shrugged. “Or one of the Guardians. Or somebody’s cousin from the village after a fish. It’s a creek. People stand by it.” He folded the page and put it back in the door pocket. “You still want to see KR-31, by the way? I’m slinging gear up there for the inspector’s lot on Saturday. There’s room going up.”

That night, on his bunk, Thorsen wrote it down as a list. Harker: top station, Batt’s log, Ed’s VHF about 1450. Rennick: sat phone, bill to come. Oakes: KR-27, camera, tracker to come. Doyle: rye, “a piss”.

Then he turned back to the front of the notebook, to the two messages copied out in Ingrid’s careful English. I have seen something today. A drill in the green in the morning. And at noon, from a helicopter window, somebody in yellow on the gravel at the lowest station with a pole. Two things, and he had told Oakes about one of them. Not till he’d talked to the person, Tanner had said.



On Friday he rang Dhillon from the cook tent, on the cord.

“It’s not my scene,” Dhillon said. “It’s the inspector’s, and she’s walked it and photographed it, and once her report’s in, the order seals it and nobody goes up there till a court says so. If you want to stand where that boy stood, Saturday’s the last chance anybody gets.” A pause on the line. “Photographs. Touch nothing. Tell someone down here when you go and when you’re back.”

So he rang Ruth, in the village, in her kitchen above the float.

“Batt’s taking me to KR-31 at two tomorrow,” he said. “Back at three. If I haven’t rung you by four, ring Dhillon.”

“Say it again,” Ruth said. “I’m writing it on the calendar.” He heard the pencil. “Two. KR-31. Corey Batt. Back three. Four, Amrit.” Then, “Take something to eat.”

He wanted to see where the boy had spent the last morning of his life, and in a week the only people who would ever stand there again would be lawyers.

On Saturday, because Ruth had said so, he put a cook-tent sandwich in his jacket pocket, and went out to the pad.



Bamse went up into the back of the helicopter in one jump after Thorsen, flat-eared, pressed against his legs, hating the noise and coming anyway, the way he had gone into Rainy’s Beaver and Gordie’s boat, into every machine that might take him somewhere he had been before. The turbine wound up through its long rising whine, and the camp tipped and fell away.

They went up the valley and over the shoulder of the ridge into the Goat Creek basin, and the land opened under them.

It was a hanging valley, a great green scoop in the mountain with a creek coming down the middle of it white over rock, and long pale avalanche stripes down its bush. At the bottom, far below, a small grey lake lay in the trees like a dropped coin. Otter Lake. Beyond it, beyond a dark gash in the forest that was Mink Creek in its gorge, he could see the bench where the camp stood, and the white dot of the cook tent. It looked close enough to walk to.

“Can’t,” said Batt in the headset, as though Thorsen had spoken. “Mink Creek’s between. You can’t cross that thing in summer. You’d go in at the top and come out in Wrangell.”

The pad was a shelf of raw earth on the slope at eleven hundred metres, dug out of the mountain and shored with timber cribbing, with tracks of crushed bush running from it. The drill was long gone. There was a capped steel casing in the middle of the shelf, a heap of split core bags, two blue plastic drums, a sump under a green tarp held down by rocks, a red jerrycan on its side, and the inspector’s stakes with pink flagging strung between them, flapping in the wind.

Batt put the skids down on the edge of the shelf, light, the rotor still turning over their heads.

“Here.” He reached behind his seat for an orange pouch with CAMP EMERGENCY stencilled on it, took out a small device in a yellow rubber case and dropped it in Thorsen’s lap. “inReach. SOS is the big button under the cap. Anything happens, you hold it down. They’ll have a chopper on you in an hour.” He grinned. “Which’ll be me.”

Thorsen put it in his jacket pocket with the sandwich.

“Need to sling a load for the inspector’s lot,” Batt said. “Back in an hour. Have a look round. Don’t fall in the sump.”

Thorsen took off the headset and climbed out into the wind with his head low, and the dog came after him and stood against his legs. He walked them clear of the rotor disc and turned and lifted a hand.

Batt lifted a hand back. The helicopter lifted off the shelf, turned its nose down the valley, dipped once, and went away from him over the green, an insect and then a dot and then a sound, and then it went over the ridge and the sound went too.

It was two o’clock in the afternoon.

The wind came across the pad and lifted the edge of the tarp on the sump and dropped it again. Bamse sat down on Thorsen’s boot and looked at the ridge where the noise had gone, with his ears up, and waited, the way he had waited at the landing all spring.




Chapter Thirteen

By three o’clock he had walked every metre of the pad twice.

A shelf of raw grey earth the size of a tennis court, a capped steel casing, core bags, two empty drums, the sump under its tarp, a red jerrycan half full of diesel, the inspector’s pink flagging snapping in the wind. From the downhill edge he saw what Sindre would have seen: Otter Lake far below, the dark seam of Mink Creek, the white dot of the cook tent on its bench.

At a quarter past three the cloud came down.

It came off the far side of the basin like a lid lowered onto a pot, the treetops going into it one after another, and then it was on the pad, full of a fine cold rain. Six degrees, he thought, or less. His breath smoked.

He took the inReach out of his pocket.

He held the power key and the screen came on: a logo, a battery symbol with a sliver of black in the bottom. He flipped up the cap and held the button. The screen began counting down from twenty. At eleven it went white, then grey, then nothing.

He warmed it in his armpit for ten minutes and tried again. Blank as a stone. His phone said no service, which he had known before he looked.



At five the cloud was still on the pad and the rain was through his shell at the shoulders and through his fleece after that.

He was dressed for a helicopter ride: jeans, a cotton T-shirt, a shell that said waterproof on the tag, and the leather boots from Duluth, very good in snow. He took stock. A cook-tent sandwich, squashed. A lighter. A folding knife. The bear spray on his belt. A notebook in a sandwich bag. A pair of dry socks in another, because Ellie had told him that a man with dry socks could survive almost anything. A dead inReach. A phone with nothing to talk to.

No shelter, eleven hundred metres up, in cloud that might sit for a day or three. A night out here, wet, in cotton, at five degrees: he knew what that did and how fast. At four Ruth would have looked at her calendar and rung Dhillon, and Dhillon would know exactly where he was and have nothing that could fly to it but Corey Batt’s helicopter, in cloud that was sitting on the pad. Staying meant waiting for Corey Batt to come back, when he chose, if he chose. Thorsen knew a log rewritten at night. He knew a box that had been dead in his pocket since before the skids left the ground, and a man grinning and saying, which’ll be me.

The camp was across Mink Creek, which nobody could cross. The people who left me are over there, he thought.

Down, then. Down this creek to the lake, down the west side of Mink Creek to its mouth, and across to the landing, where the boats came. And there was a water station on Otter Lake, a red triangle on Ellie’s wall map. A station meant a hut. A hut meant a roof, perhaps a stove, perhaps a radio. He could be there by dark, if there was a dark.

He cut a square from the sump tarp, slit it for his head and put it on over everything. It came to his knees, smelled of drill mud and rattled. On the corner of what was left over the sump was a white printed label. He crouched over it with rain dripping off his nose and wrote, in capitals, as he had written on evidence envelopes for nineteen years:

D. THORSEN + DOG. LEFT HERE 1400 SAT 26 JUNE BY C. BATT. “BACK IN AN HOUR.” INREACH DEAD. WALKING DOWN CREEK TO MINK CREEK MOUTH AND LANDING. 1700.

He signed it and put a rock beside it where anyone landing would see. He broke the sandwich and gave the dog half, and the dog ate it in one movement and looked at the other half, and he ate it himself before he could be generous. Then they went off the edge of the pad into the green.



It was alder, thick as a wrist, bent flat downhill by every winter’s snow so that the stems ran out of the slope at knee height before they curved up: a hillside of springs. Twice he found himself lying on a mat of it two metres off the ground and had to swim down through it to the earth. Where there was no alder there was devil’s club. He grabbed a stalk going down a bank, as you grab a rail, and his palm lit up as if he had put it on a stove: thirty or forty yellow spines, too fine to pull out.

At seven the creek, on his left, dropped over a lip into a gorge.

He should have gone back up and round. Instead he saw, to his right, a long pale stripe down the slope where an avalanche had swept the trees away: grass and low leaves and boulders, going the way he wanted. It looked like a road. He took it.

Then the lip of a gully gave way under him.

He went down three metres in a slither of mud and stones, and his right foot hit a rock with all his weight on it and turned under him. He felt it go.

He lay in a trickle of water and breathed through his teeth until the white went out of his eyes. Bamse came down in two bounds and licked his face.

“I know,” Thorsen said. “Get off.”

The ankle was already swelling against the leather. He did not take the boot off, because he would not get it back on. He pulled the laces as tight as he could stand and got up at the third attempt. The dog went fifty metres ahead and looked back, and came all the way back to lean on Thorsen’s good leg, and went ahead again, like a man walking with someone old.



At half past nine, with the light no dimmer than it had been all afternoon, only greyer, the dog stopped dead with one forefoot lifted.

Every hair on his back stood up from his neck to his tail. The sound he made was hardly a growl; it was more a vibration, like a machine. Then he came backwards and pressed against Thorsen’s leg, hard.

Forty metres down the track, in a patch of big leaves, something brown stood up on its hind legs, the size of a large dog. Then it dropped and turned its head, with green stuff hanging from its mouth, and he saw the round ears. A young bear, looking at him with mild interest.

Behind it, a boulder moved.

She had been digging. She came up out of the leaves with her head low and her shoulders high in a hump, brown fur silver at the tips, and she was not the size of anything he had a word for. Her broad dished face swung towards him and her nose went up.

He got his fist into the ruff of the dog’s neck.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. I’m going.” It was the voice he had used on a man on PCP in a stairwell in Rampart, with a blade in his hand: level, not loud, never stopping. “I’m going away now. You’re all right. I’m going.”

He went backwards up the slope, the bad ankle nearly folding. He did not run, though everything in his legs wanted to, because Ellie had told him on the river, in the voice she used for knots, that if you ran from a grizzly you were food.

The sow huffed, a short hard cough. Her jaws clapped like two wooden blocks, once, twice. She swatted the ground and a clod of earth flew.

“I’m going,” Thorsen said.

She came.

A fast, rolling, stiff-legged walk with her head low, and then a run, and he had not known that anything so big could move like that, like water coming downhill. The dog lunged to meet her and nearly took Thorsen’s arm out of its socket, and Thorsen hauled him back by the scruff. He got the can off his belt one-handed. The safety was a plastic clip over the trigger and his fingers were dead with cold and would not find it. Then they did. He tore it off with his thumb and lost a nail.

Ten metres. He pressed the trigger.

It went off with a hiss like a tyre, an orange cone rolling out low across the grass. He held it down. She came into the cloud at five metres and her head went up and she bawled, wrenching sideways in a spray of mud so close that he smelled her, wet fur and rot, and she went crashing away down the slope with the yearling behind her, and the bush closed.

The wind came back up the slope.

Half the cloud came with it and hit him in the face like a handful of hot sand. His eyes went first, as if thumbs had been pushed into them; then his nose and throat. He was doubled over, blind, streaming, the dog sneezing and pawing at his face, and the can was still hissing in his hand because he had not let go of the trigger. It spat, and went quiet. Empty.

He knelt at the trickle by the track and scooped water into his eyes until he could see light, and then the dog, watching him.

Too early, said the part of his mind that wrote reports. Too long. Into the wind. Everything wrong except not running.



It was twenty to one when he came out on the shore of Otter Lake, and it was as dark as it was going to get.

Not dark: a grey you could not read a map by. He had stopped noticing when he stumbled, and some distant part of him knew that was the thing to be frightened of. He nearly walked past it: a plywood hut the size of a garden shed on the shore, with a stovepipe and a small solar panel, and a cable running from the wall into the lake. Stencilled on the door in orange: MC-2.

His fingers took a long time with the carabiner on the hasp.

Inside it smelled of cold ash. A bench. A grey box on the wall with a green light blinking every few seconds, patient as breathing. A sheet-metal stove and an empty woodbox; whoever used it brought her own. Under the bench, a blue plastic drum, the kind they used in camp for keeping food from bears, its lid clamped on by a steel ring, and through the lever of the ring a cheap brass padlock: somebody’s kit, left here between trips so it need not be carried up and down a mountain. And by the door, in a charging cradle wired to the solar panel, a handheld radio with GUARDIANS — MC-2 on a strip of tape, because the Guardians sampled this station too and shared the hut.

He took it down with both hands. Two bars of battery out of four. He found channel two, the camp, and pressed the key and said his name, and where he was, and that he was alive, and let go.

Nothing. Not even the click and hiss a repeater gives back to tell you it has heard. He went through every channel the thing had, and they were all the same empty seashell sound. The repeater on the ridge carries all over that mountain, Rennick had said, going down the bench line in the cold with his chest out. It did not carry to here.

He put the radio in his pocket. He was shaking in long runs now, and he wanted warmth more than he wanted anybody to hear him. He went out for a rock the size of a loaf, knelt, and hit the padlock. On the fourth blow the shackle sprang out of the body, and he got the ring off and the lid lifted.

There was a jacket on top.

Yellow, folded, old and stiff and grubby, a woman’s large. Dry. He got it on over everything and zipped it to his chin with fingers that would barely close on the tab, and stood with his arms wrapped round himself and felt the first faint warmth come.

Bamse growled.

He had backed into the doorway with his hackles up and his lips off his teeth, and he was looking at Thorsen. He had never once looked at Thorsen like that.

“Hey,” Thorsen said. “It’s me.”

The dog backed out into the grey. The growl went on, low and steady, the growl from the avalanche track.

Thorsen looked down at himself. Then he unzipped the jacket and took it off slowly and held it out at arm’s length, and the dog’s eyes went with it. He dropped it on the bench.

The growl stopped. Bamse came back in with his head low and his tail going, apologising for something, and lay down across Thorsen’s feet with his whole weight, the way he lay on him at Marj’s.

Thorsen turned the collar of the jacket over. On the label inside, in black marker, the way people mark gear in camps where everything looks the same:

HARKER.

He turned the jacket round. The left sleeve had been mended, from the elbow nearly to the cuff, with a strip of yellow repair tape gone grey at its edges. He held it to the grey from the door. Under the tape the fabric had been punched through: four small tears, two and two, and round them a brown stain that had soaked into the weave and dried stiff as card.



Under the jacket was a zip bag with two bottles in it. One small, amber glass, with a black dropper cap: the little bottle Ellie had said was in every kit on this river. One larger, the same amber, still sealed. The same printed label on both. He tilted the small one to the light.

Custom blend. Th, U, Mn, Zn in 5% nitric acid. Lot and a number. Prepared for Harker Environmental. Not a preservative. Thorium, uranium, manganese, zinc: the four numbers a mine on that creek would one day be held to.

Under the bag was a yellow waterproof field book, its cover soft with handling: the brother of the three Celia had brought him in June, the book a consultant had to keep at every station and put in front of any auditor who asked for it. Columns ruled in pencil, in one small neat hand: a date, a station, the flow, and the number of drops that went into each bottle.

14 June 2027. MC-1. Flow 38. 4 drops.

14 June 2027. MC-2. Flow 6. 2 drops.

Thirteen days ago.

He turned back. The hand never changed: May 2027, the winter’s gap, 2026, 2025. 22 July 2026. MC-1. The day a boy had sent his grandmother a photograph of an amber bottle on a rock. Then August.

16 August 2026. MC-3. Flow 112. 5 drops.

The 3 in MC-3 had been gone over twice, harder than the rest of the line, so that the pencil shone on it.

He turned back through two summers with his thumb. Every MC-3 line had a flow of two or three or four, a trickle off the ice, and two drops, the same two every time, the way you keep a bottle. Every August line for MC-1 ran ninety to a hundred and twenty, and took four or five. Nobody needed five drops of acid to keep a bottle.

His phone would not wake. So he got out his notebook and, holding his right wrist with his left hand to stop the pen jumping, copied the August line, the MC-3 lines either side of it and the June lines, with their page numbers.



There was a shoulder of rock above the hut, going up into the grey. He did not decide to climb it. He found that he had the radio in his hand and was climbing, on his good foot and his knees, with the dog going ahead and waiting.

Every twenty metres he stopped and keyed the radio and listened. Nothing. At the top the trees gave out on a knob of lichen and wind, and he could see across the valley for the first time since the pad: the seam of Mink Creek and the long face of the ridge above the camp. On the ridge, very small, a red light winking.

The radio opened in his hand.

A carrier, and the hiss behind it, and a voice so close and ordinary that he nearly dropped it. Rennick. Kestrel camp, all stations. Anybody on this channel with eyes on the Goat side. Thorsen, Thorsen, Kestrel camp, if you can hear this, we’re coming at first light.

He keyed it and said his name. He said Otter Lake, the hut, MC-2, three times, slowly, the way you talk to a dispatcher when the street is on fire. Rennick’s voice came back over the top of him with the same words, to nobody, and he understood why. The repeater had a big voice for anything that could see it. A five-watt handheld at the very edge of its sight, in rain, was a whisper it did not hear.

Then the battery bar went to nothing, and the voice went, and the radio was a stone.

He sat down on the rock with it in his lap, and looked across the valley at the red light, and what had been waiting for him since the hut came the rest of the way.



The repeater carried all over that mountain: all over the side of it that could see the ridge. The top station was behind the ridge. Nobody at the top station had raised Ed Harker at ten to three, or ever.

A woman low on the creek had.

The 3 gone over twice, in a book any auditor could ask to see.

HARKER on the collar, and the dog backing out of the door from it with his lips off his teeth. Four tears in the left sleeve, two and two. On the bench line at six in the morning in May, among a dozen bare wet arms: old pale marks on the inside of Celia’s left forearm. Four, curved, two and two. He had seen them and not counted them.

He sat on the rock above her hut and was more afraid than he had been on the avalanche track.



Something in him older than fear said leave it.

He went back down to the hut on his backside. It was a scene, and he had broken it. He put the book back in the barrel, and the bag with the sealed bottle, and the jacket, folded as near as he could remember, and the dead radio in its cradle, and hung the broken lock back through the ring. From the door it looked shut. From a metre away it did not.

The small bottle he kept.

A bottle carried out of a hut at night by a man with no badge and no witness was a gift to any defence lawyer in British Columbia. But if he left it, and the woman with the neat hand got here before anybody with a badge, it would be at the bottom of Otter Lake by lunchtime.

He put it in one of the dry socks, folded the top over twice, pushed it down inside his shirt against his ribs on the right, and buttoned and tucked the shirt in hard. He could feel it when he breathed.

He did not light her stove. He sat on her floor with the dog on his feet and waited, not sleeping, while the green light went on and off, because there was a side creek between here and the river, and Ellie had said dawn.

At three he shut the door and put the carabiner back through the hasp. The hut was hers. He did not want to be in it when the light came.



He heard the side creek before he saw it.

It came out of a slot in the valley wall and spread across a fan of boulders, ten metres wide, and under its roar was another sound, deep and irregular, like furniture being moved in a room below. Stones, rolling along the bed. Rainy’s bowling alley.

Four o’clock. Lowest, Ellie had said.

He cut an alder stem as long as he was. He put a hand flat on his chest over the bottle. Then he went in, in his boots, facing upstream, leaning on the pole.

The cold took his breath: it went in, a huge involuntary gasp, and would not come out, and he stood in it to the knees with his mouth open until he forced it out. He felt for the bottom with the pole, then the boot, and the bottom moved: stones rolling, knocking his ankles, the bad one, so that he cried out.

To the thighs. The water climbed his legs and leaned on him. Bamse was upstream of him, swimming hard and going nowhere, his blue eye rolling. Thorsen got a fistful of the dog’s ruff.

Halfway the pole bowed and the bottom rolled under his bad foot, and for a second he stood on one leg in the middle of it with the dog’s ruff in his fist and the whole creek leaning on him. Then the boot found a boulder. He came out on the far side on his hands and knees, with the water pouring from his clothes, and lay on the stones.

He was laughing.

He lay on his back in the dawn and laughed, a cracked idiot sound, because the alternative was crying and he did not think he would stop. The dog stood over him and shook, ears to tail, and lay down on his chest.

He put a hand inside his shirt. The bottle, whole.



He did not remember getting under the spruce. He remembered the shaking after the ford, great jerks that bent him double, and dry needles, and pulling the dog in against his belly. Then nothing.

He woke hot at nine, his face hot and his body cold, the right palm red and shiny round the spines, the ankle filling the boot like something poured into it. He crawled to the creek and drank grey water from his hands, too much, and twenty minutes later his gut cramped and he was on his knees in the moss.

At about ten he heard a helicopter, far behind him, up the valley in the cloud, towards the pad. It went round, and round, and stopped. He knew one helicopter on this river. He found he was standing very still under the trees, like a man in a doorway when a car slows on the street.

At eleven, another engine, deeper, heavy and uneven, a radial; he had sat beside it a week ago with a dog asleep on the mail sacks. It came down the valley above the fog that lay along the creek. He limped out onto a bar where a gap had opened in the fog just below the lake, and for one second there were floats up there, yellow, in a slot of blue.

He waved both arms over his head, shouting, the way the boy had waved at the drone.

The gap closed. He did not know whether he had been seen. He went on.



The rest of the day was the canyon.

There was no trail on this side. The ground rose as the creek fell, and twice the slope ended in a cliff and he went back and up, hauling on the stems. He lost two hours. The fever came and went. When it came, the trees moved. He told the dog about the jacket, more than once, and the dog listened each time with the same courtesy.

At seven, from the rim, he looked down across the gorge and saw it.

Grey gravel on the far side. A brown silt bank above it, crumbling. A stake with a rag of faded flagging. The creek going past below in flood, with whole trees in it, turning over.

Six hundred metres round the bend from the bar where the boy had stood with his hands in his pockets and watched the boat go. Ten minutes, if you were twenty-two.

He found he was crying, and that the fever was not the reason. He let it run until it was done. Then he went on.



It was half past eight when he came out of the trees at the mouth of Mink Creek.

Ahead, the Dalgleish, half a kilometre of brown water going by fast and silent. On his left, Mink Creek came out of its gorge in a long tongue of standing waves, and forty metres across it was the landing: the gravel bar, the float, the freight cache under its tarps, the Caldera sign.

Between him and it was the water that had taken Sindre.

It was the whole day’s melt coming down at once, and he felt it through the stones under his boots. A spruce as long as a bus came out of the gorge, rolled once, showed its roots like an open hand, and went under. The creek was still rising: a hand’s width up a snag at the edge in the time it took him to look at it.

There was the log jam he had looked at from the landing in May. A gravel bar stood in the middle of the mouth, and the floods of other years had piled trees across from his side to it and on from it to the far bank: twenty or thirty trunks stripped grey, jammed at every angle, with the water heaping up white on the upstream side and going under with a long sucking roar.

He knew what lay under a log jam. The water went through and a body did not.

He should wait. Ellie would wait. Dawn, and the water lower. Eight hours of fever, soaked, no food, the jam shifting in the flood, and a helicopter on the river he did not want to meet in the dark.

He had never been able to wait. Two women had told him so.

The dog went first.

Out along the first log, lightly, claws scratching on wet wood, and stopped, and came back. Out again a different way, left, where the logs lay bigger and lower, and this time all the way: across the jam to the middle bar, across the second jam, jumping a gap, scrabbling, and down onto the far gravel.

He stood on the landing in the rain and barked.

Thorsen got down on his belly on the first log.

It was barkless and slick and cold as iron. He went along it on his stomach with his arms round it, pushing with his good foot, the water a metre beneath him. He did not look at it. He looked at the log, the next log, the dog.

Left, where the dog had gone. Across one gap on his knees, holding a root. Onto the middle bar, where he lay with his face on the stones and breathed. He touched the bottle. Then the second jam.

It was worse: thinner logs, newer, with water sheeting smooth and brown over some of them. He took the biggest. It was the dog’s; he could see the scratches.

Three metres from the far bank, the log rolled.

A quarter turn under him with no warning at all, and he went off it sideways into the creek.

His arms caught the next log. Both, hooked over it to the elbows, chin on the wood. The rest of him went in, and the creek took it. It pulled his legs downstream and under, towards the jam, and he felt branches go past his knees under the water like hands, and the pull went on, steady and enormous, as if the whole river had his boots and was leaning back. His arms began to straighten. He felt the elbows open a degree at a time.

He thought, quite clearly, so this is how.

He thought of the boy coming up once, twenty metres out, in the red sweater.

He thought nothing.

Five seconds. It could not have been longer. Then Albert Kane, an old man shaking in a sleeping bag. Get over the log. Never under. Belly on it and kick your feet up behind you.

He kicked.

The dog was barking. On the gravel three metres away, into his face, high and furious, nonstop, the way he had barked at the drone, with his whole body. His right boot hit something under the water. A branch. He got his heel on it and pushed, and it held, and his chest came over the log, and his belly, the bottle crushed between his ribs and the wood. One knee up. The other. He crawled the last three metres on hands and knees and fell off the end onto the gravel of the landing beside the dog, and did not get up.



He lay on his face on the stones. After a while he put a hand inside his shirt. The bottle was in the sock, whole. He left his hand there.

It was twenty past nine. The second time he thought of the freight cache he went to it, on hands and knees, and sat against a pallet of drill rods under a flapping blue tarp with the dog against his legs, and shook.

At half past nine he heard the rotor.

He got out from under the tarp onto the open gravel, because there was nowhere on a bar to hide. It came down the river under the cloud, the hard flat beat bouncing off the water, and turned over the creek mouth and hung there, nose down, looking. Then it settled onto the bar fifty metres away in a storm of grit and spray that flattened the willows and tore the tarp off the freight.

The rotor slowed. The door opened.

A woman stepped down in Caldera yellow, hood back, and ducked under the turning blades and came across the gravel towards him at a run, a foil packet in one hand and a water bottle in the other, her face white and wet and open. She was calling his name.

“Daniel. Daniel. Oh, thank God.”

Celia Harker.

Beside him, Bamse stood up. He planted himself on the gravel between Thorsen and the running woman with his legs braced, and his hackles rose from his neck to his tail, and he lowered his head, and growled.




Chapter Fourteen

“Oh, you stupid, stupid man.” Celia’s hood was thrown back and her hair flattened by the rotor wash.

He was on his knees at the top of the bar. He did not remember kneeling. The log jam was behind him, grinding in the brown water at the mouth of the creek, and the noise of it and the noise of the turbine winding down were the same noise.

Bamse stood between them, side-on across Thorsen’s knees, and the sound that came out of him was very low and very steady, and went on.

Celia stopped.

She stopped at two metres, exactly, as if there were a line on the gravel. She had a foil blanket in one hand, still in its packet, and a water bottle in the other, and her face was wet and white and full of something that looked, at two metres, like joy.

“Hello, you,” she said to the dog, softly. “Hello, Bamse. It’s all right. It’s only me.” The dog did not stop. She laughed, a small shaky laugh, and looked at Thorsen over his head. “He’s never forgiven me for July. Here. Can you catch?”

She tossed the water bottle underarm. It hit him in the chest and he got a hand on it as it fell. His fingers would not work the cap. He worked it with his teeth.

The water was so cold it hurt his teeth, and it was the best thing he had ever put in his mouth. He drank half of it and then made himself stop, because he had been a doctor’s son longer than he had been anything else, and he could hear his father saying slowly, slowly.

“Good,” Celia said. “That’s good. Now this.” The foil blanket came across the gap and landed on the gravel beside him with a crackle. “Put it round you, shiny side in.” She nodded back at the helicopter. “Get in, the nursing station’s twenty minutes.”



Behind her the rotor had stopped turning.

Corey Batt was standing by the skids with his helmet in his hand. He was not coming any nearer. He was looking at the helicopter’s door, and then at the river, and then at the trees on the far side of the creek, at everything on the gravel bar except the man kneeling on it.

Thorsen got the blanket out of its packet. The wind off the river kept trying to take it to Alaska. He got it round his shoulders in the end, and held it closed with his left hand, and kept his right arm clamped across his ribs, over the sock and the warm shape inside it.

He had been holding his ribs for so long that it would look like ribs. He hoped it would look like ribs.

“Daniel. Look at me.” She had crouched down at her two metres, on her heels, as you crouch to talk to a child. “You’re hypothermic. You know you are. When the shaking stops, that’s bad. Those wet things have to come off, now. Can you stand?”

“Probably.”

“Then let’s stand.”

He didn’t. He looked past her at Batt.

“I’m not getting in that,” he said.

It came out flat and slow, which was how everything was coming out, and it was true. Thirty-one hours ago a pilot had put a yellow box in his lap and gone small over the ridge. That much he could let her have.

Batt heard it. His head came round for a second and went away again.

“Oh, Daniel.” Celia put a hand out, palm down, pressing something flat. “Corey’s been out of his mind. He was at the pad first thing and it was socked in solid, and by the time it lifted you’d gone. He’s been flying the creek all day. He found you.” She looked over her shoulder. “Corey. Tell him.”

“I went back,” Batt said to the river.

“I know you did.”

Nobody said anything. Up the creek, in the canyon, the water was making the sound that big water makes going round a corner it does not fit.



“Right,” Celia said. “All right. Then let me look at you here, at least.” She stood up and took a step sideways, to come at him from a different angle, and the dog moved with her. His lip came off his teeth. She stopped. “For heaven’s sake,” she said to him, quite gently. “I’m trying to help.”

“He doesn’t know that.”

“No. He doesn’t know anything. He’s a dog.” She looked at him with her head on one side. “You’re very attached to him. Sindre was the same.”

“He went ahead of me all the way down,” Thorsen said. “He came back for me every time.”

“Yes,” she said. “He would.”

She pushed her sleeves up to do something with the zip of the first-aid bag Batt had brought over and set on the gravel beside her. The left sleeve of the rain jacket went up her forearm, and the fleece under it, and on the soft inside of the arm, below the elbow, there were four pale curved marks, two and two, like the brackets round a word.

He looked at the water bottle in his hand.

“How long were you up there?” she said. She had found a second foil blanket in the bag and a packet of something and a chemical heat pad. She broke the heat pad between her hands and shook it, and slid the lot across the gravel to him, one thing at a time, keeping her two metres. “Corey says he put you down at two yesterday. At the old pad. That’s KR-31? Nobody knew it was there. That place is a scandal.”

“Two o’clock.”

“And you came down Goat Creek. In those boots.” She looked at his boots. They were not boots any more. “And then what? Rainy saw you this morning, did they tell you? About eleven. She was coming up for the search and she saw a man on the creek below Otter Lake, just for a second, through a hole in the fog. She radioed it in. That’s how we knew where to look.” She waited. “Was that you? Below the lake?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’d have seen the lake. It’s quite big. It’s right there.”

“I saw a lot of things,” Thorsen said. “Some of them were there.”

“There’s a hut on the lake shore,” she said. “One of my stations. Plywood, nothing much. There’s a stove in it, and a sleeping bag, and some food in a barrel, and I kept thinking all afternoon, if he’s found the hut, he’s all right. He’s sitting by a stove eating my granola. I kept wanting Corey to put down on the lake and look, and he wouldn’t. Fog, he said. He’s very strict about fog.” She tilted her head. “Did you find it?”

The light on the bar had gone the colour of weak tea. He could see her quite clearly, and Batt behind her, and the float, and the freight cache, and the trail coming down out of the trees on the east side, where a boy had driven down at ten past one on a Sunday afternoon to fetch the freight with his rod and his dog.

“Never saw it,” he said. “Never left the far bank. Fever. I had a long talk with my father for about an hour. He’s in California.”

She went on looking at him.

“Poor man,” she said, and he could not tell which of them she meant.



He got the second blanket round him and the heat pad inside his shirt, on the left side, away from the sock, and drank the rest of the water. The shaking came and went in long waves. When it went, he could think, nearly, and what he thought about was her.

Marj’s top step on the ninth of June, three field books in a dry bag before anybody had asked her anything, and the camp’s hands in her coolers: a woman who could see split samples coming would want to be the one who had asked for them. The boy’s second thing that day had been somebody in yellow at the lower station at noon, seen from Batt’s window, where no ticket put anybody. Batt had written the top station into his log. He had never put down at the lower station in his life, and that was true, if what you put down at was the orange helicopter marker on the slope above it. And the bottle against his ribs was no preservative: thorium, uranium, manganese, zinc, a few drops at a time on the high days, into the creek the whole project would be measured against.

She was crouched at her two metres again, the woman who had written every one of those drops down, watching him drink her water. He thought about a nursing station with its bright lights, and somebody saying let’s get that wet shirt off him, and Celia being so helpful, holding the scissors.

He did not think she would hurt him. He thought that a woman had stood on a cutbank in August with her hands on a boy, and that the boy had very likely never been meant to go into the river either, and then he had.

“Celia.” Batt had come a few steps nearer. He had his helmet under his arm and his eyes on his watch. “I’ve got forty minutes before this cloud’s on the river. Less, maybe.”

“Then we’ve got forty minutes,” Celia said, without turning round. She sat down on the corner of a freight crate, in her yellow, with her elbows on her knees, at her two metres. “I’m not leaving him on a gravel bar, Corey. I’m not leaving anybody on a gravel bar ever again.”

It was the only thing she said that evening that seemed to come up from somewhere deep, and he put it away to look at later.

They sat. The light went down another shade. The dog lay down across his feet at last, with his chin on his paws and his eyes open, watching her. Once she reached into her jacket for her phone and the dog lifted his head a fraction, and she took the phone out very slowly, as you would in front of a police officer, and looked at it, and put it away.

“No signal,” she said. “There never is. Sindre used to walk up to that big rock to get one bar.”

“Did he.”

“He was always calling his grandmother.” She was looking at the river. “Sweet kid. Such a sweet kid.”

Thorsen pulled the blanket tighter.

And then, because the shaking had stopped and his head was clear, and because he was a fool, or because some part of him needed to hear what she would say, he said, “His grandmother sat up all night. That night. Waiting for him to call.”

Celia did not move at all.

Then she said, “Yes. She wrote and told me. I’ve thought about it every day.” And she got up off the crate and went and stood beside the helicopter with Batt, with her back to him, and looked down the river.



He heard it before they did. Or the dog did, and he felt the dog hear it: a lift of the head against his shins, and the ears coming up and forward.

An outboard. Down the river, under the noise of the water, a long way off, and coming on.

It came round the bend below the bar a few minutes later, a grey aluminium centre-console riding high up the slack inside of the bend, with a figure at the wheel and a second in the bow in an orange float coat. Even at four hundred metres he knew the one at the wheel by the way she stood, with her weight back and one hand flat on the top of the windscreen, as if she were holding the boat down by the scruff of its neck.

Ellie.

She did not come straight in. She went past well out and looked at the jam and the brown tongue of water coming out of the canyon, and the eddy that curled back under the bar. Then she came round in a long arc and put the boat into the eddy bow first, and let the eddy swing her stern out, and caught it with a touch of throttle at the moment when it would have gone too far, and the bow kissed the gravel at the bottom of the bar, and the man in the float coat went over the bow into the water up to his thighs with the bow line in his hands and leaned back on it.

Corporal Dhillon. He looked up the bar at Thorsen, and at the helicopter, and at the two people in yellow standing beside it, and said nothing about any of them.

“Mr. Thorsen,” he called up. “Are you hurt?”

“Ankle. The rest is just cold.”

“Can you walk?”

“Downhill.”

“Good. It’s all downhill.” Dhillon looked past him. “Mr. Batt. Dr. Harker. Can I borrow one of you?”

It was Batt who came. He dropped his helmet on the gravel and got his shoulder under Thorsen’s left arm without being asked, and between him and a stick of driftwood Thorsen got up onto his good foot and the other one, which shouted, and they went down the bar together like a three-legged race, with the dog going ahead and coming back. Batt smelled of jet fuel and sweat and coffee. Up close his face had a grey look to it under the tan.

“I’m sorry,” Batt said, very low, into his shoulder, so that nobody else would hear. “Mate. I’m so sorry.”

“Watch your feet,” Thorsen said.

At the water Dhillon took his other arm. The boat’s bow was at waist height and the eddy was trying to take it away all the time, and Ellie was holding it there with the engine, looking over her shoulder at the current. Thorsen got his good knee on the bow, and Dhillon put a hand in the middle of his back and pushed, and he went over onto the deck on his face, on his left side, with his right arm still clamped across him. Something in the sock clicked against the aluminium. He lay there and listened to it not break.

The dog came over the bow behind him in one long jump, and landed on him.

“Bamse,” Ellie said. “Off. Off, you lump.” She did not take her eyes off the water. “Hello, Thorsen. You look terrible.”

“Hello.”

“Rainy said you waved.”

“I didn’t know if she saw.”

“She saw. We were on the west bank below the canyon by two. Cliffs, all the way. We came round by water when the creek peaked.” Ellie reached down and pulled a sleeping bag out from under the console and threw it on top of him. “Get in that. Amrit, I can’t hold her here much longer.”



Celia had come down the bar behind them. She stood at the edge of the water with her hands in the pockets of the yellow jacket.

“I’ll ride down with you,” she said. “Somebody should sit with him. I can—”

“No room,” said Ellie.

There was room. There was room for six. Celia looked at the empty boat, and at Ellie, and Ellie looked back at her with the flat, polite patience she kept for people who explained the river to her.

“Of course,” Celia said. “Of course. You know best.” She looked down at Thorsen in the bottom of the boat, in the sleeping bag, with the dog on him. “Keep him warm, Ellie. And don’t let him be brave.”

Dhillon, still in the water to his thighs, was coiling the bow line. He did not look up from it.

“Dr. Harker, Mr. Batt,” he said. “Thank you both for your help today. I’ll want to speak to you about the search. Tomorrow, at the office, nine o’clock, if that suits. Just so it’s all written down.”

“Of course,” Celia said again.

“Mr. Batt?”

Batt was standing a little way up the bar with his helmet in his hand again. He nodded.

Dhillon threw the coil into the bow and pushed off and came over the gunwale in one movement, dripping, and Ellie backed the boat out of the eddy into the current. The current took it at once. She let it swing them round, and put the bow downriver, and opened the throttle a little, and the bar went away behind them.

Thorsen lifted his head. Celia was walking back up the gravel to the helicopter, not hurrying, with her hands still in her pockets. At the top she turned and lifted one of them. Then she got in.

The rotor began to turn when they were at the bend. He watched the machine lift and hang above the bar and the float and the freight cache, nose down, and then go away down the river ahead of them, low under the cloud, towards the village, until he could not hear it any more over the engine and the water.



The river was big, bank to bank in a single body, carrying whole branches and mats of willow. Dhillon was in the bow with a hand searchlight, because it was getting to be the light in which a log and a wave look the same, and he called back to Ellie as they came: Left. Wood. Clear.

Thorsen lay in the bottom of the boat in the sleeping bag with the dog on top of it, and shook. It was worse now that he was safe. The body holds on until it is allowed to let go. His teeth hit together like somebody typing, and Dhillon came back down the boat, took off his float coat and the fleece under it, put the fleece over Thorsen’s head and shoulders inside the bag, and went back to the bow in his shirt sleeves.

“You’ll freeze,” Thorsen said, or tried to.

“I’m from Surrey,” said Dhillon, without turning round. “Cold’s nothing. We’re used to disappointment.”



He took the sock out somewhere on the way down.

His fingers had stopped being fingers, and the sleeping bag was in the way, but he got a hand in under the fleece and the shirt and drew it out, warm, the shape of the bottle hard inside the wool. It looked like nothing. It looked like a grey sock with a hole in the heel.

“Ellie.”

She looked down. She looked at the sock, and then at his face.

“Here.” He held it up. His hand was shaking so much that the sock swung. “Give it to Dhillon. When we’re in. In a bag. Write the time on it.”

She took it from him. She held it as you hold something a child gives you that you don’t understand and don’t want to drop.

“What is it?”

“Don’t touch what’s in it,” he said. “Don’t take it out. Not here. Just a bag, and the time.”

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she opened the dry box under the console with one hand, keeping the other on the wheel, and put the sock in it, and shut the lid, and snapped the catch down, and kept her hand flat on the lid, as she had held the windscreen.

“Okay,” she said.

That seemed to be all he needed. He lay back. Above him the cloud had come down onto the tops of the spruce on both banks, so that the river ran in a grey tunnel, and the roof was going by. The dog had put his head on Thorsen’s chest, on the place where the bottle had been, and was breathing slowly, in and out.

Somewhere ahead of them there were lights. Ellie had said something to Dhillon about them. He would lift his head in a minute and look.

He felt Ellie’s hand take hold of the collar of the fleece, as she had taken Gordie’s bow line on the first day: something that might go over the side if she let go.

He did not lift his head.




The Landing

Chapter Fifteen

The ceiling was white, with a brown stain in one corner shaped like a boot.

He looked at it for some time before it occurred to him that the thing in the back of his left hand was a cannula. Through the window there was a gravel road, and a raven on a power pole, and a slope of spruce going up into cloud. It was light. It was always light.

“There he is,” said the nurse.

The nurse who had chipped the dog in May was a broad, brisk woman with reading glasses on a cord, and she had been in and out of his sleep all night like weather. He remembered her voice, quite close to his ear: if you try to get up again I’ll sedate you, and I’m allowed.

“What time is it?”

“Quarter past seven. Monday.” She took his wrist in her fingers and looked at the clock on the wall, not at him. “You came in at ten to one with a temperature of thirty-four point eight. You’re thirty-seven point nine now, which is the infection in that hand: devil’s club like a pincushion, and three of the holes gone bad. You’re on antibiotics.” She let go of the wrist. “Your ankle’s sprained, not broken. I’ve strapped it.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I wanted you flown out to Terrace, and the fog wouldn’t have it.” She hung the clipboard on the end of the bed. “Your dog’s on my step. He’s been there since one o’clock this morning, and he won’t come in and he won’t go away. I’ve given him water and a can of something, and I’m not doing anything else for him, because I’m a nurse.”



Dhillon came at half past seven. He had changed his shirt, and that was all. He had been at a desk under a strip light since one in the morning.

“Ruth rang me at four on Saturday,” he said. “On the dot. She read it to me off her calendar.” He sat down. “I’ve got your sock. In a bag, with the time on it in Ellie’s writing, in the exhibit locker, and nobody’s opening it until somebody tells me what’s in it and how it got there.” He looked at the nurse in the doorway. “Ten minutes. I need to know whether I’m minding a bottle of whisky.”

“Ten,” said the nurse, and went away.

Thorsen told it the way he would have wanted it told to him: once, in order, without opinion. The pad, Goat Creek, the bear. The hut, the radio and the climb, the barrel and what was in it. The dog and the jacket, and what was under the tape on its left sleeve. The lines he had copied, the sixteenth of August with the station number gone over twice, and here was the notebook. He had taken only the dropper bottle, and left the rest as near as he could to how it had been, except the lock. Then what she had said on the bar, with the dog growling at her: He’s never forgiven me for July. Sindre’s letter to Marj at the end of July: a nip on a hand. And on the bar, when she pushed her sleeve up, not a hand. Four holes in the inside of a left forearm.

Dhillon wrote, and did not interrupt. At the dog and the jacket he looked up once. At the forearm he underlined something.

Then the porch. Marj’s top step on the ninth of June, three field books in a dry bag, eleven days of clear water and high thorium, and the camp’s hands in her coolers. Don’t tell my father. Not yet.

“She came to you,” Dhillon said, “before she came to me.” He did not underline that. He looked at it.

“You’re telling me,” he said, “that she lied about a dog.”

“About which bite. July was a nip on a hand.”

“And her father. Ten to three, on the VHF, from the top station. He says so, and Ed Harker doesn’t lie.”

“She called him,” Thorsen said. “I believe that. I had a handheld behind that ridge on Saturday night and couldn’t raise a soul until I could see the repeater, and then it couldn’t hear me. Down at MC-1 Tanner talked to Ellie in the village as if she were next door. From MC-3 she couldn’t have called her father. From MC-1 she could.”

Dhillon looked at him. Then he wrote that down as well.

“And there’s a book with this June in it.” He closed the notebook. “Sindre’s been dead ten months. Who did June?”

“Paige Dolan quit in September.”

“I know when Paige Dolan quit. Dr. Harker’s coming in at nine. To make a statement about the search.”

“Are you going to ask her about anything else?”

“No,” said Dhillon. “I’m going to ask her about the search. Then I’m going to thank her for her help. Then I’m going to watch her go down to the float.” He put the notebook in his pocket. “At three this morning I added a man put down on a mountain with a dead beacon to my application for that tracker. If a judge signs it with his breakfast, Terrace sends me the data. Until then I’ve got a dog and a sock.” He went to the door, and stopped. “You did right. Leaving the rest.”

“I know.”

“I’m telling you anyway,” said Dhillon. “Nobody’s told me since I got here.”



Batt came at a little after eleven.

He did not come in. He came to the window and stood on the gravel with his hands in his pockets, and the dog came round the corner of the building and stood ten metres off and looked at him, and then Batt tapped on the glass.

The nurse was in the other room. Thorsen reached over, with the cannula pulling, and slid the window up a hand’s breadth.

“They’ve grounded me,” Batt said through the gap. “Coastal Ridge. Rang me at seven. Pending the inquiry. Transport Canada want the machine looked at. Inspector’s put an order on the whole show. Section fifteen. No work, nothing of Caldera’s flying. Rennick’s walking round like a man at his own wake.”

“Corey—”

“No. Listen.” He put his hands on the sill. “I drained it. The inReach. I left it switched on in my tent from Thursday, with the screen lit up, till it died. And the subscription on that kit was cancelled in May, I knew it was cancelled, I was there when Rennick did it. I gave you a dead box and told you which button to press.” He swallowed. “She said one night. She said, give him a cold night on the mountain and he’ll get on the ferry. Somewhere he’d look a fool. I picked the pad because you wanted to see it. I was going back at first light. I swear to God I was. I was in the machine at half four and the cloud was on the ground. When Amrit rang the camp on Saturday night I said weather, couldn’t get back in, first light. Which was true by then. I’d made it true.”

“Corey. Don’t tell me this.”

“Who else am I going to tell?”

“Dhillon.”

“I’m telling you first.” His voice had gone up, and he heard it, and brought it down. “Me and Celia. Since the summer before last. My wife doesn’t know.”

She had rung him on the Wednesday night, after Thorsen had been at him about MC-3, to ask what Thorsen was up to. He had not told her where he had left Thorsen until Sunday morning. She had gone white, and come up on Rainy’s first plane, and sat in the helicopter all day, and every time they came down the creek near the lake she had wanted him to put down at her hut.

“And I said, not there, you bloody idiot. Half the river on the search channel, a Mountie on the radio, and you want to land at your own hut in the middle of it and go inside? Who’s going to ask why?” He looked at his hands. “She sat with her hands between her knees. I didn’t know why she wanted it. I didn’t want to know.”

Thorsen let him go on.

“And last August. I put her down as MC-3 on the sixteenth. She asked me to. She said she’d billed Caldera for an MC-3 run the week before that she never did, and could I put her afternoon down as MC-3 and square it. Billing. So I did. I rewrote half that ticket anyway, for the drill. What was one more line.” He was looking at the sill. “I put her down at the MC-1 bench at twenty past seven that morning, before the first lift. She’d stayed over. She wanted the morning and the afternoon both, with the glacier lake letting go. That went off the ticket with the rest of the morning, and I never put it back.” He swallowed. “And at noon the kid grabs my arm over the canyon and asks who’s on MC-1, and I say nobody. I’d put her there myself. At five past two I went down with fresh ice and took her morning cooler. The kid was on the bar when I went over. He watched me put down. Picked her up at twenty to five. She was sitting on the cooler with her arm in her lap and the blood was running off her fingers. Talus, she said. Stupid. And I flew her up to camp and Bernie dressed it and I never—” He stopped. “I never added it up. I never let myself add it up. Ten months.”

“Stop,” Thorsen said.

Batt looked at him.

“I’m not a policeman. I’m a man in a bed. Anything you say to me is a story you told in a bar. Go across the road and say it to Dhillon, with a lawyer if you want one.”

Batt stood at the window a moment longer. The dog had not moved.

“She came in at nine,” he said. “Gave Amrit ten minutes on the search. Very helpful. Then she walked down to the float. Rainy took her home at ten.” He put his hands back in his pockets. “She kissed me on the cheek on the float. In front of everybody. First time ever, in front of anybody.”

He went away across the gravel. The dog watched him to the road, and went back to the step.



Ruth brought stew at one o’clock in a pot with a tea towel round it, and sat in the chair by the bed and watched him eat it.

“Moose,” she said, when he asked. “It’s stew.” She looked at the window, where the step was. “All winter on the burn pile, and now he lies outside the nurse’s door. When you’re done in here, you’ll come back to my house. Your room’s made up. He can sleep under the porch. He knows it.”

She took the empty bowl out of his hands and put it in the pot. “And they’ve shut the camp. Inspector. Half the young men in this village had a job up there. There’ll be a lot said at a lot of suppers about the agreement. Ed Harker sat in that band office every day from the nineteenth telling my council about sockeye, and went home Thursday. Now they all know what his sockeye cost them.”

She got up.

“Eat what Ellie brings you,” she said, “and do what the nurse says. I’ve known that nurse since she was born. She was terrible at fractions.” And she went.



Dhillon came back at ten past five and shut the door.

He had a laptop under his arm. He sat on Ruth’s chair with it closed on his knees.

“I’m not supposed to tell you anything,” he said. “You’re a witness. Everything you know before you testify, some lawyer gets to ask where you learned it.”

“Then don’t.”

“Corey Batt walked into my office at a quarter past eleven,” Dhillon said, “and asked for a lawyer, and I got him one on the phone from Smithers, and then he talked for four hours.” He looked at the laptop. “I can’t tell you what he said.”

“All right.”

“The judge signed at nine. Terrace sent the tracker data at two.” He opened the laptop. “That I can tell you about. It’s a machine. It’s not anybody’s word.” He turned the screen so Thorsen could see it, a map of grey contours with a thin red line on it, beaded every few millimetres with dots, and a column of times down the side. “Sixteenth of August last year. You’ve seen the ridge camera. You know about the morning, nearly. Seven twenty-two, before any of it, a landing at the bench pad above MC-1. Two minutes. It’s on no piece of paper anybody ever gave me. Here’s the afternoon.” His finger moved. “Thirteen thirty, KR-27, up the head of the creek. That’s Dr. Oakes going in, the way the ticket says. Fourteen oh five, a landing at the bench pad up the trail from MC-1. Two minutes on the ground. Fourteen fifteen, the camp fuel pad. And then it sits there. Fifteen fifty-five, KR-27 again, for Oakes, and back to the fuel pad by four. Sixteen forty, back at the MC-1 bench. Sixteen fifty-two, camp.” He took his finger off the screen. “There’s no MC-3. There’s no MC-3 anywhere on this day.”

Thorsen looked at the red line. It went down the creek, and up, and sat, and went down again.

“So he didn’t do it,” he said.

“So he was on a fuel pad at camp, five kilometres away, with two witnesses and a tracker, from quarter past two until he went to fetch Dr. Oakes, and on it again from four until twenty-five to five,” said Dhillon. “And she was where her photographs say she was. Iridium sent the camp’s August bill this afternoon too: Rennick on the sat phone to Vancouver from five past two till twenty past three, the way he said. That’s all a machine can tell you.” He shut the laptop. “Somebody else was at MC-1 that afternoon. And on the ticket, in his handwriting, it says she was at MC-3.”

Neither of them said the name.

“I let her go this morning,” Dhillon said, to the lid of the laptop. “She sat in my office and told me about the search, and cried a bit about the boy, and asked after you. Then she asked if Rainy could drop her into Otter Lake on the way home, to check her station, with the camp shut. I told her Goat Creek and the lake are a scene until further notice, because of your stranding. She said of course. Then she walked down to the float and went home to Alaska. And I let her. Because at nine o’clock this morning what I had was an American in a bed and a story about a dog.” He stood up. “That’s what I’ll be thinking about tonight. So you don’t have to.”

“I’d have let her go too.”

“I know,” said Dhillon. “That’s what’s annoying.” He put the laptop under his arm. “Major Crime’s sending a sergeant from Prince George. Wednesday. Fraser. He’ll have read none of it, and he’ll want to read all of it, and he’ll want to talk to you. Don’t make me look stupid.”



It was ten o’clock on Tuesday morning, which was seven in the evening in Ulsteinvik, when he rang Rune.

He did it from Ruth’s back room, on the edge of a single bed under a quilt made of old shirts, with the dog in sight under the porch.

Rune answered on the fourth ring. He said his surname, the way Norwegians do, and then, when he heard who it was, nothing at all.

“I’m at Dalgleish Landing,” Thorsen said. “I want to tell you some things, and then ask you for something. You can say no. You’ve said no before.”

“Yes,” said Rune. “I have.”

Thorsen told him.

He did not tell him about the hut, or the barrel, or the jacket, because those belonged to the police now, and because Rune would one day be asked by somebody what he had known and when. He told him about the river. About the creek at the mouth, brown and solid, and a side creek at dawn so cold it had taken the breath out of him and not given it back. About the log jam, and the log that had rolled, and the five seconds he had spent hanging by his arms over that water. He said that he understood, now, what it meant that the boy had come up only once. He said that he did not think anybody would have had time to be afraid.

Rune did not say anything.

Then Thorsen told him about the dog. That he had wintered at the dump and waited at the landing all spring. That he had gone down Goat Creek in front of Thorsen and come back for him every time, and found the line across the jam and barked from the far side until Thorsen came. That he was lying under a porch fifteen metres away right now, and Thorsen could see him.

“Sindre named him for a teddy bear,” Rune said. “Bamse. He sent a picture. My mother has it on the fridge.”

“I’ve seen it.”

“Yes.” A long breath on the line. “What do you want?”

“In July last year your son sent your mother a picture from a creek,” Thorsen said. “A yellow back and a bottle on a rock. He wrote helping the water lady. I think he took more than one. I think he took close-ups. I think they’re in what Google sent you in April, in a folder for the twenty-second of July, and I think you haven’t opened it.”

Silence.

“How do you know I haven’t opened it?”

“Because if you’d opened it you’d have called me.”

There was nothing but the line, and a woman’s voice behind Rune, Hilde’s, asking something in Norwegian, and Rune answering her, short.

“I opened the first folders,” he said at last. “May. June. I saw the dog. I saw him laughing. Then I could not.” He stopped. “I am an engineer, Mr. Thorsen. I design ships. I can look at anything. I could not look at that.”

“I know.”

“You do not know.”

“No,” said Thorsen. “You’re right.”

A chair, a door, a smaller quiet. A keyboard. Then nothing for a long time.

When Rune spoke again it was in the voice of a man reading figures off a drawing to somebody at the other end of a bad line.

“Twenty-second of July. Fourteen pictures. A creek. Two of a woman in a yellow jacket from behind, crouching. Her hands. She has a filter, a syringe. Four pictures of a bottle on a rock. Brown glass. With a dropper. The label.” He stopped. “He has turned it to read the label. His thumb is in the picture.”

“What does the label say?”

Rune read it to him. Custom blend. The four elements. A lot number. Harker Environmental.

Thorsen closed his eyes.

“Now the sixteenth of August,” he said. “The last one.”

The keyboard again. A long breath, held and let go.

“Sixteenth of August. Thirty-eight pictures. From the helicopter, in the morning. A drill on a slope, in green bush. Men. A pipe in the ground. The first at a quarter to eight, the last at twenty to eleven. Then nothing until five past one. The camp. The dog in the back of a machine.” A pause. “Then two of the river. Brown water, very high, from up on something. Twenty-two minutes past one. That is the last.” He stopped. “There is nothing after. No woman. No one.”

So the morning was there, KR-31, the drill and the men and the hole, in a boy’s own hand, with the time on every frame. The afternoon was not. At the landing the only signal was on the big rock Celia had told him about, one bar of it, and two pictures of the river had gone up from there. Whatever he took after he came down, the sweater, the boat going away, had never left the phone. Whatever he had seen at the lower station at noon he had seen with his eyes, out of a helicopter window. There was no picture of the person in yellow, and there never would be.

“Send them,” he said. “Both folders. The files themselves, the way Google gave them to you. Not to me. To Corporal Dhillon, RCMP. Then to me, if you want to.”

“Why not to you first?”

“Because one day a lawyer is going to stand up in a courtroom in British Columbia,” said Thorsen, “and ask where these came from and who touched them. And the answer has to be: a boy took them, and his father sent them to the police.”

The line was quiet.

“Yes,” Rune said. “Yes. That is right.” And then, in a voice Thorsen had not heard from him before: “His thumb. He always did that. When he was a boy he would hold things up to show you, and his thumb was always in front.”



Dhillon came to the gate at two.

“Same lot,” he said. That was all, at first. Then: “I opened your sock this morning with Major Crime watching on a video call from Prince George, and I read the label. And at noon I got fourteen pictures from Norway, with the metadata, taken on the twenty-second of July at MC-1. Same blend, same firm, same lot. The sixteenth’s folder is KR-31 from start to finish, which the inspector’s going to enjoy, and then the river, and nobody.” He put his hand on the gate. “The bottle was there a year ago. Your sock didn’t make it up.”

“No.”

“I’m going to write that down for Fraser,” said Dhillon, “and then I’m going to sleep for nine hours.”

He went back up the road. Thorsen went in and sat on the edge of the bed with the phone in his hand. After a while it buzzed, once, and there was a picture on it, with no message. A creek, very green, very clear, before the flood; a rock; a small brown bottle on the rock, turned so that the label faced the camera. And in the bottom corner of the frame, out of focus and too close, pink and enormous, the ball of a young man’s thumb.




Chapter Sixteen

The charter came in under the cloud at a quarter to eleven on Wednesday, a small twin with its lights on, and put down on the gravel strip above the village in a spray of rain, and a man got out with a briefcase and no hat.

Thorsen watched it from Ruth’s porch. The man turned up the collar of a coat made for a city where it rained less, walked the whole kilometre down from the strip, and arrived at Ruth’s gate with water running off his eyebrows, and looked at the dog under the porch, who looked back at him.

“Mr. Thorsen,” he said. “Dave Fraser. Major Crime, Prince George. Is this dog going to let me in?”

“I think so.”

“You think so.” Fraser looked at the dog a moment longer. Then he came up the path, not hurrying, and up the steps, and the dog watched him do it and put his chin back on his paws. “Good. I’ve had a morning.”



Ruth gave him a towel, a mug of tea and the kitchen table, and went out to her garden in the rain.

Fraser was compact and grey at the temples, with a wide pleasant face and very clean hands. He took a recorder, a yellow pad, two pencils and a small folding knife out of the briefcase, and sharpened one of the pencils into a saucer before he said anything at all.

“I’ve read Corporal Dhillon’s file,” he said. “On the plane. It’s a good file. He’s very angry with himself for letting a woman get on a floatplane, which he was right to do.” He laid the pencil down beside the pad, square. “Now I’d like to hear it from you as if I hadn’t. From the day Mrs. Eiksund called you, in order, and when I ask a question it isn’t because I think you’re lying. It’s because I want to hear how you say it.” He pressed the button on the recorder. “You were a police officer, Mr. Thorsen. You’ll know what this is.”

“It means I’m a witness.”

“And that you’ll be cross-examined on every hour of your life since the eighteenth of April. You’re related to the deceased.”

“Distantly. His grandmother is my father’s cousin.”

“That’ll come up.” He wrote something. “You are not an investigator in this matter. You won’t speak to Dr. Harker, or to anybody about her except me. If somebody comes to you with something, you’ll send them to me. You won’t go up that creek. You won’t go near that hut. And you won’t be in a room when I interview anybody.” He looked up. “I’m sorry to put it like that.”

“I’d have put it the same way.”

“Dhillon says you said so on Monday. I wanted to hear it in your voice.” He picked up the pencil. “The eighteenth of April. What time did she call?”

It took five hours. Fraser asked the same questions three times, from three directions. At half past two, when Thorsen had got as far as the barrel, Fraser put the pencil down.

“The jacket,” he said. “You put it on.”

“I was shaking. I’d been in the rain since three.”

“How long did you have it on?”

“A minute. Less.”

“And the dog.”

“Backed away. Hackles up. Growling.” Thorsen looked at the window. “When I took it off he came and lay on my feet.”

Fraser looked at him without writing.

“I’m going to write that down exactly as you said it,” he said. “And then a defence lawyer is going to stand up and say Sergeant, are you asking this jury to convict a woman on the opinion of a dog. And I’m going to say no.” He wrote it down. “But I’m glad I’ve met the dog.”



The Guardians’ office had a hand-lettered sign on the door that said BOOTS OFF OR I WILL KNOW. Ellie had put three chairs in front of the biggest screen. She had, Thorsen noticed, combed her hair.

“Sit,” she said. “I’m going to do this once, properly, and then you can ask me things. Sergeant, you can ask me things. Thorsen, you can sit there and look intelligent.”

“You’ll hear nothing here you couldn’t read in Ellie’s letters to the EAO,” Fraser said to Thorsen, setting the recorder on the desk. “That’s the only reason you’re in the room. I’m saying it for the recording.”

Ellie put up a chart: a grey band of dots running left to right, three seasons of it with gaps for the winters, and under it a green band, lower and flatter. “Dissolved zinc at MC-1. Grey’s Harker Environmental, every sample since the baseline began. Green’s ours. Same station, our sampler, our lab in Burnaby, on as many of the same days as we could get there.” She tapped the grey. “Up and down. That’s what a glacial creek does. If you showed me only this I’d say fine, that’s a river.”

“Thing one.” The screen became a table. “Take her number and take ours away. Same day, same station. Do it for zinc, manganese, uranium, thorium. Most days you get nothing much, the kind of difference two labs always have. On her high days you get this.”

Four columns, a dozen rows, and the rows were the same. Not the same size: the big days bigger, the smaller days smaller. The same shape. Manganese twenty-five, zinc six, uranium one, thorium point three, or half that all the way across, or double.

“Those four come off different minerals,” Ellie said. “Carbonate, sphalerite, the thorium and uranium stuff. They dissolve at different rates on different days, and a river never keeps them in a fixed ratio. Never.” She sat back. “That isn’t a river. That’s a recipe.”

Fraser wrote recipe on his pad.

“Thing two. Thorium.” A single column. “Thorium’s the stickiest thing there is. In a silty creek every bit of natural thorium is on the silt, and the silt stays on the filter. Our dissolved thorium has been under detection on every sample for three summers. Less than a hundredth.” She tapped the next column. “Hers on the high days is point three. Sitting in filtered water as if it was poured in after the filter.” She looked at Fraser. “Because it was.”

“Is that possible naturally?”

“Anything’s possible in a river,” said Ellie. “That’s what she said in March. Flow, timing, methods, different labs. And it’s all real. That’s why the EAO took her answer and filed it, and why I went on sampling. Thing three.” Another table. “Her field blanks are clean. Lab water, handled exactly like a sample. Our bottles from the same day are clean. So it isn’t her bottles and it isn’t the river. Now fluoride. Fluoride comes out of a separate bottle that you never acidify, because the acid wrecks it. She doesn’t put anything in that one.” Two numbers, side by side: 0.62 and 0.61. “Same as ours, to the second decimal. The only bottle she doesn’t touch is the only bottle that agrees.”

“And thing four,” Fraser said.

Ellie looked at him with something like approval.

“Thing four is why. At Mink Creek’s hardness the province’s zinc guideline is about seven and a half. With her numbers the creek goes over it on its own most Augusts. When a creek does that, BC sets a site-specific objective off the baseline, round about the ninety-fifth percentile, and that’s the line the mine gets to run at for sixty years.” She shrugged. “Every high day she cooked raised the line. Only the high days, mind. Nobody looks twice at a big number on a big day.”

“I can tell you what she cooked it with,” Fraser said. “Corporal Dhillon sent a few drops of what’s in that dropper bottle to your lab in Burnaby on yesterday’s plane, with a constable sitting beside the cooler. They rang me at seven this morning.” He read it off his pad. “Five per cent nitric. Manganese, twenty-five milligrams a litre. Zinc, six. Uranium, one. Thorium, point three.”

Ellie looked at her table for a while.

“That’s exactly what was left over when I took ours away,” she said.

Fraser turned a page. “Dr. Harker wrote to you on the ninth of June, and to Corporal Dhillon and the EAO the day after. She says somebody at camp has been into her coolers. She sent her field notes to show the lab was wrong. And on the ninth of June she sat on a step in Nesvik and showed the same notes to Mr. Thorsen.”

Ellie did not look at Thorsen, which he was grateful for.

“I know what she sent me. I’ve read it every night since.” She put up a table: two columns of turbidity, side by side, four dates. “That’s hers, off her letter. That’s mine. Same morning, same station, my meter a metre from hers on the gravel. Ninth of July: she’s fourteen, I’m a hundred and ten. That creek’s never been clear at that flow in its life. She wrote her gauge down honestly, and then she wrote a clear morning beside it.” She tapped the next column. “And these are Rainy’s manifests. Seven of her high days, the coolers went from the creek to the Beaver that afternoon and were on her own bench in Nesvik by supper. They never slept in Imogen Oakes’s shack. They’re high anyway.” She sat back. “Nobody at that camp touched those bottles. Whatever’s in them went in on the bank.”

Fraser wrote it down. Then, without looking up, he said to Thorsen, “She came to you before anybody had asked her a single question.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a woman with a problem in her coolers,” said Fraser. “That’s a woman getting her story in first. With the notes to go with it.” Fraser took a photocopy out of his briefcase, a page of Thorsen’s notebook, and put his finger on a line.

“A flow of a hundred and twelve,” he said. “At MC-3. On the sixteenth of August. Is that possible?”

Ellie did not even look at the screen.

“MC-3’s never seen a hundred and twelve in its life,” she said. “It’s a trickle off the ice. That’s MC-1 in August.”

Fraser asked her who had taken the samples. She showed him the chain-of-custody forms, scanned, every one, filed with the EAO: a box on each with the sampler’s signature. For most of the summer of 2026 the box said P. Dolan in a round careful hand. For 2027, all of it, the box said C. Harker.

Fraser went through the 2026 forms one at a time. He stopped at one and asked Ellie to make it bigger. It was the sixteenth of August. MC-3. Sampler of record: P. Dolan. He asked Ellie to send him the full set, and she said she already had, at eleven o’clock, and he said thank you, and wrote something down, and Thorsen saw that it was two dates: 22 July and 16 August, and beside the second, a word he could not read and did not need to. Paige Dolan had been in Juneau.



The EAO’s compliance officer called at six, on Ellie’s laptop, from an office in Victoria with the blinds half down: a young man in rimless glasses, used to being careful in writing and now being careful out loud. He was not, at this stage, in a position to say what the Guardians’ data meant.

“But I’m in a position to look,” he said. “I’m ordering a compliance inspection under section forty-nine, with audit split-sampling at MC-1 and MC-2, on Thursday the eighth of July. Jointly with the Upper Dalgleish Guardians, under our section fifty agreement. Every sample taken three times, same water, same minute: her lab, ours, the Guardians’. And we inspect the stations. The instruments, the huts, everything at the site.”

“Caldera gets told,” Fraser said.

“Caldera is told. They have to be.” He pushed his glasses up. “Sergeant, I’m aware there’s a police matter. I’m not going to do anything in this file I wouldn’t do if there wasn’t one, in either direction. The notice goes to the company tonight.”

“I wasn’t going to ask you to hold it.”

When the man from Victoria had gone Fraser sat looking at the dark screen.

“Thursday the eighth,” he said, to nobody in particular.

Thorsen had promised not to be an investigator. He looked at the screen too.



Canada Day at the Landing was a barbecue behind the school and a flag on the RCMP office that Dhillon put up himself at eight in the morning because there was nobody else to do it. At two o’clock Fraser came and fetched Thorsen from the folding chairs.

“Crown counsel,” he said. “Leah Mandel. She’s at her cabin. She’s going to give me twenty minutes on a holiday, and she wants five of them with you, about the bottle.” He looked at Thorsen’s ankle. “Can you do the hill?”

“Slowly.”

“Then slowly,” Fraser said, and walked beside him the whole way at the speed of a man with a sprained ankle, without remarking on it.



The RCMP office smelled of floor polish and burnt coffee. Fraser put the phone in the middle of the desk on speaker and sat on one side of it, and Thorsen sat on the other, and Dhillon leaned in the doorway with his arms folded.

Leah Mandel had a quick, dry, slightly hoarse voice, and behind it there were loons. Thorsen had not heard a loon since Stone Bay, and he missed what she was saying.

”—and I’m on my dock with a beer and a mosquito coil, Dave, so don’t take it personally if I swat. Is the American there?”

“He’s here.”

“Mr. Thorsen. Good afternoon. I’m going to ask you some questions you won’t like, and then I’m going to say some things to Sergeant Fraser in front of you, and I’m doing that on purpose, because you were a detective for nineteen years and you’ll understand them, and then perhaps you’ll stop hoping. All right?”

“All right.”

“You found a bottle in a barrel in a hut on a lakeshore at twenty to one in the morning, in the dark—”

“In the grey. You can’t read a map by it. You can read a label.”

“In the grey.” A loon called. “And then you put it in your sock and inside your shirt and carried it, alone, for, what, twenty hours, through the bush, across a creek, across a log jam, past a bear, with a fever. Nobody saw you take it. Nobody saw where you took it from. Nobody saw it again until you handed a sock to a Guardian in a boat. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“So when defence counsel says you brought that bottle into the country in your luggage, Mr. Thorsen, what do I say?”

“Fourteen photographs,” Thorsen said. “Taken on the twenty-second of July last year at MC-1 by Sindre Eiksund. With the metadata. The same bottle, the same label, the same lot. Sent by his father to Corporal Dhillon.”

There was a pause on the line.

“Yes,” said Mandel. “That’s what I say. And that’s the only reason I’m still talking to you.” Something splashed. “That’s your five minutes. Thank you. Stay where you are, I want you to hear the rest. Dave.”

“Leah.”

“You want charge approval.”

“I want to talk about it.”

“Then let’s talk about it.” Her voice did not change at all. “You’ve got a boy who went into a river in flood and came out in Alaska, and an ME who says drowning. No witness to anything. A pilot who rewrote his own ticket and now tells you a different story because he’s frightened. A camp that lied to the RCMP for ten months. A consultant whose data look funny, which is a regulatory matter, and a dog that doesn’t like her, which isn’t any kind of matter.” A loon. “A woman at a creek, a dog bite and a lie about which arm. That’s a manslaughter I’d lose today.”

Fraser did not argue. He wrote something on his pad.

“The data,” he said.

“The data are lovely. I like the data. The data get you false-information counts under the Environmental Assessment Act. Do you know what those carry?”

“Tell me.”

“Provincial counts. Six months at most. You can’t extradite on them. Not won’t. Can’t. The treaty with the Americans is more than a year in both countries, or nothing.” She let that sit. “Fraud is different. Fraud over five thousand dollars is section three-eighty, and she stood to take a six-hundred-thousand-dollar success fee and four hundred thousand shares from Caldera, and behind it Pallas, by deceit. Fraud is extraditable. So is the homicide. And I’m not approving either of them today, Dave, because what I’ve got for fraud is a graph, and what I’ve got for the homicide is a graph and a dog. Get me the supplier. Get me the order for that blend and the lot record with her firm’s name on it, and get me whatever’s in that camera folder the Guardians are sitting on, and then call me.”

“And if you approve them? Next week?”

“Then I write to Ottawa, and Ottawa writes to Washington, and a judge in Alaska holds a hearing, and her lawyer appeals, and the Secretary of State thinks about it.” The voice was not unkind. “Months, Dave. In a good year.”

Fraser put the pencil down.

“So she has to be arrested in Canada,” he said.

“So she has to be arrested in Canada,” said Mandel, “on reasonable grounds, by you, without any help from me, and without a charge I’ve approved, and then you bring me what you’ve got and I decide. That’s how it works. You know that. I’m saying it for the American.” The loons had stopped. “And Mr. Thorsen?”

“Yes.”

“When she is arrested, if she is, and some officer sits down with her, you will be in another building. In another valley, preferably. If I hear you were in the room I’ll throw the whole interview out myself.”

“I understand.”

“I believe you,” Mandel said. “It’s a holiday. Go and eat a hot dog.” And the line went dead, and there was only the hum of the office fridge, and Dhillon in the doorway, looking at the floor.



He went down to the river afterwards on his own, slowly, and sat on a bench at the top of the float with his foot up on a fender somebody had left there.

Down on the float two boys were arguing about who would hold a skiff’s bow line, and their father settled it by holding it himself.

Mandel was right. He had known it in the grey at the hut with the bottle in his hand, and that was why he had taken only the bottle.

And he thought, for no reason he could at first have given, about Ed Harker at the wheel of the Kittiwake on the flats in June, with the net going out over the stern and the silt line across the sea, and Ed with his hand on the new engine’s cowling as if it were the flank of a horse.

He had never asked who paid for it. Ruth had told him on Monday, over the stew, without knowing she was telling him anything: Ed at her table the week of the council, talking about his daughter. First year in her life Celia’s had money. Paid the deposit on my engine and put her name on the loan.

He had said it, Ruth said, the way a man says his daughter is a doctor.

He thought about it now.

Fraser came down the ramp and stood beside the bench with his hands in the pockets of his inadequate coat.

“She has to come to us,” he said.

“She will.”

Fraser looked down at him.

“You’ve promised not to tell me things,” he said. “I’ll ask you anyway. Why?”

“Thursday the eighth,” Thorsen said. “An inspector’s going to open that hut. She knows what’s in it. She can’t let him.”

Fraser looked at the river.

“Then I’d better have a judge by tonight,” he said, “and something for her to find when she gets there.” He turned to go up the ramp, and stopped. “That’s not me telling you anything, Mr. Thorsen. That’s me talking to a river.”




Chapter Seventeen

The council met at nine in a room at the back of the band office with the blinds down, and Thorsen sat on the steps outside with the dog and waited.

He had not been asked in. He had not expected to be. Fraser had been asked in for ten minutes, to say what he wanted and why, and then thanked and shown out, and he had come and sat down on the step beside Thorsen with his briefcase on his knees.

“I could have got an order,” he said. “For the Guardians’ trail cameras. A production order, from a judge, and served it on their office, and stood there while Ellie copied the folder onto a stick.” He looked at the gravel. “I’d have had it two days ago.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because it’s their folder,” Fraser said. “On their cameras, on their land, under a code they wrote, so that people like me can’t do what I just said I could do. I’d win in court. Then in five years I’d want something else off one of their cameras, and they’d remember.” He opened the briefcase and closed it again. “I’d rather be asked in.”

Through the blinds behind them a man’s voice rose, and went on for some time, and stopped.

On Wednesday night Thorsen had rung Ulsteinvik and told Ingrid what Fraser would be asking for. She had written to the council that night by hand, at her kitchen table above the harbour, in English, on two sheets of blue paper, and Rune had scanned it and sent it to Ellie, who had put it in front of the council that morning beside Fraser’s request. Thorsen had not read it. Ellie had said only, “She writes like a teacher.”



Bernie came up the road at half past ten with Tanner a step behind her, carrying her bag.

They were the last of the camp. The crew had come out in twos and threes all week, and Bernie had refused to leave a dirty kitchen and Tanner had refused to leave Bernie. Bernie had a wool hat on, in July, and her mouth was set.

She stopped at the foot of the steps and looked at Fraser.

“You are the policeman from Prince George,” she said.

“I am.”

“Bon.” She took the bag from Tanner and opened it and took out a hardback book with a green cloth cover, a ledger, the kind with ruled columns, and a strip of tape down the spine where somebody had mended it. “This is the first-aid record of the camp. It is confidential. I keep it three years by law. I am not allowed to give it to anybody. If I give it to you, the agency will hear of it, and I will not cook for them again, and they are the only agency in the North who still have me, because I am sixty-one and I say what I think.” She held it out. “Here.”

Fraser did not take it at once.

“Madame Lavoie—”

“Take it. I have been a coward since May.” She looked at Thorsen. “In May, at camp, in the dry, Tanner tells the story of the hook, and everybody laughs. I laugh. And I go in my kitchen and I think, non. The hook, yes. In July the dog nipped her hand, Celia’s, when she had the pliers. I put the Band-Aid on it myself, a little one, on the back of the right hand. That is not what I dressed in August. And I said nothing. For six weeks I said nothing.” She opened the book herself, at a page with a paper clip on it, and turned it round, and held it in front of Fraser’s face. “There. My writing. Sixteenth of August. Seventeen oh five.”

Fraser read it. Thorsen, from the step, could see only her small slanting hand and the date.

“Lacerations and puncture wounds, left forearm,” Bernie said. She did not need to look at it. “Patient states fall on talus or branch. Advised medevac and antibiotics. Patient declined medevac. And I took a photograph, on my telephone, because I always take a photograph, because one day a lawyer asks.” Her chin came up. “Four holes. Two and two. In the left arm. I thought dog the moment I saw it. Then I thought, but Bamse is a lamb. He was a lamb. He took bacon from my hand like a lady.”

Fraser took the book then. He took it in both hands, closed, and held it, and looked at her.

“I’m going to put this in a bag with your name and the time on it,” he said, “and on Monday I’ll serve an order on your agency for the record, so that it’s come to me the proper way. It won’t save your job. It might save the book, in court.”

“I know what it saves,” said Bernie. “I should have brought it in May. I am only late.”

Tanner had been standing at the bottom of the steps with his hands in his pockets, looking at the dog. He was thinner than he had been in May. He had a cut on his chin from shaving.

“I was there for the hook,” he said.

Everybody looked at him.

“End of July. At the landing. Some guy’s lure, in the dog’s lip. I sat on him and Sindre held his head and Celia went in with the pliers, and he got her, on the back of her right hand, a little nick, and she laughed. Sindre was sorry about it for three days. He wrote Marj about it.” His voice was flat. “That’s not four holes in your arm. That’s a Band-Aid.”

“And Sindre was ashamed, man,” Tanner said, to the dog. “That’s the other thing. About the three hundred bucks from Dr. Oakes. He’d looked at Ellie’s map with her. He knew where the green was, and he went up there anyway with the lines. That’s why he had to tell. Not because he was good. Because he wasn’t, that morning.”

He looked at Fraser. “And Mitch, if you’re looking at Mitch. Everybody looks at Mitch. He told me Saturday, at the dock. That Sunday last August he was on the floor of the drying room behind the coats, out cold, sick in a bucket, from lunch till nearly six. His helper never saw him go. Doug would’ve fired him, and then the kid was dead, and he couldn’t tell a Mountie he’d been lying in his own puke. So he said asleep.” He shrugged. “And his good jacket, the one I told you about with the sleeve ripped. That was a winch line, on the twelfth, four days before. Caught the cuff and tore it to the elbow. I was there for that too. I just forgot.”

A winch line, four days before, a long tear. Not teeth, and not two and two. The sleeve that mattered had been in a barrel on Otter Lake.

The dog had got up. He came down the steps and put his head against Tanner’s leg, and Tanner put a hand on him, and they stood there.



Ellie came out at twenty to twelve.

She came out fast, the way she did everything, and let the door bang behind her, and stood at the top of the steps looking at the road, and Thorsen saw that she was angry and that she was not angry with any of them.

“Four to three,” she said.

Fraser stood up.

“They’ll open the folder. To me, and to you, Sergeant, and to the court, and for this. Only this. Only those two cameras, and only the sixteenth of August, and only after the council’s own person has been through it first, which is me.” She came down a step. “And you’ll sign the thing they’ve written: every frame you take away is theirs, you give it back, and none of it goes in any database anywhere, ever.”

“I’ll sign it.”

“Yes, you will.” She looked at Thorsen. “My uncle voted against. So you know. He said it’s our data and our land and our consent, and once the RCMP has looked in one folder they’ll want them all. He’s right. And he said Caldera’s lawyers will be on the phone by Monday about the agreement, and he’s right about that too.” She breathed out. “He’s not a bad man. He just wanted a different vote.”

Ruth came out behind her, slowly, with her stick, and stood on the top step in the sun.

“Well,” she said. “That’s done.”

“What did you say?” Thorsen asked her. “If I can ask.”

Ruth looked at him as if the question were slightly foolish.

“I said the boy’s family asked properly,” she said. “They wrote. A grandmother wrote, on paper, by hand, and said please, and said what it was for, and said she would understand if we said no.” She came down the first step, with Ellie’s hand under her elbow. “Nobody’s ever asked us properly for anything off those cameras. Not the company. Not the government. Not the RCMP. They tell us, or they don’t ask at all.” She reached the bottom. “So I said yes. And I fed that boy’s dog all winter. That makes me family enough.”



The folder opened at a quarter past twelve, in the portable, with the blinds down.

Ellie went through it first, alone, with the door shut, for twenty minutes. Then she let them in. Fraser and Dhillon sat at the screen. Thorsen stood at the back, against the wall, by the coffee machine, where Fraser had put him.

“You’ll tell me one thing,” Fraser had said on the ramp. “Which arm. You saw it on the gravel bar on Sunday. Then you’ll go out.”

Ellie put up the first frame.

It was the game trail between MC-1 and the bench pad, in colour, a little washed out, with the camera’s own strip of white text along the bottom: the temperature, the moon, the date and the time: the sixteenth of August 2026, fifteen forty-one. Spruce, a slope of moss, rain on the lens in two blurred drops. And on the trail, low, going away uphill, a black dog with a white chest and his tail clamped, at a full run. All four feet off the ground. Alone.

“That’s an animal frame,” Ellie said. “That one was never sealed. It’s been on our drive since May with eighteen thousand others. Dog, running, uphill, fifteen forty-one. I logged it as a feral dog last month and didn’t think about it again.” She did not look round. “Then this one. Two minutes later. The software flagged a person and locked it.”

She put up the second.

The same trail. The same two drops of rain on the lens. The same date, fifteen forty-three. A figure, coming up the slope towards the camera and past it, in a yellow rain jacket with the hood up, so that there was no face, only the dark inside of the hood. A cooler in the right hand, the kind with a handle across the top, and a long pole across the same shoulder with a cup on the end, a dipper. And the left arm held tight across the chest, bent at the elbow, the hand tucked in under the right armpit, the way people carry an arm that is hurt. The way a man on a boat holds a hand he has just cut, before he looks at it.

Nobody said anything.

“Mr. Thorsen,” Fraser said, without turning. “Which arm?”

“Left. Inside of the forearm, below the elbow. Four marks.”

Fraser wrote it down.

“Thank you,” he said. “That’s all.”

Thorsen went out. On the ramp the dog was waiting for him, and he sat down beside him in the sun and put his hand on the white of his chest, and felt his heart going under it, quick and steady.

All four feet off the ground, he thought. Running away from it. Uphill. Alone.



The team went up at one.

Fraser had found a helicopter in Smithers, and a judge in Prince George at eleven o’clock on Canada Day night who had read his application for a general warrant twice and signed it. They went up to the strip in the truck: Fraser, Dhillon, a woman from the RCMP’s technical unit with two hard cases who said almost nothing to anybody, Ellie, and Ellie’s cousin from the freighter, who was a Guardian too and carried the cameras.

Thorsen did not go. He had known since Wednesday that nobody would ask him.

He stood at Ruth’s gate and watched the helicopter lift off the strip and go up the river, low, towards the mouth of Mink Creek and the lake beyond it. He knew where the padlock hung and which way the door opened. He kept his hands on the top rail until the sound had gone.

“You can come in now,” Ruth said from the porch. “It’s not going to come back any quicker if you watch.”



Paige called at two, which was one in Nesvik.

“It’s me,” she said. “Paige. Dolan.” A pause. “You gave me your number at the cannery. After.”

“I remember.”

“My mom read the EAO letter on Wednesday,” Paige said. She said it fast, like something written down. “Caldera sent it on to Harker Environmental at nine at night, and Mom opens the mail. She read it, and she went home and sat in the truck in our driveway for an hour with the engine off. Then she came in and told me to call you.” A breath. “So I’m calling you.”

“Paige, before you say anything—”

“I know. Sandoval. I called him first. He’s coming at four with a recorder. I’ll say it all to him.” Her voice went harder. “I wanted to say it to somebody first who’d know what it meant. You never showed that picture to anybody. Nobody in this town keeps anything to themselves. You did. So you.”

He waited.

“Celia took me off the lower stations,” Paige said. “MC-1 and MC-2. The first week of July last year. I told you Doug does the rota. He does. She told him what to put on it.”

The rest came fast. Celia had done the lower stations herself after that, because she liked the walk, and left Paige the top station and the blanks and the data entry. For carrying she had asked Doug for men off the drill who would hold a pole and not ask what was in a bottle: Mitch, Sindre on his days off, Imogen once, the week nobody else was free, and that week the numbers had been fine. Celia had always said she took whoever Doug sent. It had been her own picking. And she had had Paige sign the custody forms for the whole run, hers too, because the tech signs and it saved time. So Paige’s name was on MC-1 on the twenty-second of July, when she had been doing blanks in camp, and on the sixteenth of August, when she had been in Juneau. The numbers at the lower stations had gone up that July. Paige had asked. Celia had said it was the flow. Glacial rivers, Paige.

“And Sindre came back from MC-1 one Sunday saying she’d shown him how you spike a sample,” Paige said. “QA, she called it. Matrix spikes. You put a known amount in, to check the lab. He was a marine-biology kid. He’d have looked it up.” She breathed. “I thought, okay, she’s Dr. Harker. Okay.”

“And in September.”

“In September he was dead, and I sat at my desk entering August, and the numbers were up again, and my name was on the forms. He used to call us both the water lady. I couldn’t think it any further. So I quit.” She stopped. “She didn’t know I’d been in Juneau. If she’d found out, she’d have known Mom covered for me. That’s all the river story was. I’m sorry I lied to you.” A breath. “And when you put that picture on my bench I knew the rock, and I knew who was at MC-1 in July, and it wasn’t me. That’s why I said keep it that way. I didn’t want you showing it to her.”

“And your mother’s job.”

“Mom quit yesterday,” Paige said. “So.”



The helicopter came back at ten to eight, in a clean gold evening, with the river shining and the mountains clear to the tops.

Ellie came to Ruth’s kitchen at half past, alone, and sat down without taking her jacket off, and ate the stew Ruth put in front of her without looking at it.

“I can’t tell you anything,” she said, when it was gone. “Fraser said.”

“Then don’t.”

“I’m going to tell you two things.” She pushed the plate away. “One. It was all where you said. Exactly where. The lid the way you’d left it. The lock the way your rock left it. Fraser had the tech photograph every single thing before anybody touched it, from every side, and then again after.” She looked at her hands. “The tech took the lock to bits on the floor of the hut and built a new one round the insides of the old one, same make, so it’ll open for whatever she opens it with and look like nobody’s been near it. Took her an hour. She didn’t say a word the whole hour. Then she said, there.”

“And the book.”

“Page by page. Front and back. On a little stand with a light, like at a museum. Two hours.” Ellie’s voice had gone very quiet. “I read some of it over her shoulder. I shouldn’t have. Two drops on the low days, the way anybody keeps a bottle. Four and five on the high-flow days. All the way back to the summer before last, and on into this June. My river.” She looked at him. “The ninth of July’s in there. MC-1, four drops. The morning she told you was clear.” She stopped. “The sixteenth of August, the tech did twice. She put the lamp down low across the page so the pencil shone, and you could see it. Somebody’s written a three over a one, MC-3 over MC-1, and gone over it again. Pressed so hard it’s dented the page. You can read the one underneath.”

“And the jacket,” Ellie said. “Separate gear for the dirty work. You don’t wear the jacket that’s had acid on it into a camp where somebody might split your samples, and you don’t put a bloody one in the camp laundry.” She turned her mug round. “And the book’s not a secret book. That’s what I kept missing. It’s her field book, the ordinary one, the one any auditor can ask for. The EAO’s man will ask for it on Thursday. No book, no consultant. So she wrote her drops down because a careful sampler writes down what goes in a bottle, and the one line that could hang her she made agree with Corey’s ticket. And it lived in that barrel because nobody carries a field book up and down that mountain, and nobody opens another sampler’s barrel.” She looked at the window. “Then they put it all back, the book, the jacket, the sealed bottle, in the same order, and the lock on, and my cousin put a camera in a spruce looking at the door and another inside, up on the beam over the stove, where you’d never see it unless you knew.” She looked up. “That’s two things. That’s more than two. I’m going home.”

She did not go home. She sat there.



Fraser called Mandel at nine o’clock from the RCMP office, and then he walked down to Ruth’s and stood at the bottom of the porch steps in the evening light, and did not come up.

“She won’t,” he said.

Thorsen had known it from the way Fraser walked.

“She says the folder’s good. She says the first-aid book’s good, and the Dolan girl’s good, and the book in the barrel’s very good indeed, if it’s what we say it is and if we can show who wrote it. She says it’s the best thing she’s heard all year.” Fraser put his hands in his pockets. “She says supplier records Tuesday. The firm in Vancouver has been served and they’re pulling the archive. She’ll look at the whole thing on Tuesday afternoon, with the order and the lot record and the handwriting, and decide. Not before.” He looked up the valley, towards the mouth of the creek, which they could not see from there. “She’s right.”

“And Celia’s in Nesvik.”

“Celia’s in Alaska,” said Fraser, “where I can’t touch her, and where on Tuesday afternoon I still won’t be able to touch her, whatever Leah says. And on Thursday morning a man from Victoria is going to walk into that hut with a clipboard.” He was quiet a moment. “So I’ve given her the valley back. As of six o’clock tonight Goat Creek and Otter Lake aren’t a scene any more. It’s on the board at the post office, and on the Guardians’ channel, and Rainy’s been told she can put down on the lake again if anybody asks, and Dhillon’s told Caldera, who’ll tell their consultant, because they tell her everything.” He looked at the river. “I’ve done all I can do from here. The rest is up to her.”

He went away up the road.




Chapter Eighteen

Rainy’s Beaver came round the bend below the village at ten past eight on Saturday morning, low over the water, with the sun on her floats, and put down on the river as if she were setting a cup on a saucer.

She made fast, and walked up to the phone box on its post and made her CBSA call with her back to Thorsen, in a flat bored voice. Then she hung up and turned round and looked at him, standing at the top of the ramp with his bag and his stick and the dog.

“Upright,” she said. “Look at that.”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly.” She looked at the stick, and at the ankle, and at the place on his face where the bear spray had taken the skin off. Then she looked away at the river.

“I’m sorry about the fog,” she said. “On Sunday. I should have got down under it.”

“You found me,” Thorsen said.

She looked at him then.

“You radioed it. They knew where to look, and they knew which way I’d go. Ellie was at the mouth of the creek that evening because of you.” He held out his hand. “You found me.”

She looked at the hand as if it were a part she had not ordered. Then she took it, hard and brief, and let go.

“Get in,” she said. “And put that dog in the back, and if he’s sick in my airplane you’re cleaning it.”



The dog was not sick. He lay on the floor between the rear seats with his chin on Thorsen’s boot and his eyes shut and his ears going round like radar every time the engine changed its note.

They went down the river at three hundred metres, under a high thin overcast, with the whole valley laid out below them: the braided channels, the grey bars, the black spruce. The mouth of Mink Creek went by under the right float, very small, a brown tongue of water and a thread of white where the jam was, and Thorsen looked at it until it had gone behind the wing.

“Celia’s been at me all week,” Rainy said, over the intercom. “To get her up to her stations, with the camp shut. And the Mounties had Goat Creek taped off, and Otter Lake with it, and I’m not putting floats down on a police scene for anybody. They gave it back last night. So she’ll be at me again.” A pause. “She asked me three times on the phone exactly where I saw you. Below the lake, I said. On the west bank. I think she feels bad too.”

Thorsen looked at the back of her head.

“Everybody feels bad,” he said.

“Well, they should,” said Rainy. “You were up there two days.”

At the float in Nesvik the CBP officer scanned the dog’s chip with a wand, and looked at the paperwork, and the dog let her.



Marj was on her porch in a cardigan with her hand up against the light, looking at the road the wrong way, and when the dog came up the path ahead of him she knew him by the sound of his feet and put her hand down and said, “Well, there’s my boy,” and the dog went up the steps and put his whole head in her lap.

“And there’s the other one,” Marj said. She looked at a place a little to the left of Thorsen’s face. “You look like something the cat dragged in.”

“You can’t see me.”

“I can see enough. Pete Sandoval called me on Monday. The pastor called me Wednesday, and half the choir’s been round.” She found his arm without looking for it. “Get inside and sit down. Your lady comes at two-fifteen. I’m making a pie.”

“You don’t have to make a pie.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” said Marj. “I’m seventy-seven.”



Gordie drove him to the airport in the shop truck. The dog stayed on Marj’s porch, and watched the truck go with his chin flat on the boards.

Gordie said almost nothing on the way. At the turn by the cold storage he said, “She called me. Celia. Thursday. Wanted running up to her stations and waiting for. I told her I’m reporting at the Landing from now on and she’s not on my manifest.” He drove a while. “She laughed. Said since when do you report anything, Gordie. I said since you all found out I don’t.” And at the airport, in the car park, with the engine running, looking at the windsock, he said, “I told my wife. About the border runs. All of it.” He rubbed his face. “She said she knew. Twelve years she’s known. She was waiting for me to tell her.”

“What did she say then?”

“She said about time,” said Gordie. “I’m taking you back up the river tomorrow, if they want you. Sandoval says they might.” And he got out to wait by the fence.

The jet came in over the water from the south at a quarter past two, the only big thing that ever came to Nesvik on wheels, and people came down the stairs into the wind holding onto their hats. Claire was the eleventh. She had a duffel over one shoulder and a canvas tool bag in her other hand, which was so like her that he laughed out loud on the wrong side of the fence, and she heard him, and looked across the apron, and found him.

She did not run. Claire did not run. She walked across the apron at her own pace, and came through the little gate, and put the duffel down, and the tool bag, and looked at him from about a metre away: the stick, the ankle, the face.

“Bear spray,” she said.

“Mine. The wind came back.”

“I can see it did.” She put her hand up and touched the raw place on his cheekbone, very lightly, with two fingers. Then she put her arms round him, there by the fence, with Gordie pretending to look at the windsock, and held on, hard, the way she had held onto his coat on the ramp of the Nokomis.



When they got back to the house the dog was under the porch.

He was right at the back, in the dark, flat on his belly, and he would not come out for Thorsen. He thumped his tail once and stayed where he was.

Marj was in the kitchen doorway with her hands in a tea towel.

“He went under there when the truck went,” she said. “Like a thing poured out of a bucket. He’s been waiting at landings for a year, that dog, for people who drive off. He doesn’t believe anybody comes back yet.” She twisted the tea towel. “And Celia came.”

Thorsen stood very still on the path.

“About an hour after you went. With a rhubarb pie, if you please, and me with a pie in the oven. To see how you were. To see if you needed anything. She was so sorry. Everybody’s so sorry.” Her face was turned towards the road. “She asked how you were. If you’d been in the hospital. If you’d brought your things down from the river, or if they were still up there. I said I didn’t know, you only had the one bag. She asked could she see you, and I said you were out, and she said she’d come again. And she stood on my porch and talked.” She was quiet. “I can’t see faces any more, Daniel. You know that. I can hear them. And Celia talked too much. Celia’s never talked too much in her life. Not even as a little girl. She was the one who sat and listened.”

Claire put her bags down and got down on her stomach on the path, in her good travelling jeans, with her face to the gap in the lattice, and said nothing to the dog for two minutes. Then she said, quietly, “Well, look at you,” and put her hand in through the gap, palm down, and left it there.

Five minutes later the dog came out on his belly like a seal up a beach, put his nose in her hand, and rolled over and showed her the white of his chest.

“He’s a good dog,” Claire said, from the ground.

“He is,” said Marj. “Who are you?”

“Claire.”

“I know you’re Claire. He’s been talking about you since May. I mean who are you.” Marj came down the step, feeling for it with her foot. “You got him out. Nobody’s got him out from under there but me. Come inside. Leave that pie, it’s hers. Mine’s better. Can you fix a water heater?”

“Probably.”

“Frank always fixed the water heater,” said Marj. “Then Frank died, and now it bangs.” She took Claire’s arm, the way she had taken Thorsen’s. “Come and listen to it bang.”



Hazel came at five on her bicycle, which she laid down on the grass with great care, as if it might break, and came up the path and stood at the bottom of the porch steps with her hands in the pocket of a hoodie three sizes too big for her.

“She asked me,” she said. “Dr. Harker. At the harbour. This morning.”

Thorsen was in the porch chair with his foot up on a crate. Claire was inside, under Marj’s water heater, with Marj sitting on a kitchen chair beside her handing her things.

“Asked you what?”

“She asked Mom first. At the fuel dock. About old footage from the river trip.” Hazel did the quote marks with two fingers each, inside the hoodie pocket, so that the hoodie did it. “Like if Dad still had stuff from last August. From the drone. For her stations. She said it might be useful for her flow records. Mom said ask Hazel, Hazel does the files. So she came and found me on the breakwater.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her we delete everything after ninety days. For space.” Hazel looked at the dog, who had come to the top of the steps and was looking at her. “Which is a lie. I don’t delete anything. I’ve got everything since I was seven.”

“Did she believe you?”

“I don’t know. She said oh, what a shame.” Hazel considered it. “She said it twice. And she kept pulling her sleeve down. The left one. Like this.” She took one hand out of the hoodie and pulled at her own left cuff with the fingers of her right, down over her wrist, twice, three times. “The whole time. It wasn’t cold.”

“You told your mom?”

“No.” Hazel put her hand back. “I told you. Mom tells everybody everything. That’s the whole problem with Mom. I know what was in the frame. I gave the drive to Sergeant Sandoval.” She went back down the steps and picked up her bicycle with the same care. “I just wanted you to know she asked.”

She rode away down the road, very upright, very straight, and did not look back.



Ollie’s story had gone up on the Herald‘s website on Friday night, and by Saturday supper the whole of Bev’s café had read it on their phones, and those who had not had had it read to them. In Bev’s window the Herald‘s black box said 13 DAYS.

It was not a long story, and Ollie had written it carefully. B.C. orders inspection of Kestrel Ridge water data. Split-sampling at two baseline stations on Mink Creek on Thursday; a discrepancy raised by the Guardians in March; Harker Environmental named, once. Dr. Celia Harker had said in a statement that variations of this kind were well documented in glacial river systems, that she had full confidence in her data, and that she welcomed the inspection.

“Welcomes it,” Ed Harker said, at the big table by the window. He said it loudly. He said everything loudly. “You hear that? She welcomes it. That’s my girl. You want to inspect her, inspect her. She’ll show you every bottle.”

The Harker table rumbled agreement: seven men over sixty in rubber boots and wool shirts, who had sat at that table against the mine for three years and against the cannery for twenty before that.

Thorsen and Claire were at the counter with soup. Bev Marchand, who had fed him meatloaf at her counter on his first Monday, put bread down in front of them, and looked at Thorsen’s face, and said, “The bear?” and he said, “The spray,” and she said, “I’d have bet on the bear,” and went away.

Ollie Grant was at the end of the counter with his laptop. He looked across at the Harker table, and Thorsen saw him decide to say something, and decide against it, and decide again.

“If the baseline’s high, Ed,” Ollie said, “it’s high for good. That’s the line the mine gets to run at.”

“I know what a baseline is, son,” said Ed. “I was fighting about baselines when you were in diapers.”

“I know. I’m just saying what the—”

“Celia’s numbers,” Ed said, “are the only honest thing in that whole outfit.”

And he stopped.

He did not stop the way a man stops who has finished. He stopped the way a man stops halfway across a room, when he has heard something behind him. He sat at the big table by the window with his coffee cup in his hand, and the table waited for the rest of it, and the rest of it did not come. He put the cup down. He looked at it.

“Ed?” somebody said.

“I’m all right,” said Ed. He looked out of the window at the harbour, where his boat was, at her slip, with the new engine on her. “I’m all right. Leave me be a minute.”

The table went back to its pie, carefully. Ollie looked at his laptop.

Ed got up five minutes later and came past the counter on his way out, and stopped, and put a big hand on the counter beside Thorsen’s bowl.

“You were up there,” he said. Not loudly. “You were up at that camp a month. You saw her work. You tell them. Her numbers are good.”

Thorsen looked at the hand on the counter: the swollen knuckles, the white scars across the backs of the fingers where fifty years of gillnet had cut them.

“I don’t know anything about numbers, Ed,” he said.

Ed looked at him a moment longer. Then he nodded, as if that were an answer, and went out, and the bell over the door rang behind him.

Claire ate her soup. Under the counter, where nobody could see, she put her foot against his, and left it there.



Fraser called at a quarter to ten, when they were on Marj’s porch in the long light, and Marj had gone to bed, and the dog was asleep across the top step.

Thorsen took it at the end of the garden by the shed.

“She called Batt,” Fraser said. “At six-forty this evening. He’s in Terrace on medical leave. He agreed on Wednesday to let us listen, and a judge agreed yesterday, and we listened.” A pause. “I’m not going to tell you what she said.”

“All right.”

“I’m going to tell you one thing she said, because it’s about you, and you’re sitting in her home town.” Another pause. “She asked whether you went near the Otter Lake hut.

“And Batt said what we’d asked him to say, which was no idea, he came out on the west bank, that’s all I heard. And she said right, and good, and asked after his chest, and hung up. I don’t think she’s going to do anything to you, Mr. Thorsen. I think she wants you on a ferry. But you’ll stay with people tomorrow. Your friend, the old lady, the parade. People. You won’t be anywhere on your own.”

“I won’t.”

“Good,” said Fraser, and rang off.



When he came back up the garden Claire was not on the porch. The shed door was open.

He found them both in the shed, Claire and Marj, in the yellow light from the doorway; Marj in her dressing gown and boots, who had not gone to bed at all, standing with one hand on the workbench, and Claire with her back to him, pulling something out from behind a stack of crab pots and an old outboard. It was a sign on a post. It had been there some time. The post had cobwebs on it.

FOR SALE, it said, and a phone number, and a realtor’s name in Wrangell.

“Don’t help,” said Marj, to both of them. “I can do it myself.”

“I know you can,” said Claire, and carried it out.

They put it up at the end of the front path, by the gate, in the last of the light. Marj chose the place by walking along the fence with her hand on it and stopping. Claire found a mallet in the shed and drove the post in with eight blows, square, the way she did everything, and stood back and looked at it to see that it was straight, and it was.

Marj stood at the gate with her hand on the post. She could not have read it. She did not need to.

“There,” she said. “Now everybody knows.”

“Everybody knew,” said Claire.

“I know they did,” said Marj. “Now I do too.” She took her hand off the post. “Frank built that fence. I’m going to bed. Don’t stay up all night, the pair of you, it’s not good for you, whatever the sky says.”

She went up the path in her dressing gown, feeling the edges of it with her boots, and the dog lifted his head as she passed and put it down again, and the screen door banged.

Claire came and stood beside him at the gate.

“You’re going to tell me,” she said, “when you can.”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” said Claire, and took his arm, and they went in.




Chapter Nineteen

The parade started at noon from the cannery and came up Main Street at the speed of a man walking a dog, which, at the front of it, was what it was.

The man was Nesvik’s oldest living veteran, ninety-three, in a garrison cap, with a small white terrier on a lead, and behind him came the high school band in shorts and the fire truck and then everything in town that had wheels or could be put on them: a gillnetter on a trailer with three children in survival suits waving from the wheelhouse; kids on bicycles with streamers in their spokes.

Thorsen stood on the kerb outside the hardware store with Claire on one side of him and Marj on the other, and the dog sitting on his foot.

Marj could not see the parade. She could hear it. She stood with her hand through Claire’s arm and her face turned up the street, and named things before they reached her. “Second trumpet’s flat. He’s always flat.” The band went by. “Fire truck. They’ve had the siren fixed.” The siren went.



Celia was outside the bank, on their side of the street and three doors down, standing behind her father’s chair with one hand on his shoulder.

Thorsen saw her before she saw him. Ed was in a lawn chair with a cup of coffee, in a clean wool shirt buttoned to the neck, with a little flag stuck in his hatband that somebody, a grandchild of a neighbour, had put there for him. He was not shouting at anybody. He was watching the parade go by with his coffee held in both hands, like a man watching weather, and his daughter stood behind him in a blue summer jacket with the sleeves pulled down to her wrists, and now and then she bent and said something to him, and he nodded.

Then she looked up and saw them.

She said something to her father, and patted his shoulder, and came along the kerb between the people, smiling.

“Daniel. You’re up.” She stopped a metre and a half away, and looked down at the dog, and the dog looked at the fire truck. “I came round yesterday, Marj will have told you. With a pie. I didn’t know she’d have one in the oven.” She smiled at Marj. “Hello, Marj. How’s the hymn book?”

“Same as ever,” said Marj.

“And you must be Claire.” Celia put out her hand, her right. “Marj has told the whole hill about you.”

Claire shook it. “Has she.”

“She has. You’re the welder. From Minnesota.” Celia let go. “You’re very welcome. It’s a long way to come for a man with a sprained ankle.”

“It wasn’t for the ankle,” said Claire.

Celia laughed. Her eyes went to Thorsen and back.

“How is it? The ankle?”

“Better.”

“And the rest of you?”

“Getting there.”

“Good. That’s good.” She was standing very easily, with her weight on one foot and her right hand in her jacket pocket and the left at her side, the sleeve down over the wrist. “So when are you off home? Back to the van? Or does Claire get you?”

“Norway first,” Thorsen said. “In a couple of weeks. To see Ingrid.”

Something happened in her face, and went, so quickly that if he had not been watching for it he would have had nothing to watch.

“Of course,” she said. “Of course you are. Give her my love. Will you? Tell her—” She stopped. “Tell her I think about him.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Thank you.” She looked along the kerb at her father in his chair. “I’d better get back. He’s had a bad week. That newspaper story’s upset him, and he won’t say so. You know what he’s like.” She smiled at Claire. “Good to meet you. Make him rest.”

She went back along the kerb. The band had gone up the hill and the street went quiet between floats, and Thorsen heard them quite clearly.

“You’re cold,” Ed said.

“I’m not cold, Dad.”

“You’ve had that sleeve down all week.”

“It’s my arm, Dad. Drink your coffee.”

She stood behind his chair again and put her hand on his shoulder, and Ed reached up without looking and put his own big hand on top of hers, and left it there.

Claire was quiet for a while. The parade had come to its end, a man on a ride-on lawnmower towing a wagon full of toddlers in life jackets, and the crowd was beginning to come off the kerbs into the street behind it.

“That woman’s frightened of you,” Claire said at last. Not loudly.

He did not answer.

“She talked to me, and she watched you. The whole time.” Claire looked at the street. “Her right hand never came out of her pocket after she shook mine. And she kept her left arm very still.” She was quiet. “I’m not asking.”

“I know.”

“I’m just telling you what I saw. In case you missed it.” She took Marj’s arm again. “You didn’t.”



Rainy found him at the hot-dog stand outside the Sons of Norway hall, with mustard on her thumb.

“Weather’s set,” she said. “Clear to Wrangell this afternoon, and they’re saying high pressure all week. And the Mounties have given us the valley back.” She licked the thumb. “So I’ve got Celia at six-thirty tomorrow, holiday or no holiday. Up to her stations. She called last night and said first thing Monday, Rainy, before it changes its mind.” She looked up at the sky, which was a high, hazy, washed-out blue, the colour of an old pair of jeans. “Everybody else in town’s going to be in bed with a hangover. And me and Celia over the flats at seven with the sun on the ice. Can’t complain.”

“No,” Thorsen said.

“You want to come? I’ve got the back seats.”

“No. Thank you.”

“Suit yourself,” said Rainy. “You’ve seen enough of that valley, I suppose.” And she went off towards the beer garden with her hot dog.

He gave his own hot dog to the dog, who took it from his fingers as gently as a lady taking a cup, and walked to the end of the building where there was nobody, and called Fraser.

“She’s booked Rainy for six-thirty tomorrow morning,” he said. “Alaska time.”

There was a short pause on the line.

“Thank you,” Fraser said. “That’s very helpful.” Another pause. “Where are you?”

“Outside a hall. With a dog. And four hundred people in the street.”

“Good. Stay there.” Fraser seemed to think about something. “Is Mr. Marsh going up this evening?”

“He said he was. If you wanted me.”

“I want you,” said Fraser. “I’ve thought about it. I’d rather have you where I can see you than in a town with her in it, wondering what you’re going to do. And Ellie wants you, and Ruth wants you, and I’m not going to argue with Ruth. And bring the dog. Ellie says he won’t stay with anybody else.”

“All right.”

“You’ll come up with Mr. Marsh, and in the morning you’ll go where I put you, and you’ll stay there.”

“All right,” Thorsen said again.



At four the two little Larkins were setting off a box of fireworks one item at a time on a flat rock below the breakwater, and Hazel stood behind them with a bucket of seawater in one hand and the fire extinguisher off the boat in the other.

“You can’t see them,” Claire said, looking at the smoke drifting off the rock. “It’s too light.”

“It’s always too light,” said Hazel. “They’re not for seeing.” She did not take her eyes off her brother. “They’re for hearing. That one’s a big one. Read the box.”

It went off with a bang that bounced off the breakwater and the cannery and came back from across the harbour, and every gull in Nesvik went up at once, shouting, and the dog, who was not afraid of helicopters, flattened himself against Marj’s legs, and Marj put her hand on his head and said, “There, there. It’s only the Fourth.”



Gordie had his boat at the transient float at five, fuelled, with two jerrycans lashed in the stern and a cooler that his wife had packed and a sleeping bag for Thorsen rolled in a garbage bag under the bow seat. He was in his good float coat with DALGLEISH RIVER JETS on the back, and had his manifest on a clipboard in a plastic sleeve, and he showed it to Thorsen as he came down the ramp, the way a child shows his homework.

Marsh, G. (operator). Thorsen, D. (pass.). Dog (1).

“Reporting at the Landing,” Gordie said. “Like a citizen.”

A harbour officer checking the moorings stopped and looked at the manifest over Gordie’s shoulder and said, “Well, now I’ve seen everything,” and walked on.

Claire had come down the ramp with him. She had carried his bag. Marj had stayed at the top, by the harbour office, holding on to the rail with one hand and the dog’s lead with the other, until Thorsen took the lead from her, and then she had said, “Mind that ankle,” and turned and gone up the hill on Bev’s arm.

Thorsen put the dog in the boat. The dog went to the bow, where he had sat all the way down the river in May, and lay down on the coiled line with his chin on the gunwale, and looked up the channel towards the flats.

Claire stood on the float with her hands in her jacket pockets and looked at him.

“You’re going back up there,” she said.

It was not a question, and it was not an accusation either. It was a thing she was looking at.

“With a lot of police,” Thorsen said. “And I’ll wait where they tell me.”

Claire looked at him a moment longer.

“That’s new,” she said.

She put her hand flat on the middle of his chest, through his jacket, over the place where the sock had been, the way she had in the dark in the sauna on the shore of Stone Bay, as if to check that the thing in there was still going. It was. Then she took the hand away and stepped back on the float, and did not wave, and he watched her not waving until the breakwater took her.




Chapter Twenty

At midnight there was still enough light in Ruth’s kitchen to see contour lines, if you held the map up to the window.

Fraser held it up to the window. He did not want the lamp on, so he stood with his back to the room and the map flat against the glass like a man checking a banknote, and the rest of them looked at the back of his head.

There were eight of them, and the dog.

Ruth was at the stove, because in her opinion there was no police operation that could not be improved by moose stew. Dhillon sat at the end of the table in a fleece with his sleeves pushed up, eating it. Beside him was a big young constable from Prince George, who had come in on the afternoon plane and had so far said nothing but thank you, ma’am, and was on his third bowl. Ellie’s cousin, who would drive the Guardian boat, sat on the wood box by the door in his boots with his elbows on his knees. Ellie’s aunt sat very straight in the good chair with her handbag on her lap, as if she had come to see a lawyer.

On Friday her husband, Ellie’s uncle, had voted against opening the folder, and she had sat beside him at the back of the band office and agreed with every word, and when it passed she had shaken hands with the people who outvoted him, and tonight she had put on her Guardian vest and come because it was her job. She had not yet said a word to Thorsen.

Ellie sat on the counter by the sink with the radio in her lap, cleaning her thumbnail with the corner of a fuel receipt.

Thorsen stood against the wall by the fridge on his strapped ankle, which after eight days still did not like standing. He had come up the river that evening in Gordie’s boat, six hours flat out on a high river; Gordie had tied up at a quarter to twelve, said he would never do it again, and gone to sleep in the bow under a tarp. Bamse lay across the doorway to the hall with his chin on his paws, where he could see everybody in the room at once, and every few minutes he lifted his eyes to Thorsen without lifting his head, to make sure.

The window looked down the bank to the river. It was not dark out there and it was not light: a long grey-gold glow along the mountains to the north, where the sun was going along just under them, out of sight, to come up again in four hours. The float lay on the grey water below the bank. Beside the float, on its post, the grey box of the CBSA telephone. Two hundred metres along the bank, the RCMP office, with its blind down and nobody’s truck outside it.



“Right,” Fraser said.

He brought the map down and laid it on the oilcloth again and put a bowl on each corner. He had warmed since Wednesday. Not much. About a degree a day, like a lake in May.

“Rainy has her booked out of Nesvik at six thirty their time. Seven thirty ours. That puts the Beaver on this float about twenty to nine. Dr. Harker will get out and call CBSA from that post.” He did not look out of the window at the post. “She’s done it every time. She has never once not done it. That’s the kind of woman she is about forms.”

“She waited for the lake,” Dhillon said.

“She waited for me to give it back.” Fraser did not look up. “On Friday night I gave it back. By Saturday night somebody had asked Rainy.”

“She’s very good about forms,” Ellie said.

Fraser let that go by. He put a finger on the map.

“We go up at two. Ellie’s cousin takes the three of us in the boat to the creek mouth, west side. Then up the line to the lake.” The line was on the map in pencil, a wavering run of dots up the west side, high on the bench above the creek, crossing the side creek high up, where it ran in a bedrock slot you could step across, three hundred metres above where Thorsen had forded it, and on to the south end of Otter Lake. Ellie and her cousin had cut and flagged it on Saturday, because on the day itself a helicopter would be heard from one end of the valley to the other. “We should be in the trees at the hut by half past four. Then we sit.”

“How long?” said the big constable. It was the first thing he had said that was not to Ruth.

“Until she’s been and gone, or until she does something. If she does something, we let her finish doing it.” Fraser looked round the table. “I want to be clear about this, because it’s the part that’ll feel wrong. If she opens that barrel and starts burning things, nobody stops her. Nobody so much as coughs. We have the copies. We have the photographs. What we don’t have is her, doing it. The cameras get her doing it, and we get her doing it, and then we get her.”

“And if she doesn’t do anything?” said Dhillon.

“Then she’s a scientist visiting her own station three days before an inspection, and she flies home to Alaska, and I go back to Prince George and explain to Leah Mandel why I spent somebody else’s national holiday sitting in a bush.” He said it without any expression at all. “So let’s hope she does something.”

Ruth put another bowl in front of the constable. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, and Ellie’s cousin on the wood box put his head down so that nobody could see his face.



Fraser turned to the window end of the room.

“Ellie. You’re the radio. When the Beaver ties up you tell us. When she’s at the post you tell us who’s with her, if anybody, and what she’s carrying. Long gun, bag, cooler. When she’s off the water you tell us that. Three calls.” He held up three fingers. “Nothing else on the air unless the sky falls.”

“And Auntie and I bring him up after,” Ellie said. It was not quite a question.

Fraser looked at Thorsen then, for the first time since he had started talking.

“When she’s off the water, and not before, Ellie and her aunt bring you up the same way. Boat to the mouth, then the line. You’ll be a long way behind her. That’s the point.” He put his finger on the map at the south end of Otter Lake, where the lake narrowed into its outlet and the outlet went away down the hill towards Mink Creek. “You stop here. At the outlet. There’s a rock above it where the line comes out of the trees. You stop at that rock. Not one step past it, whatever you see or hear. If you can see me, you’re too close. If you can hear me, you’re much too close.”

“All right.”

Fraser turned back to the map. “Why does he come at all, Corporal, you’re about to ask.”

“I wasn’t, Sarge.”

“Because if anything goes wrong at that hut I want the man who stood in it eight days ago to tell me what’s been moved. Because that dog won’t stay here without him, and I’m not having a dog loose on my operation.” He did not look at the dog. “And because the Guardians asked.”

“We asked,” said Ellie’s aunt.

It was the first thing she had said all night, and she did not add anything to it.



The rest was small things, a shopping list. The shotgun, for bears: the constable. Bear spray: everybody. If Rainy came up to the hut with her: nothing; Rainy had no idea, and somebody would be kind to her afterwards, and it would not be Fraser. If Batt was aboard: he would not be.

Dhillon had checked his fleece for his notebook twice. Ellie had cleaned the same thumbnail for twenty minutes.

Thorsen’s own stomach had gone small and hard under his ribs an hour ago. He had felt it outside a house in Boyle Heights at four in the morning with a warrant in his jacket. It was the body getting ready for something it had not been told about.

The difference was that this time nobody was going to let it do anything.



At ten to two they went down the bank in single file, with nobody talking, through the wet willow and out onto the float.

The river was loud in the half-light. It had come up again in the warm week, and it ran past the end of the float in a long grey slope, smooth and fast and sure of itself. Ellie’s cousin stood in the Guardian boat with the engine already ticking over, and took the gear as it was handed down to him: two packs, the shotgun in its soft case, a long black waterproof bag that the constable handled like a baby.

Dhillon stepped down into the boat. The constable stepped down after him, and the boat went down fifteen centimetres. Fraser stayed on the float, pulling on a pair of thin gloves.

“Thorsen.”

“Sergeant.”

“In plain terms,” Fraser said, “what’s the worst thing that happens today?”

“She doesn’t come.”

“No. That’s only disappointing.” Fraser finished with the gloves. “The worst thing is she comes and does it, and we get her, and in a year a judge throws the lot out because some civilian walked into the middle of it and touched something. Then she goes back to Alaska and nobody ever gets her again. That’s the worst thing.”

He nodded once, and stepped down into the boat, and Ellie’s cousin backed it off into the current and swung the bow upstream, and the sound of the engine went on long after the boat had gone round the bend.

The dog stood at the very end of the float with his front feet on the edge and watched until there was nothing to watch. Then he came back and sat down on Thorsen’s left boot.



He did not sleep. Nobody had expected him to.

He sat at Ruth’s table with a cup of coffee going cold in front of him and watched the light come up into the cloud on the mountains across the river. At ten to three Ellie’s radio clicked twice, which was her cousin at the creek mouth. At twenty past four it clicked three times. Ellie looked at it and put it back in her lap.

“They’re in,” she said.

Ellie’s aunt had gone to sleep sitting up in the good chair with her handbag on her lap, and did not wake when the radio spoke, or at five when Ruth came back in a dressing gown and started the stove up again without a word.

Ruth put bread and butter in front of him, and he ate it.

“You fed him all winter,” he said.

She came and put the pot on the table. “Ellie said I should have caught him and taken him to the vet in Smithers. I said you try. He wasn’t anybody’s dog. He was that boy’s dog, and the boy wasn’t coming. Now he’s yours,” she said, as if he had argued. “So that’s done.”

She put the lid on the pot.

“Eat that,” she said. “You’ll be walking.”



At eight o’clock Ellie got off the counter and pulled the curtain across the window, all but the last hand’s width at the side, and moved Ruth’s two chairs back from the glass into the room, where it was darker.

“She’s got eyes like a hawk,” she said. “I’ve watched her pick a bottle cap out of a gravel bar at forty metres.”

Thorsen sat three metres back from the window with Ellie’s binoculars on his knee and looked at the gap. It showed him the whole length of the float, and the post with the grey box, and the RCMP office along the bank with its blind down.

At twenty-five past eight he heard it.

He heard it before Ellie did, or thought he did: a drone under the noise of the river, coming up from the south, getting louder in steps, the way an aeroplane does in mountains, as the valley walls passed it from one to the next. Bamse heard it and stood up in the hall doorway with his ears forward. Ellie put her hand on the radio.

Then it was there, yellow and white, coming up the middle of the river with its floats hanging under it like a pair of boots. It went past the village without turning, and for three seconds Thorsen knew it was going straight on to the lake and he had got all of it wrong. Then it banked across the far side of the valley, and came back down the river into the wind, and put its floats on the grey water with two long white feathers of spray.

Rainy brought it in sideways and slow and exactly, and got out in her ball cap and made fast fore and aft. Then the passenger door opened.

“Beaver’s in,” Ellie said into the radio. Her voice was perfectly ordinary. “Twenty to nine.”



Celia Harker got down onto the float and stood stretching her back with both hands, like anybody who has sat for an hour in a Beaver.

She was in a dark fleece and a cap and jeans, and the brown rubber boots that half of Nesvik wore. A small daypack on one shoulder, with a yellow rain jacket rolled and strapped under it, the way everybody on the river carried one. She said something to Rainy and laughed, and Rainy laughed, and got down on her knees at the float’s edge with a hand pump and began to pump out the left float, a chore she had done ten thousand times.

Thorsen put the binoculars up.

Her face jumped at him. She looked well. She looked like a woman who had slept, and eaten, and had a pleasant flight up the river on a fine morning, and had a dull job to do at the end of it. She turned her head and looked along the bank towards the village, at the store, at the houses on the bench, at Ruth’s house. He had the binoculars on her eyes. For the length of a breath he looked straight into them, and they came across the curtain and the window and the dark room without stopping and went on, and she turned away.

“Alone,” Ellie said into the radio. “Daypack. No long gun. She’s going to the post.”

She walked up the float to the post and opened the grey box and took out the receiver and put it to her ear, and leaned her shoulder against the post, and waited.

She stood easily. She waited with her eyes on the river. When they answered she straightened a little and said her name. He could see her say it. He could see her give her date of birth, and spell something, and smile at the river while she did it, the smile you use on a telephone for a person you will never meet. She took a card out of the back pocket of her jeans and read a number off it. She said something that made her laugh. She looked at her watch.

She did not look at the RCMP office once.

It took six minutes.

At the end of it she said thank you, he could see her say it, and put the receiver back and shut the grey box, and stood with her hand on the box a second, looking at nothing. Then she walked back down the float. Rainy pointed up the river with her chin, at the cloud on the mountains, and Celia shook her head and said something short, and Rainy shrugged and climbed up into the cockpit, and Celia climbed in after her.

The engine coughed and caught in a gout of blue smoke. The Beaver swung out into the river and taxied down a long way, and turned, and came back up into the wind with all its noise, throwing spray, and lifted. He watched it climb, and turn, and go away up the valley, small and yellow against the grey, towards the mouth of Mink Creek and the lake above it, until it went into the bottom of the cloud and the cloud took it.

Ellie had already got off her chair. She had the radio in one hand and her pack in the other.

“She’s off the water,” she said into it. “Ten to nine. Coming to you.”

Behind them Ellie’s aunt opened her eyes in the good chair, and looked at the clock, and stood up, and put her handbag on the table, and took her Guardian vest off the back of the chair and put it on.

“Well,” she said. “Come on, then.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Ruth’s late husband’s boat was five and a half metres of riveted aluminium painted a green that had mostly come off, with a jet unit that Ellie said was older than she was and better behaved. Ellie’s cousin had filled it at seven, because Ruth had told him to, twice.

Ellie ran it up the river standing, with her weight back and one hand on the top of the windscreen. Ellie’s aunt sat in the bow on a cooler with her vest zipped to her chin and her handbag between her boots, facing forward, like a woman on a bus. Thorsen sat on the middle thwart with the dog pressed against his shins and his bad foot braced on a fuel can, and held on.

Spray came over the bow in sheets, and the woman on the cooler did not turn her head.

Above the third bend he heard the Beaver again.

It was somewhere up in the cloud ahead and to the left, where Mink Creek came down out of its valley: a long drone that went away, and came back, and went away again. Ellie heard it too. She looked up once, at the grey, and back at the water.

“She’s going round,” she shouted over the engine. “Fog’s sitting on the lake. Rainy won’t go down through it. She’ll wait for a hole.”

“How long?”

“As long as it takes. Rainy’s careful. It’s the only reason she’s still alive.”



They came into the Mink Creek mouth at twelve minutes past nine, on the west side, the side he had come down eight days before.

The log jam was still there across the mouth, a grey tangle of spruce and cottonwood with the creek coming through it in a brown roar, and he looked at the log that had rolled, and then away. On the far side, across the creek, was the landing: the float, the freight cache under its tarp, the Caldera sign on its post, and the gravel bar where a helicopter had put down at half past nine on a Sunday night. Nothing on it now. Nobody.

The Guardian boat was pulled up in a back eddy under the willows. Ellie put Ruth’s in beside it, and Ellie’s aunt was over the bow before it had stopped, with the line round the same root in a hitch Thorsen did not know.

The Beaver went over while they were tying up. They did not see it. They heard it go across above the cloud, low, and then they heard the engine note change, and drop, and drop again, and go on dropping, and stop.

Ellie looked at her watch.

“Twenty past,” she said. “She’s down.”



The line went up from the eddy into the trees and kept going up.

He had come down this hillside on the twenty-seventh, at creek level, in slide alder and devil’s club and mud. Up here on the bench it was old spruce with a floor of moss and the pink tape going away between the trunks as neat as a hotel corridor. If he had climbed a hundred metres to his left that day he would have walked out of the bush in an hour.

Half an hour up, the line crossed the side creek, high, where it ran white in a bedrock slot a long stride wide. Ellie’s aunt stepped over without looking at it. Three hundred metres below, out of sight in the alder, was the place where he had waded it to the thighs at four in the morning with a fistful of dog. It was louder today. He stepped across, and the dog jumped it after him.

He did not keep up. Ellie’s aunt went first, at a pace that did not look fast and was, with her handbag over her shoulder on its strap; then Ellie, with the radio; then Thorsen and the dog. The gap opened on every slope, and once Ellie looked back and waited without saying anything, and he hated it, and went faster, and his ankle told him exactly what it thought.

At the top of the second rise the aunt stopped and waited for them. She was not out of breath. She looked at Thorsen’s boot, and at the pharmacy cane from Nesvik, which skated on the moss.

“That’s for sidewalks,” she said. It was the first thing she had said to him alone. She went to the side of the line and found a stick, a straight dead length of alder, and broke the top off it against a tree and handed it to him. “My father walked to Otter Lake every September with one leg shorter than the other. He said the stick was the other leg.”

“Thank you.”

“He counted the fish in. Before there were Guardians. Before there were counters. He sat on a rock at the outlet with a notebook and a pencil.” She looked up the line between the trees. “That’s your rock. His rock. A man with a stick on it again. He’d laugh.”

She turned and went on up the hill.



It took them forty-five minutes. At two minutes past ten the trees thinned in front of them and there was light, and water, and Ellie put her hand out flat behind her without turning round, and Thorsen stopped.

The rock was where Fraser had said: a grey shoulder of granite as big as a car, standing out of the moss above the place where the lake narrowed into its outlet. The outlet ran out under them, clear and quick and loud over its stones, going away down through the trees towards Mink Creek. Beyond the rock, the lake.

Otter Lake was not big: six hundred metres long, perhaps, a grey-green oval in a bowl of spruce, with a last rag of the fog that had kept Rainy circling still lying on the water at the far end. The near shore curved away to the left in a long arm. And at the end of the arm, two hundred and fifty metres off across the water, on a flat place above a shingle beach, was the hut.

It was smaller than he remembered: a plywood box with a tin stovepipe and a solar panel, its door on the lake side standing open.

Thirty metres out from the beach the Beaver lay at anchor with its tail to the shore, yellow and white, rocking very slightly. Rainy sat on the left float with her back against the strut and her legs out in front of her and her glasses on the end of her nose, reading a paperback.

Nothing else moved.

Ellie got down on her stomach on the moss behind the rock, and her aunt sat down beside her with her back against it, facing the other way, up the outlet, as if she were keeping watch on the trees behind them. Thorsen lowered himself on his good knee and his stick and lay down at the end of the rock with the binoculars, and the dog lay down against his left side and put his chin on Thorsen’s forearm.

He put the glasses up.



The hut came up at him, grey-green and plywood and close. Through the open door there was a shape moving in the dark inside, and a small blue-white light on a level with its hands.

“Laptop,” Ellie breathed beside him. “She’s downloading the logger. There’s a sonde in the lake off the beach, on a cable. Conductivity, turbidity, temperature, every fifteen minutes. She’d want that off before Thursday.” A pause. “She’d want Rainy to see her doing it.”

The blue light stayed where it was. Rainy turned a page. A pair of mergansers came round the end of the arm, saw the Beaver, thought about it and went back. His elbows began to hurt, and he did not move them.

At thirteen minutes past ten the blue light went out.

The shape in the hut stood up. It was yellow now: she had put the rain jacket on, against the wet off the cloud, and in the dark of the doorway it was a yellow smear with a head on it. It went to the bench along the back wall, where he knew the barrel was, under the bench, because he had knelt in front of it at one in the morning with a rock in his hand. It went down out of sight, kneeling.

Then it did not do anything at all.

He watched it not do anything. He watched the place in the dark where the yellow had gone down, and nothing came up out of it, and the outlet ran under the rock, and Rainy turned another page, and the second hand went round on his watch. Once round. Twice. He could feel the dog’s breathing against his side, and his own heart going in his elbows on the rock, and Ellie beside him not breathing at all.

Down there under the bench her key would have gone into a brass padlock that he had broken with a stone eight days ago, and turned in it as sweetly as on the day she bought it. Then the lid, and the jacket, and the bag, and under the bag the place where a dropper bottle should have been.

He knew what it was. He had seen people find things gone: a wife in Sherman Oaks at the drawer where the gun had been. For as long as they did not move, the thing had not happened yet.

Four minutes. Five.

At a little after twenty past ten the yellow came up again, slowly, and stood in the dark of the hut with its back to the door. Once the head tipped back, towards the stovepipe where it went up through the roof; and stayed like that a moment; and came down. Afterwards, on the hut camera’s footage, it was the damper she had been looking at, and whether the pipe would draw. Her eyes never went to the beam.

“Okay,” Ellie said, very quietly, to nobody. “Okay.”



The smoke came at half past.

It came out of the stovepipe first as a waver in the air, then grey, then a thick white plume that went straight up for ten metres and bent over and lay down along the water. The smell got to them five minutes later: woodsmoke, and under it something sharp and chemical.

“Fire-starter,” Ellie’s aunt said, without turning round. She had smelled it before he had. “And paper.”

Rainy sat up on the float and looked at the stovepipe and called something across the water. A voice from the hut called something back, light, ordinary, and Rainy lifted a hand and picked up the book again.

The smoke thinned, and thickened again, as it does when somebody is feeding a stove a little at a time. The field book did not want to burn; it had been made by people who had thought very carefully about paper that would not die in the rain. He could see the yellow of her low down in the doorway, tearing the pages out one at a time, and feeding them in, and waiting.

He wanted very much to stand up.

It was in his legs, not his head: two hundred and fifty metres along the shore, four minutes on a bad ankle, and be in that doorway. He had been the one in the doorway his whole life, on the stairs and on the ladder of a ship, alone, because there was never anybody else he trusted to do it right.

He lay on the rock and did not stand up.

Somewhere across the water in the trees behind the hut there were three police officers and a Guardian lying in the moss as he was lying, and had been since half past four. He put his hand in the dog’s ruff and held on.



At ten to eleven the smoke from the stovepipe had gone thin and blue, and the yellow came out of the doorway into the daylight.

She had something in her hand. She walked down the shingle to the edge of the water, in no hurry, and crouched there at the lake’s edge, and he put the glasses on her hands. A bottle. Amber, larger than the dropper, the one that had still been sealed. She broke the band with her thumbnail and unscrewed the cap and put it carefully in her jacket pocket. Then she held the bottle out over the lake and turned it over, and something poured out of it into the water, clear, a thin bright string in the grey light, and stopped.

She did not stand up. She dipped the empty bottle in the lake and filled it, and shook it, and poured it out. Then she did it again. And a third time.

“She’s rinsing it,” Ellie said. Her voice had gone very flat. “Triple rinse. Standard protocol. So it’s clean for the waste stream. That’s two hundred and fifty mils of four metals into six hundred metres of lake. It won’t show. It won’t even show on my meter. The thorium’ll be in the mud by tonight, under the fry.” She lay with her chin on her fists on the moss and looked at the woman crouched at the water. “It’s my lake.”

Her aunt, behind them, said a word Thorsen did not know, very softly, and Ellie, without turning her head, said, “Auntie.”

Celia stood up. She put the cap back on the empty bottle and put it in her other pocket. And she stood there at the edge of Otter Lake with her hands in the pockets of the yellow jacket and looked out at the water, at the last of the fog going away at the far end and the cloud coming up off the hills and the mergansers coming back round the arm, as if she were waiting for something to come up out of it.

She took a step into the lake. Then another, to her knees, in her rubber boots, the cold water going up the yellow, and stood there with her hands in her pockets and the deep water a body’s length in front of her.

He was on his good knee before he knew it, and his bad ankle went under him and he did not feel it. A woman at the edge of cold water, and nobody near her. He had seen it on a creek bank in his head every night since April, the other way round: somebody standing on the stones, and somebody in the water, and nobody coming.

Ellie’s hand closed on his sleeve. She did not look at him.

Two hundred and fifty metres. He could not have got there. He knew that, and his legs did not, and for as long as she stood in the lake he knelt on the moss with Ellie’s hand on his arm and let her stand there. It was the longest minute of the summer, and he spent it on his knees.

She did not go any further. She stood in the lake to her knees and looked at it.

They came out of the trees behind her.



Fraser first, and Dhillon to his left, and on the right the big constable with the shotgun pointed at the ground. No hurry. They walked out of the spruce onto the shingle as if they had been out for a stroll and had come down to look at the lake, and Fraser said something, not loudly, and it came across the water to the rock a moment after his mouth moved, too far away to have words in it.

She turned round, and came up out of the water onto the shingle.

She did not run. There was nowhere to run that was not lake or bush or Rainy’s aeroplane, and she was not a woman who did stupid things in a hurry. She stood quite still on the shingle with her hands in her pockets, and Fraser said something else, and she took them out of her pockets, slowly, empty, and held them a little away from her sides.

Rainy was on her feet on the float. The paperback had gone into the water. She stood with one hand on the strut and stared.

Dhillon went forward and turned Celia round by the elbow, quite gently, and Thorsen saw him take her wrists behind her one at a time and the small bright flash of the steel. Then Fraser was talking, steadily, with his notebook open, and she stood with her back to him and her face to the lake, and nodded, once, and again.

Ellie’s radio clicked against the moss.

“In custody,” said her cousin’s voice, very low. “Ten fifty-four.”

Thorsen lay on the rock with the glasses on his eyes and did not take them away. He found that his hand was still in the dog’s ruff, and that he had been holding it hard enough to hurt, and that the dog had let him.



They brought her along the shore twenty minutes later.

There was nowhere else to bring her. The line out to the river began at the rock. Fraser had re-cuffed her in front for the trail, which was what you did on rough ground if you did not want to carry a prisoner out with a broken face. Ellie’s cousin walked ahead, and Dhillon beside her with a hand on her upper arm, and Fraser behind. Back at the hut the big constable stood in the doorway with his arms folded, holding the scene, like a large man waiting for a bus he had been told might be some time.

She walked well on the shingle in her rubber boots, with her head up. Her hair had come half out of its tie and there was a black smudge of soot along her jaw, and the cuffs sat on her wrists in front of her as if she had been asked to hold something.

Thorsen had stood up when Fraser lifted his arm to say they were coming. He stood beside the rock now with the stick in one hand. Ellie stood on his right, and her aunt on his left. They did not come down to the shore. They waited where they were, as they had been told.

At thirty metres the dog got up.

He had been lying at Thorsen’s feet. He got up without hurry, the way he had got up on the gravel bar at the mouth of the creek with the rotor winding down, and stood with his nose lifted into the little air that was coming along the lake from the hut, and his whole body changed. Then he walked forward three paces, onto the stones in front of Thorsen, and turned side on, between Thorsen and the shore path, and lowered his head.

The sound he made was very low. It went on, and on, without a break for breath, like a motor.

Celia stopped.

Dhillon stopped with her, his hand on her arm. Ellie’s cousin stopped, and Fraser. For a moment nobody on the shore of Otter Lake moved, and the outlet ran loud below them, and the sound went on.

She looked at the dog. Not at Thorsen. Not at Ellie, who had found her out, or at Ellie’s aunt, or at the rock. She looked at the black dog with the white chest and the one blue eye, standing between her and the man she had run down a gravel bar to eight days ago, calling his name; and she went on looking at him.

“He was right to,” she said.

She said it quietly, and quite clearly, to the dog. Then she looked away, at the trees, and Dhillon’s hand moved on her arm, and they went on, round the rock, at a little distance from the dog, and in under the spruce, and the pink tape took them away down the hill.

Fraser stopped beside Thorsen. He had his notebook out still, and his pen, and he wrote something in it, and looked at his watch, and wrote that.

“Eleven-sixteen,” he said. “Unprompted. You heard it.”

“I heard it.”

“So did I.” Fraser shut the notebook. He looked at the dog, who had sat down on the stones, and then at Thorsen, and at the stick, and the boot. “You stayed at the rock.”

“You told me to.”

“Yes,” Fraser said. “I’ve told a lot of people. Not many of them stayed.” He put the notebook in his pocket. “Both cameras got all of it. Ellie’s cousin checked the lights. Rainy’s going to fly you out, all of you. Nobody touches that stove before Ident gets here. Paper that won’t burn in the rain doesn’t burn well in a stove either. And don’t say anything to Rainy. She doesn’t know anything, and I want it to stay that way until I’ve talked to her.”

He went away down the line after the others.



Rainy flew them out at noon.

She brought the Beaver in to the beach below the rock and stood in the water to her knees holding it while they got in, Ellie in the right seat and her aunt behind with her handbag on her knees, and Thorsen in the back with the dog between his boots. She did not say anything. Her paperback was floating face down off the end of the beach. Nobody mentioned it.

She took them out through a gap in the cloud that he could not see until they were in it, and the valley of Mink Creek opened out beneath them with the creek white at the bottom, going down.

Halfway down the valley Rainy keyed the intercom. He heard it come on in his headset, a little hiss, and her breath, about to say something. Then it went off again.

She reached back over the seat without looking round, the way you reach for something on the back seat of a car, and put her hand on the dog’s head, and left it there. Then she took it back and flew the aeroplane.

The creek mouth came up under them: the brown water, the jam, the two boats in the eddy under the willows, and four small figures on the line coming down out of the trees towards them. On the far side of the creek, the landing. The float, and the freight cache under its tarp, and the long grey gravel bar.

The dog had stood up between his boots with his front feet on Thorsen’s knee to look out of the window. He looked down at it for as long as it was there. Then it went away under the wing, and he lay down again on the floor of the aeroplane, on Thorsen’s feet, and went to sleep.

There was nobody on the bar. For the first time since the boats began running in May, there was nobody waiting there at all.




Chapter Twenty-Two

The café was across from the courthouse in Prince George, and Fraser had been eating breakfast in it, he said, for eleven years, at the same table by the window, because from there he could see who was going up the courthouse steps and what kind of face they had on.

“Mostly lawyers,” he said. “Lawyers have one face. It’s the face of a man who’s billing for it.”

It was half past seven on Wednesday morning, raining on Third Avenue, with nobody on the courthouse steps yet. The waitress knew Fraser and did not bring him a menu.

He had given his second statement on Tuesday, four hours in a room at North District with no windows, from Ruth’s kitchen table to the rock above the outlet and then the bottle again. He had initialled every page, and signed the last.

“You’ll do,” Fraser had said, at the door. “Breakfast tomorrow. Seven thirty. I’ll tell you what I can.”



Fraser ate two eggs, hash browns and a piece of toast, in that order, and did not talk until he had finished. Then he put his notebook on the table and did not open it.

“She talked to duty counsel on Monday afternoon,” he said, “on the phone, from the satellite office. Then we flew her down, and she went before a justice by video on Monday night and was remanded. I interviewed her yesterday from nine until twenty past two, with an hour for lunch she didn’t eat.”

“And?”

“And she said she understood her rights, and she said she didn’t wish to say anything, and she said it again every time I asked her a question, very politely, for about four and a half hours. She’s good. She’d been told what to do and she did it.” He turned his cup round on the saucer. “At ten to two I put the trail camera in front of her. Fifteen forty-three. The one from the folder. The figure going up to the bench pad with its arm across its chest.”

Thorsen waited.

“She looked at it for a long time. Then she said, He was going to tell Ellie. Then my father. I only wanted the phone.” Fraser said it without any expression, the way he would read it out in court, every word the same weight. “Then she said she wanted to speak to her lawyer again, and we stopped, and that was that. That’s all she’s said. That’s all she’s going to say, I’d think, until a jury’s sitting.”

“I only wanted the phone.”

“Yes.”

“Did she get it?”

“No. It went into the creek with him and it’s never been found. Nobody’s going to find it now.” Fraser turned his cup. “Paige Dolan asked Marj in May whether it had come back with his things. It hadn’t. It won’t. She wanted it because of what he’d seen from Batt’s window at noon, and had said he’d seen, and because of what she thought was on it. She’d watched him photograph everything all summer. She’d seen him turn her bottle round on a rock. She didn’t know a phone talks to Google every time it finds a satellite. Nobody told her. She went up that creek for something that was already in California.”

“That’s the defence.”

“It’s also the Crown’s case. It’s why it’s manslaughter.” Fraser looked out of the window at the courthouse. “A woman goes up a creek to talk a boy out of something, and grabs for his phone, and he pulls away, and she shoves him, and he goes in. She didn’t go up there to kill him. She didn’t bring anything to do it with. Second-degree was never there. I knew that on Monday and Mandel knew it a week ago. What she did was let him go in and watch him go and walk up the hill and get in a helicopter and go home and write his grandmother a letter.” He stopped. “There’s no charge for the letter.”



The waitress came and filled the cups. Fraser waited until she had gone.

“Mandel approved manslaughter and obstruction on Monday afternoon, from her cabin, two hours after we got her down to the boat. The supplier’s records landed yesterday at noon.”

He gave him the rest the way he had eaten, in order. One order, two years ago: one lot, made up for Harker Environmental and nobody else, with “field matrix spikes for QA” written on the order. The thorium and uranium in it were under any licence limit, so nobody at the supplier had asked. Fraud over five thousand, with the false-information counts on the pile, and Crown opposing bail for a woman who lived in another country. Batt charged with criminal negligence causing bodily harm, for the old pad and the dead box, and Crown looking at Celia for counselling it; Transport Canada would have his licence before Crown had his file. Oakes fired. Caldera had stopped trading yesterday morning and Pallas had walked away this morning, and the EAO had suspended the review, so there would be no decision on the sixteenth, or at all. Gordie Marsh had a CBSA penalty and a seizure notice on his boat, which he could buy back, and a five-thousand-dollar letter from US Customs in Nesvik for the trips he had not reported coming home.

“He said to tell you he’s reporting at the Landing every time from now on,” Fraser said, “and it’s costing him a fortune in phone calls.”

“It’s a free call.”

“I know. I think it was a joke.”

Thorsen looked at the rain on the window.

“What about the other thing? At the lake?”

“He was right to.” Fraser nodded. “Defence will fight it. They’ll say she was in custody, she’d been cautioned, she was in shock, she was talking to a dog. We’ll have a voir dire on it and they’ll have their day.” He shrugged. “She said it before anybody asked her anything. It’ll come in.”

“Will it matter?”

“Not much. It’s a woman saying a dog had a reason. Mandel doesn’t need it.” Fraser looked at him. “Ident got eleven pages out of the back of that stove, half burnt, and they match the photographs line for line. She’s got it all now. She didn’t a week ago.” He tapped the notebook. “Her lawyer’s found the notice on the post office board. Friday night, the valley given back. He’s calling it bait.”

“Was it?”

“Of course it was. It’s not an offence to open a door.” He drank some coffee. “He’ll make a lot of her letters, too. The ninth of June. A consultant who begged the RCMP to look in her own coolers. He’ll call it the act of an honest woman.” He put the cup down. “I’d rather have the letters than not. She told you the camp did it, in writing, with her field notes attached, and Ellie’s meter and Rainy’s manifests say the notes are made up. A jury understands a woman who lies to a man on a porch.”

Bernie Lavoie had been let go by the agency, for the book. She was going home to Chicoutimi, Fraser said, to open a restaurant and never feed another geologist as long as she lived, and when he had told her good for her she had told him she did not need a policeman’s opinion. He almost smiled. It went away again.



They sat. A man in a good grey suit went up the courthouse steps with a briefcase and a face that was billing for it, and Fraser watched him go in.

“I got your father’s message,” Fraser said. “Dhillon passed it on. The doctor in California.”

“He wanted to thank you.”

“He did. He took eleven minutes about it. He wanted to know what the water temperature had been.” Fraser picked up the bill. “I told him I didn’t know. He said I should find out, in case. He said it nicely.” He looked at the bill and took out his wallet. “You’ll be back for the trial. A year, a year and a half. It’ll be here, probably. I’ll call you.”

“I’ll come.”

“Good.” Fraser put money on the table, then took the bill back and folded it and put it in his notebook. “Coffee for a witness. They’ll query it. I like to give them something to query.” He stood up and put on his jacket. “And don’t bring the dog.”

“He’s not a witness.”

“No. That’s why.” Fraser looked down at him. “The dog didn’t find her. You did. Ingrid Eiksund did, and Ellie Bourque, and a twelve-year-old with a hard drive in a sock. The dog knew all along and never told anybody, because he’s a dog. I’m not having twelve jurors in Prince George going home thinking a dog solved a manslaughter. They’d acquit just to spite him.”

He went out into the rain without looking back, and crossed the street to the courthouse, and went up the steps two at a time, with no expression on his face at all.



He got back to Nesvik on the Thursday evening jet, by way of Vancouver and Seattle.

Rainy had flown the dog down on Monday evening, alone in the back of the Beaver with his paperwork in an envelope, and walked him up the hill to Marj’s door on a length of rope, and gone home without coming in. Claire brought the dog to meet the jet, and he came across the tarmac at a dead run with the lead trailing and nearly took Thorsen over.

He did not go to Ed’s that night. He thought about it, standing on Marj’s porch at ten o’clock with the light going long and gold across the harbour and the dog against his legs, and he did not go, and he knew that it was too late already, and that it had been too late since Wednesday at six in the morning.



Ed Harker was on the Kittiwake on Friday morning at eight, in the south harbour, with the engine hatch up.

Thorsen came down the float slowly, on the stick, with the dog at heel. The tide was low and the float lay a long way down the pilings, and the ramp was steep, and the boat lay at the end of the finger with her cabin door open and a radio playing inside it, very low. Ed was kneeling on the deck with his head and both arms down the hatch. Below him the engine was white and blue and bright steel, and it was the only new thing on the boat.

“Ed.”

Ed did not take his head out of the hatch. His hands went on doing something down there, with a wrench.

“I heard it on the radio,” he said. “Wednesday. Six o’clock news. They read it between the tide table and the cannery hours. A forty-six-year-old Nesvik woman.” The wrench went round. “I knew which one before they said the rest. There’s only the one.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You ate at my table.”

Ed took his head out of the hatch then and sat back on his heels on the deck and looked up at him. He was seventy-eight years old and he had not shaved, and his eyes were red at the rims, and his hands were black to the wrist with grease, and he held the wrench in one of them across his knee as if he had forgotten it was there.

“You sat at my table at Bev’s, and you came out on the flats with me on the opener and ate my sandwiches, and I stood in that wheelhouse and showed you my engine. Proud of it. Never said who paid for it. Not to you. I told half the Landing instead. And then you found out. Up there. Sandoval says you were up there on Monday when they put the cuffs on her. And by the afternoon they’d charged her, and nobody came. I heard it off the radio. In my kitchen. With my coffee in my hand.”

“Yes.”

“That’s what it cost. I wanted you to know what it cost.”

“I know.”

“And on the Saturday. At Bev’s. I put my hand on that counter and asked you, and you said you didn’t know anything about numbers.” He looked at the wrench. “You knew.”

In June Celia had sat on Marj’s top step and asked him not to tell her father, and he had kept that for her too.

“Yes,” Thorsen said. “I knew, and I said that, and it wasn’t true. And I should have come on Tuesday night. I was in Prince George and I could have called you, and I didn’t, because I didn’t know what to say to you, and I thought I’d say it better to your face. That was wrong. It was for me, not you.”

Ed looked at him. Then he looked down at the wrench in his hand.

“Well,” he said. “At least you’re not going to tell me you couldn’t.”

“No.”

“Sandoval came Wednesday at nine. He’d heard the radio too. He stood on the porch with his hat in his hand and said he was sorry I’d heard it like that, it should have been him, and he’d had a call from Canada at two in the morning and they asked him not to till it was public, and he should have come anyway. Then he went away. Ollie came in the evening and sat in my kitchen and told me what he had, and said the Herald wouldn’t print her name till Thursday. He came and told me first. Kid’s twenty-seven.” Ed turned the wrench over. “Everybody’s sorry. Bev’s sorry. The pastor came. Jim Kehoe sent a card, God help me. Kehoe.” He breathed out. “I’ve lost my daughter and my side of the argument in one morning, and the whole town’s bringing me casseroles.”

He put the wrench down on the hatch coaming.

“I’m selling this,” he said. “The engine. Back to the dealer in Wrangell, if he’ll take it. She co-signed. It’s going to the bank either way, and I’d rather it went from me.”

The radio inside the cabin said something about the weather. Westerly, fifteen knots, rain at times. The dog lay down on the float with his chin on the edge of the boat and looked at Ed.

Ed looked at the dog.

“That’s his,” he said. “The boy’s.”

“Yes.”

“He sat at the end of our table at Bev’s. A year ago May. Two weeks, every morning, before he went up. Asking about sockeye. He was studying fish, over there in Norway. He wanted to know everything. How they found the river. What the silt did. Whether they’d come back if the mine went in.” Ed’s mouth moved. “I told him no. I told him they’d never come back, not to that lake, not if it went in. He wrote it down. He had a notebook, like you.”

He put one black hand flat on the gunwale, and pushed himself up off his heels, and stood, slowly, one knee and then the other, the way old men stand in boats, and looked at Thorsen on the float, eye to eye, the boat and the tide making them the same height for once.

“Did he suffer?” Ed said.

Thorsen had been asked it before. He had been asked it in kitchens in Boyle Heights and on porches in the Valley and in the corridor outside the coroner’s on Mission Road, by mothers and fathers and once by a boy of nine, and he had learned a long time ago that there were things you could say. That it was quick. That the cold takes the breath first and then the mind. That he would not have known much. He had said them, some of them, when he did not know whether they were true, because the person asking needed something to carry home, and he had told himself it was kindness. He had said one of them to Rune Eiksund ten days ago, from a bed, and had meant it, and did not know if it was true.

He looked at the old man in the boat.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Nobody saw him go in but her. The river was in flood, and it was glacier water, and it was very fast. I don’t know how long he was in it, or what he knew. I’m sorry, Ed. I don’t know.”

Ed stood there with his hand on the gunwale.

Then he nodded. Once, slowly, as if somebody had told him the price of something and it was more than he had thought and he was going to pay it.

“All right,” he said. “Thank you.”

He got down on his knees again on the deck, and picked up the wrench, and put his head and his arms back down the hatch.




Chapter Twenty-Three

There was no music on the rack.

He saw it from the door. Trinity was full on Sunday morning, fuller than it had been at the festival, and he and Claire had come in late, behind a family from the hill, and found two places at the end of the back pew. The organ stood under the window with the light coming down on it, and Marj sat at it in her good navy coat with her back very straight, and the brass rack in front of her where the hymnbook should have been was empty. The pastor stood at the lectern with her glasses on top of her head and did not look at it once.

“She’s taken it off,” Claire said, low.

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Claire, and sat down.

Ed Harker was not there. His place was in the fourth pew on the left, by the pillar, where he had sat every Sunday since his wife died, Marj had said, and before that beside her. Bev Marchand sat in it, very upright, with her handbag on her knee, as if she were keeping it for him.

Celia’s name was not said. Nobody had decided that it would not be. It was simply not said, the way nobody in a fishing town says the name of a boat that has gone down until the season after.



The service went the way services go. Thorsen stood when people stood and sat when they sat, and Claire, who had been brought up Catholic on the north shore of Lake Superior and had views about Lutherans, stood and sat a half-second after everybody else, watching them.

The pastor preached for nine minutes on the parable of the lost sheep, and did not make it about anything, which he thought was very brave of her, in that town, on that Sunday. When she came to the prayers she read the list of the sick and the travelling in her ordinary voice, and then she stopped, and took her glasses down off her head, and put them on.

“And we remember Sindre Eiksund,” she said, “who sat in this church on Thursday nights a year ago May and fell asleep in the back pew. Who was a guest here, and was kind. And his grandmother Ingrid, in Ulsteinvik, who knitted him a sweater. And everybody who loved him and was not told the truth about him for a year.” She looked down the church. “And we pray for the ones who did not tell it. All of them. Because that’s the job.”

Somebody in the middle of the church made a small sound and stopped it.

“Amen,” said the pastor, and took her glasses off again.



The last hymn was the one with the difficult middle.

He knew it in the first two bars. He had sat in the back pew on a Thursday night in June and listened to the altos go flat in it, and he had heard Marj stop in the middle of it and sit with her head on one side, listening for the next note in the next room. That was Sindre’s favourite, Marj had said.

The congregation stood. Marj’s hands came down on the keys, and the organ, which had been given in memory of men lost at sea, filled the church to the roof.

She played it as she had played everything for fifty-six years, without looking down. Her eyes were on the wall above the empty rack. Her feet went on the pedals. The first verse went by, and the second, and Thorsen, who had no ear and could tell nothing about music except when it was going wrong, found that he was not singing, and that Claire beside him was, in a low, flat, tuneless alto that did not care who heard it.

The difficult middle came in the third verse.

He heard her come up to it. He heard the organ go into the place where it changed, under the voices, and he heard it falter: one wrong note, low down, a pedal note in the wrong place, and a half-beat where the bottom went out of it. The whole church heard it. A hundred and forty people in their good clothes heard the organ stumble, and not one of them stopped singing. They went on, louder, if anything, carrying the tune over the gap the way men carry a boat over a bar, and Marj sat at the organ with her head on one side in the hole they had made for her, listening.

Then she found it.

He saw her find it. Her hands moved on the keys, and the bottom came back into the music, and she was in the next bar, and the next, and through, and out the other side into the last verse at full voice with all the stops out, as if there had never been anything there at all.

The pastor, at the lectern, had her eyes shut.

When it was over Marj sat with her hands in her lap. Then she put them back on the keys and played the people out, something Thorsen did not know, quick and bright, the way you play children out of school. People went past him up the aisle into the light, talking. Two or three of them, he saw, put a hand on her shoulder as they passed behind the organ bench, and she did not turn round, and did not stop.

“She got through it,” Claire said, outside, on the steps, in the wind.

“She did.”

“I thought she’d stop.” Claire looked out at the harbour, with her hands in the pockets of her jacket. “I’d have stopped.”

“You’d never have stopped. You’d have welded it.”

She thought about that.

“Probably,” she said.

The pastor came out behind them in her robes with the wind getting into them, shaking hands, and got to the end of the line and stopped beside Thorsen with her glasses on top of her head again.

“She came to the church on Wednesday,” the pastor said, not looking at him, looking at the people going away down the steps. “With the hymnbook. The big one, the one I had enlarged. She put it on my desk and said she wouldn’t be needing it, thank you, and would I please stop turning pages behind her like a performing seal, because the whole choir had known since Easter and it was embarrassing for everybody.” She put her hand up to hold her hair out of her eyes. “I’ve been a pastor for twenty-six years. I have never been so pleased to be told off.”

She went back in to take off her robes, and they heard her laugh go up into the roof inside, at something somebody had said.



He told Marj on her porch that afternoon, with the dog lying across the top step in the sun and the harbour going blue below them, and he did it badly, because he had been rehearsing it since Prince George, and nothing that has been rehearsed since Prince George comes out well.

“I’m going to Norway on Wednesday,” he said. “With my father. To see Ingrid.”

“I know. Claire told me.” Marj was shelling peas into a bowl by feel, with the pods going into a bucket at her feet. “Who’s having the dog?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Then talk.” She split a pod with her thumb. “Don’t stand there working up to it. Frank used to do that. Stand in the doorway working up to it, and I’d know from the doorway, and I’d have to wait for him to get there.”

So he talked. He had spent most of Saturday on Marj’s computer with the screen enlarged until a single word filled it, and the answer was that the dog could go to Norway. A rabies shot at least twenty-one days before he travelled. An EU health certificate from an accredited vet, endorsed by the USDA in its own time. A tapeworm pill no less than one day and no more than five before he landed. And thirty kilos of dog in a crate in the hold of three aeroplanes in July, with a man upstairs who could do nothing about any of it.

“And back again,” Marj said.

“And back again.”

“For a week.”

“Ten days.”

She split another pod, and ran her thumb down it, and the peas went into the bowl.

“That dog has spent a winter at a dump at thirty below,” she said. “And a spring sitting on a gravel bar waiting for a boy who wasn’t coming, and a night on a mountain with you, God help him, and a bear. And you want to put him in a box in the dark under an airplane and fly him to Norway so he can sit in an old lady’s kitchen and not understand a word anybody says.” She put the pod in the bucket. “Leave him here.”

“I was going to ask.”

“You didn’t have to ask. I’m telling you.” She did not look at him. She looked at the dog, a little to the left, the way she looked at everything. “He knows the porch. He knows the road. He knows where the butcher’s is. He’s been coming and going from this house since May. He’ll sit by the door and look at the road for you every day you’re gone, and I’ll take him down the harbour in the morning, and that’ll be two of us that can’t read the boat names.” She found another pod. “We’ll manage. I used to take Frank’s old dog down every morning, before. Twelve years. I’d forgotten how it was, walking down there with something on the end of a rope that’s glad to be going. You don’t walk like an old woman with a dog. You don’t have time.” She split it with her thumb. “We’ll manage.”

The dog lifted his head at the word harbour, which he had learned, and put it down again.

“Thank you, Marj.”

“Don’t thank me. I want him.” She said it quite simply, shelling peas. “I haven’t wanted anything for two years. I’d forgotten what it was like. It’s a nuisance.”

She put the bowl down on the boards beside her chair.

“Come back for him, Daniel,” she said. “Or I’ll know why.”



The sign was on the fence by the gate.

Marj had walked past it twice a day since the Saturday Claire came, and not looked at it. Now she stood up.

She went down the porch steps with one hand on the rail, and the dog got up and went down with her, and she walked along the path to the gate with her eyes on the ground a little to one side. At the fence she put out her hand and found the top of the sign, and took hold of it, and pulled.

It did not come. Claire had put the post a long way into the wet ground. Marj pulled again, harder, with both hands, and her face went red with it, and the sign leaned and stuck.

Claire had come out onto the porch behind him with two mugs of coffee. She put them down on the rail, went down the path, and took hold of the post below Marj’s hands without a word, and the two of them pulled it out together, with a long sucking noise and a clod of earth on the end.

Marj stood holding her end, breathing hard.

“Shed,” she said.

They carried it round the side of the house between them, the small old woman and the tall one, with the dog going ahead to show them the way, and put it in the shed behind the crab pots, face to the wall. Marj shut the door on it.

“I’ll call Wrangell tomorrow,” she said. “They can have their sign back. They can come and get it. I’m not carrying it down that hill.” She brushed her hands together and looked at Claire. “You’ve got a good grip.”

“I’m a welder.”

“So I hear. He never stops talking about it.” She went back round to the porch. “My daughter’s going to have a fit.”

“No apartment in Bellingham,” Thorsen said.

“No apartment in Bellingham,” said Marj, with great satisfaction, and sat down, and picked up the peas.



Claire’s jet left at a quarter past one on Monday, and people sat on their tailgates in the car park to watch it come in. She and Thorsen stood at the fence. She had the duffel and the tool bag, and he thought she had worn everything in the duffel twice and washed it in Marj’s sink, and had not minded.

“Gus has eaten a boot,” she said. “The boy who’s minding him says. One of his own. He says Gus is very sorry.”

“I’ll bet.”

“He’s waiting at the end of the dock. Every morning. The boy says that too.” She looked at the jet, which was opening its door at the top of a set of steps a man had wheeled out to it across the tarmac. “That’s two dogs three time zones apart, sitting at the end of something, waiting. I don’t know what you do to them.”

“I don’t do anything.”

“No. That’s what you do.” She picked up the bags. Then she put them down again. “You’re going to Norway.”

“Wednesday. Karl’s coming. Ma’s sending a list.”

“Then you’re coming back here. For the dog.”

“End of the month. Then the ferry, and the van, and the road.”

“And then where?”

He did not answer at once. Somebody’s grandmother at the fence beside them was waving with both hands at somebody coming down the steps who could not see her yet.

Claire looked at him. She looked at him the way she looked at a weld when she had finished it and taken off her helmet, all the way along, to see whether it would hold.

“September,” Claire said. “The house, not the van.”

She picked up her bags.

“Bring the dog.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

Rune met them at Vigra, the airport at Ålesund, on Saturday morning, the day after the sixteenth of July had come and gone with nothing decided.

Karl Thorsen was eighty-one, and in June a small clot had gone through his brain like a man walking through a house without stopping, and left the doors open behind it. In the inside pocket of his jacket there were four pages in the hand of Thorsen’s mother, Ana, headed KARL — NORWAY, with Do NOT let him carry the bags underlined three times, and Danny, I mean it at the bottom. Thorsen had carried both bags. His father had let him, and looked out of the window.

Rune was a tall, square, grey-haired man in a dark blue windcheater, standing very still at the back of the little crowd in the arrivals hall with his hands in his pockets, and Thorsen knew him at once by the way he stood, which was the way he talked on the telephone: a man who measured things. He took Karl’s hand in both of his and held it, and said something in Norwegian, and Karl answered him in Norwegian, slowly, with long pauses, as if he were going down a staircase in the dark and feeling for each step with his foot. Rune listened to him with his head bent. Then he turned to Thorsen and shook his hand once, hard, and let it go.

“My mother has been cleaning since Tuesday,” he said. “Please notice the windows.”

He drove them south. It was not far, and it was mostly water: a tunnel under the sea, and a long road along the shore of a fjord with the mountains going up out of it white at the tops, and a ferry. On the ferry Rune bought three of the kiosk’s thick soft pancakes, folded over butter and brown sugar, and they ate them standing at the rail in the wind. Karl ate his very slowly and then held out his hand for another.

“The same,” he said. “Sixty-eight. The same. I had four.”

“On this boat?”

“Not this boat.” Karl looked out at the water going by, green and very clear, and the islands, and the white houses along the shore with their red boatsheds at the waterline. “But this water.”

Rune was silent for the rest of the crossing. On the far side he drove them over the hill and down, and there was Ulsteinvik: a harbour full of ships, real ships, big blue-and-white working ships tied up at a yard with cranes standing over them; a town of white and yellow houses going up the hill behind; and at the top of the hill, above the harbour, a white house with a red roof and a flagpole, and a small old woman standing on the step.



She came down the step before the car had stopped.

She was smaller than he had imagined from her voice. She was in a grey skirt and a blue cardigan with silver buttons, and her white hair was cut short, and she held herself very straight, the way a woman does who has stood at the front of a classroom for most of her life and been looked at. She did not look at Thorsen. She stood at the bottom of the step and watched his father get out of the car, one leg and then the stick and then the other, and straighten up, and turn round.

“Karl,” she said.

“Ingrid.”

They stood and looked at each other across a metre of gravel. Then she said, very dry, “Du har vorte gammal, Karl,” which was You have got old, Karl, and Karl said, “Du òg,” which was So have you, and she laughed: a short, startled laugh, as though it had got out before she could stop it.

Ingrid put out both her hands, and his father took them.

“You ate all my mother’s waffles,” she said, in English.

“I was twenty-two,” said Karl. “I was hungry.”

“You were very polite about it.” She looked up at him, and her face did something, and she put it back. Then she turned, at last, to Thorsen, and put out her hand. “Daniel. Come in. You are very large. Sindre said you would be. He said all the Americans in the family were large, and I said how do you know, you’ve never met one, and he said, Grandma, it stands to reason.” She held his hand a moment. “Come in. I have cleaned the windows.”



The kitchen looked down over the whole harbour. There was a chair by the window, an old armchair with a wooden frame and a cushion worn pale in the middle, and a small table beside it with a telephone on it, and a lamp. Everything else in the room was very clean and very ordinary: a stove, a table with a blue cloth, a clock ticking on the wall, and on the door of the fridge, held on with a magnet in the shape of a puffin, a photograph of a black dog with a white chest and one blue eye, sitting on a gravel bar and looking at whoever had taken it with his head on one side.

Thorsen stood and looked at it.

“He sent it in June,” Ingrid said behind him. “The first week. With a message, in Norwegian. Grandma, I have got a dog. Do not tell Dad.” She put coffee on the table. “I told his father the same day.”

“She did,” Rune said.

Thorsen had brought the book, the old Pelsjegerliv with its cover held on by tape. Marj had taken it out of Sindre’s duffel herself, on the Tuesday night, and wrapped it in a clean tea towel, and put it in his hands without a word, and the rest of the duffel was coming by sea. He gave it to Ingrid now, at the table, in the tea towel.

She unwrapped it and opened the cover. Per Eiksund, Ulsteinvik, 1962, in faded blue fountain pen; and under it, in a boy’s careful capitals, SINDRE 2016. She looked at the two names. Then she got up and went to the shelf by the window and put the book on it, in a space between two others where it fitted exactly, as if the space had been kept.

“Ruth said to tell you you’re welcome,” Thorsen said. “Ellie’s grandmother. At the Landing.”

“Then she got my letter.” Ingrid sat down again. “Tell Ruth thank you.”

At the door, while Ingrid was showing Karl where to put his stick, Rune stood beside Thorsen and looked out of the window at the harbour.

“She sits up,” he said, very low. “Still. Some nights. In that chair, with the telephone. My wife comes on Sunday mornings and the cushion’s still warm.” He did not look at Thorsen. “She thinks I don’t know.”



He told it plainly, at the kitchen table, with the coffee going cold.

He had thought on the aeroplane about how to tell it, and decided in the end that there was only one way, which was in order, the way she had told it to him on the telephone in April, the way she would have told a class of twelve-year-olds a thing that was hard and true. So he began at the beginning, at the ferry, and went on. He did not leave out the things that were difficult. He did not put in anything he did not know. When he did not know a thing he said so, and Ingrid nodded, as though she had marked a great many essays and that was the sentence she looked for.

He told her about the drill, and the money, and the lie the camp had told, and why. He told her about the creek, and the cutbank, and the water. He told her what Celia Harker had said in a room in Prince George, word for word, and no more than that: that he was going to tell Ellie, and then her father, and that she had only wanted the phone. He told her what he thought it meant, and said that it was what he thought. He told her about the dog, and the four marks on a woman’s arm, and the first-aid book that said she had fallen on the rocks.

Karl sat with his hands on the blue cloth and did not move. Rune stood at the window with his back to them.

Ingrid listened with her hands in her lap. Once, when he told her about the dog, she closed her eyes and opened them again.

When he had finished she sat a while without speaking. The clock ticked. Down in the harbour a crane on the yard was moving something very slowly through the air.

“She wrote to me,” Ingrid said at last. “In September. A very kind letter. About what a lovely boy he was, and how everybody at the camp had loved him, and how sorry she was.” She looked at her hands. “I answered it.”

Nobody said anything.

“So he was going to ring me,” she said. “After. When he had told the girl, Ellie. That night. He was going to ring me and tell me the two things.”

“Yes. I think so.”

“Then I was right to sit up,” said Ingrid Thorsen Eiksund.



Hazel had come down to the airport in Nesvik on Wednesday on her bicycle, and stopped at the fence without getting off it, and handed him a padded envelope through the wire. Inside it was a memory stick and a yellow sticky note in her careful capitals. THREE MINUTES FOUR SECONDS. FOR HIS GRANDMOTHER. NOT FOR ANYBODY ELSE. NO MUSIC. MUSIC IS CHEATING. H. Then she had ridden away without saying goodbye, because Hazel did not.

He told Ingrid what it was, and who had made it, and what was in it, and asked her whether she wanted to see it, now or later or not at all.

“Now,” she said.

Rune turned round from the window.

Thorsen put his laptop on the blue cloth and turned it so that she could see, and pressed the key, and sat back.

There was no title. There was no music. There was the sound of wherever the camera had been, and the picture, and it was the Larkins’ footage, a summer of it, a family filming its own life, and in the background of it, at the edges, not looking at the camera, a tall fair boy with big ears.

The herring toss, in May 2026, with the crowd shrieking and a fish going over the camera’s head, and at the back of the crowd the boy catching it one-handed, astonished, and holding it up, and giving it back to a small child with a little bow. The Sons of Norway hall, in the corner of a shot of Hazel’s mother talking about lefse, the boy at a long table in the background eating it, and listening to an old man beside him, and nodding. Main Street on a wet morning, out of the window of a car, the boy going up a flight of wooden steps carrying two bags of groceries, and an old woman in front of him on the steps with her hand on the rail. The harbour float, the boy with a pack on his back, laughing at something somebody had said outside the frame. Then the river.

The bow of an orange boat, the GoPro low over the water, and a gravel bar coming up, and a black dog standing on it barking with its whole body. Gordie handing a parcel across. The boy on the bar tearing the paper off it, and holding it up, and it was a sweater, red and white, and he pulled it on over his head right there, on the gravel, with the dog jumping at him, and stood with his arms out to show it, and the sleeves came down over his hands.

Ingrid put her hand out and touched the key, and it stopped.

“Again,” she said. “That part.”

Thorsen took it back, and she watched the boy pull the sweater over his head again, and hold his arms out, and the sleeves come down over his hands.

“It fits,” she said. “I was afraid of the sleeves. I made them long, because his arms were always too long for everything.” She took her hand away. “Go on.”

The drone, then, coming down out of the canyon over the bar, and the boy turning on the stones and looking up at it with his hand over his eyes, and waving, both arms, over his head, laughing, with the dog beside him.

And that was the end. Hazel had stopped it there. She had not put in the last one, the one from the boat backing away, of the boy standing on the bar with his hands in his pockets watching them go. Thorsen had wondered on the aeroplane whether she would, and had known she would not.

Rune had come across from the window. He stood behind his mother’s chair with one hand on the back of it, looking at the last frame on the screen, at his son waving.

He had had the photographs since April and had not been able to look at them. He looked at this. He looked at it for as long as it was there.

“I would like a copy,” he said to Thorsen, when it had gone dark. His voice was very precise. “Of this. For Hilde.” He took his hand off the chair. “Not for television.”

“It’s Hazel’s. I’ll ask her.”

“Ask her,” said Rune. “Please. Tell her it is for his mother.”



Later, when the coffee had been made again and Rune had gone out to the car for something he did not come back with for twenty minutes, Ingrid asked about the dog.

“He’s in Nesvik,” Thorsen said. “With Marj. The landlady. She wouldn’t let me bring him. She wanted him.”

“Good,” said Ingrid. “A dog should be wanted. And you will go back for him.”

“End of the month.”

“And then?”

“Minnesota. There’s a house.”

She looked at him over her cup. “A house,” she said. “Well.”

“Bamse likes it there,” Thorsen said. “He hasn’t been. But he’ll like it.”

He said the name the way his father said it. He had not known that he did. His father had been saying it for a fortnight, on the telephone, in the car to the airport, on the plane somewhere over Greenland when he woke up and asked how the dog was, and he said it his own way, with the vowel dark and the end of it nearly swallowed, the way nobody had said it in Nesvik or at the Landing or anywhere else, and Thorsen had picked it up the way a boy picks up his father’s walk.

Ingrid put her cup down and laughed.

It was not the short startled laugh from the step. It was a real one, from somewhere further down, and it went on, and she put her hand over her mouth and could not stop it.

“Bamse,” she said, the way he had said it, and laughed again. “Oh, Daniel. That is how my uncles said it. On the island. In nineteen sixty.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You sound like a man selling herring on the quay before the war.”

“Sindre said it like a boy from Ålesund,” said Rune. He had come back in from the car without anybody hearing, and was standing at the window. “Short. Like a dog’s name.” He did not turn round. “I like this better.”

“He learned it from me,” Karl said.

“And where did you learn it?” said Ingrid.

“Here,” said his father. “Sixty-eight. From your uncle. At this table.” And he began to laugh too, helplessly, an old man’s laugh, with his shoulders going, and his hand flat on the blue cloth, and Ingrid looked at him and laughed harder, and the two of them sat at the kitchen table in Ulsteinvik and laughed, eighty and eighty-one, at a word, until Ingrid had to get up and get a dishcloth for her eyes.



At eleven o’clock he went out onto the step.

It was not dark and it was not going to be. The sun had gone down behind the mountains across the water, and the sky in the north-west was still full of it, a long clear band of pale gold over the islands, going up through green into a blue that was not night. The harbour lay under it as still as a floor. The ships at the yard stood in it with their lights on, though they did not need them, and every light lay on the water twice. A boat went out between the islands with no sound that reached him, drawing a line on the water behind it that took a long time to close.

He thought of the dog at Marj’s door, ten hours behind, in the early afternoon, lying across the top step with his chin on his paws, looking at the road.

Behind him the kitchen light went off.

He waited a little longer, and then he went in, quietly, past the window. His father’s stick was propped by the stove. Upstairs a door closed. The chair by the window was empty, and the cushion was cold, and the telephone lay on the little table beside it, where it had been all day.

Outside, the light stayed on the harbour all night, the way it does in July, and nobody in the house sat up to watch it.

The End
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