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GOING TO LIARD

 


On a Wednesday in the second week of
September, on a cold Yukon morning when the grass was crunchy with
frost and the sun had yet to crest Goldenhorn Mountain, Dana
Carrier-White ran away from home.

She got up as usual with her sons,
Jordan and Erik, fed them Wheaties and bananas, made sure they had
their lunches—mini pitas stuffed with tuna salad, cheese strings,
apples and Minigos—and shipped them off to school, not forgetting
their jackets against the early fall chill.

They stood on the sidewalk in front of
their postage stamp lot and turned their backs to her just as they
had turned away from her kiss, already resentful of the monotony of
school. She watched the yellow school bus pull up to the house,
swallow her sons and drive away with the two halves of her
heart.

Then she dressed in her good navy wool
suit and matching suede pumps, slung her plain leather purse over
her shoulder and spent five minutes searching for the keys to the
Honda.

She found them in the coatroom, hiding
under the coat Jack had left in a heap on the pine
bench.

Jack, who was already at work as a
press man for the Whitehorse News. Good, solid, dependable
Jack.

Then Dana Carrier-White locked the
door to her too-big house with its mullioned windows, family room
fireplace and tiled kitchen island. She stopped on the inlaid brick
path that led to the driveway where her Honda Civic was parked. She
looked up at the sky that was still more gray than blue and saw a
raven circling far above.

And suddenly she was the raven,
looking down at herself—tiny, alone in front of a too-big house on
a street choked with too-big houses in a town bursting with streets
that led nowhere.

The briefcase dropped from her fingers
onto the brick walkway, springing open and spilling her papers for
the rising breeze to catch.

She was 37.

***

Dana stopped in Watson Lake only
because the warning light on the gas indicator dial had started
blinking. It was a bum-numbing five-hour drive south-east from
Whitehorse through dark boreal forests and mountain chain after
mountain chain. The warning light had been on for the last ten
miles. She supposed she was lucky to have made it. Gas stations
were few and far between on the Alaska Highway.

On the right side of the highway, the
forest of black spruce gave way to an airstrip, complete with red
and white striped windsock fluttering limply on the
breeze.



She dropped her speed as she entered
the town and looked around. She'd never been here. Most people
drove the Alaska Highway to Whitehorse from Fort St. John in
British Columbia. Then they crossed into the Yukon and the first
place they hit was the Liard Hot Springs. Dana had heard of the
springs – how the hot pool was so hot that you couldn't stay in it
very long without parboiling and how the warm pool felt cool after
being in the hot one, even though it was still darned near
boiling.

She'd heard of the bear, too, that had
killed a woman at the hot springs. Two seasons ago. She'd rushed to
defend her eleven-year-old son who'd been attacked by the bear. The
boy lived.

Dana wondered how he had felt,
watching his mother get clawed to death by a grizzly.

Watson Lake was one long strip between
the Watson River and Wye Lake. It had a small commercial
area—Watson Lake General Store, Cope Plumbing, the Watson Lake
Hotel—clustered in the middle and lots of nothing at either
end.

She pulled into the first gas station
she saw, an automated self-serve PetroCan, and hauled herself out
of the car, stiff from the long ride. The smell of gasoline and
rubber tires combined to make her empty stomach queasy, but she
ignored it.

There were two islands with two pumps
each, but hers was the only car. Inside the gas station, an older
man wearing the dark green PetroCan uniform stood watching her
through the plate glass window. Dana turned away.

She slid the Visa into the automated
pump, plucked the nozzle from its slot and filled the tank. When it
was full, she replaced the nozzle. The pump spat the receipt out
but she just stared at it.

She had to pee. The man inside was now
behind the counter, tilting his head up and down to see through his
bifocals as he ticked something off on a pad attached to a
clipboard. He looked up over the rims of his glasses when she came
in.

"Washroom?" Her voice felt rough, as
if her throat had turned to sandpaper.

"Down that hall," said the man—Joe,
according to the name badge above his chest pocket—and pointed with
his pencil. He frowned a little, looking at her but all she saw was
the pointing pencil.

She didn't even see him on the way
out.

***

She was fifteen miles from Liard when
her cell phone rang. It rang five times before stopping. A few
minutes later, it started up again. Keeping one hand on the wheel,
Dana fished through the purse on the passenger seat, found the cell
phone and turned it off without looking at the caller
I.D.

The trees going by her window were no
longer distinguishable as separate, but one long gray, green and
brown smear against the darkening sky. The Honda's headlights did
little to pierce the gloom.

The phone rang again. Dana pulled her
gaze away from the hypnotizing blur of trees and looked down at the
passenger seat. The cell phone was next to her purse, where she had
tossed it.

She picked it up and read the incoming
number on the digital display.

Mom.

Dana flipped open the cover.
"Mom?"

"Hi honey."

Suddenly, Dana felt bone-tired. The
hand holding the cell phone began to shake.

"Mom, I'm coming home for a while,
okay?"

There was a long silence at the other
end. Mom would be perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, the
curls Dana had inherited cut much shorter than Dana's shoulder
length, all the gold turned to silver. The kitchen counters would
be spotless, the only things on them the old-fashioned toaster
gleaming from a recent polish, a Sunbeam blender and a series of
four brushed steel canisters with wooden lids for the flour, sugar,
salt and Mom's secret stash of toffees.

Dana's counters were hidden under
kids' books, magazines, paper napkin holders and a banana tree.
Sometimes she couldn't find the cutting board under all the
clutter.

"Dana, is everything all right?" Mom
finally said. "Are you and Jack in trouble?"

Dana laughed, maybe a little too loud.
"No, things are fine between us—"

"It's not the boys, is it?"
interrupted Mom anxiously.

"No, no," Dana hurried to reassure
her. She eased her foot off the accelerator. She sped when she
wasn't paying attention. "The boys are fine."

Of course they were fine. At ten and
eight, Jordan and Erik's days were filled with school, soccer
practice and Game Boy. They had no idea what awaited
them.

"Dana, are you driving?"

Dana winced at the rebuke in her
mother's voice. She knew she shouldn't be talking on the phone
while driving, but there hadn't been another car in five miles. The
hot springs were only a few miles away—she'd seen them announced on
a big brown metal sign that also read: "Rancheria: 20 miles" in
bold white letters.

Rancheria was another place she'd
never seen.

Then she caught a movement out of the
corner of her eye as something big loomed out of the dark spruce
and aspen forest to her right.

Oh God. A moose.

She slammed on the brakes and swerved
around the huge beast, but she was going too fast to control the
wheel with only one hand. She didn't even have time to scream
before the Honda left the highway to plough nose first into the dry
ditch. The car stopped with a suddenness that propelled her toward
the steering wheel, only to be stopped short by the seat
belt.

She opened her mouth to scream and
breathed in the smell of moist earth. Her heart hammered against
her ribs and she fought down a surge of panic. She was crunched up
against the door, but she wriggled in the seat until she could turn
and pull on the door handle.

The door popped open but when she
tried to slide out, a tug at her hips reminded her of the seatbelt.
With increasing alarm, she struggled against the clasp, only then
realizing she was still clutching the cell phone. The metal flap
covering the dial pad had broken off its hinges and the tiny
display panel was dark. There was no dial tone.

Poor Mom. She'll think I'm
dead.

She finally found the belt release
only to fall out of the car and land with a bone-jarring thud in a
clump of willow bushes. Her cheek pressed against the ground and
the cloying smell of wet, decomposing leaves filled her nostrils.
Finally she rolled over and lay on her back, catching her breath
and looking up at the sky.
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