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breeze came up against him and he seemed to be standing
still and by the time he was close enough to the tail to see
the rivets in the aluminium he had pushed and kicked for
over two hours, wasnearly exhausted and wished he had
taken some time to get a fish or two and have breakfast. He
was also wrinkled as a prune andready for a break.

The tail looked much larger when he got next to it, with
a major part of the vertical stabiliser showing and perhaps
halfof the elevators. Only a short piece of the top of the
fuselage, the plane’sbody towardsthe tail, was out of
the water, justa curveof aluminium, and at first he could
see no place to tie the raft.But he pulledhimself along the
elevatorsto the end and there he found a gap that went in
up by the hinges where he could feed his rope through.

With the raft secure he climbed on top of it and lay on
his back forfifteen minutes,resting and letting the sun
warm him.The job, he thought, looked impossible.To
haveany chance of success he would have to be strong
when he started.

Somehowhehad to get inside the plane. All openings,
eventhe small rear cargo hatch, wereunderwatersohe
couldn’t get at themwithout diving and coming up inside
the plane.

Wherehewould be trapped.
Heshudderedat that thought and then remembered

what was in the front ofthe plane, down in the bottom of
the lake, still strapped in the seat, the body of the pilot.
Sitting there in the water – Brian could see him, the big
man with his hair waving in the current, his eyes open...

Stop,hethought. Stop now.Stop that thinking. He was
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onthe packets, and cook for half an hour or so until every-
thing was normal-size and done.

Brian went to the lake and got water in one of the
aluminium pots andcame back to the fire. Just that
amazedhim – to be able to carry water to the fire in a pot.
Such a simple act and he hadn’tbeen able to do it for
almost two months. He guessed at the amounts and put
the beef dinner and peach dessert on to boil, then went
backto the lake and brought water to mix with the orange
drink.

Itwas sweet and tangy – almost too sweet – but so good
that he didn’tdrink it fast, held it in his mouth and let the
taste go overhis tongue.Ticklingonthe sides,sloshing it
backandforth and then down, swallow,then another.

That, he thought, that is just fine. Just fine.He got more
lake waterand mixed another one and drank it fast, then a
thirdone, and he sat with that near the fire but looking out
acrossthe lake, thinking how rich the smell was from the
cooking beef dinner. There was garlic in it and some other
spicesandthe smells came up to him and made him think
of home, his mother cooking, the rich smells of the
kitchen,and at that precise instant, with his mind full of
homeand the smell from the food filling him, the plane
appeared.

Hehad only amomentof warning.Therewas a tiny
dronebut asbefore it didn’tregister,then suddenly, roar-
ing overhis head low from behind the ridge a bushplane
with floats fairly exploded into his life.

Itpassed directly overhim, verylow,tipped a wing
sharply overthe tail of the crashed plane in the lake, cut
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Brian knew. The pilot’s mouth went rigid, he swore and
jerked a short series of slams into the seat, holding his
shoulder now. Swore and hissed, ‘Chest! Oh God, my
chest is coming apart!’

Brian knew now.
The pilot was having a heart attack. Brian had been in

the shopping mall with his mother when a man in front of
Paisley’s store had suffered a heart attack. He had gone
down and screamed about his chest. An old man. Much
older than the pilot.

Brian knew.
The pilot was having a heart attack and even as the

knowledge came to Brian he saw the pilot slam into the
seat one more time, one more awful time he slammed back
into the seat and his right leg jerked, pulling the plane to
the side in a sudden twist, and his head fell forward and
spit came. Spit came from the corners of his mouth and his
legs contracted up, up into the seat, and his eyes rolled
back in his head until there was only white.

Only white for his eyes and the smell became worse,
filled the cockpit, and all of it so fast, so incredibly fast that
Brian’s mind could not take it in at first. Could only see it
in stages.

The pilot had been talking, just a moment ago, com-
plaining of the pain. He had been talking.

Then the jolts had come.
The jolts that took the pilot back had come, and now

Brian sat and there was a strange feeling of silence in the
thrumming roar of the engine – a strange feeling of silence
and being alone. Brian was stopped.
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eighteen

Brian worked aroundthe tail of the plane two more times,
pulling himself along on the stabiliser and theelevator,but
theresimply wasn’ta way in.

Stupid, he thought. I was stupid to think I could just
come out here and get inside the plane. Nothing is that
easy.Notout here, not in this place. Nothing is easy.

Heslammed his fist against the body of the plane and to
his complete surprise the aluminium covering gave easily
under his blow.Hehit it again, and once more it bent and
gaveand he found that even when he didn’tstrike it but
just pushed, itstill moved. It was really,hethought, very
thin aluminium skin overa kind of skeleton and if it gave
that easily he might be able to force his way through...

The hatchet. He might be able to cut or hack with the
hatchet.He reached to his belt and pulled the hatchet out,
picked a placewhere the aluminium gave to his push and
took an experimental swing at it.

The hatchet cut through the aluminium as it if weresoft
cheese. He couldn’tbelieveit. Three more hacks and he
had a triangular hole the size of his hand and he could see
four cables that he guessed werethe control cables going
backto the tail and he hit the skin of the plane with a
frenziedseries of hacks to make a still larger opening and
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with that feeling later. Thefirewas out and he used a
butane lighter and a piece of birchbarkwith small twigs to
get another one started –marvelling at how easy it was but
feeling again that the lighter somehow removed him from
wherehewas, what he had to know.With aready flame he
didn’t have to know how to make a spark nest, orhow to
feed the new flames to make them grow.Aswith the rifle,
hewasn’tsurehelikedthe change.

Upand down, he thought.The pack was wonderful but
it gave him up and down feelings.

With the fire going and sending up black smoke and a
steady roar from a pitch-smelling chunk he put on, he
turned once more to the pack. Rummaging through the
food packets – he hadn’tbroughtthem out yet because he
wanted to save them until last, glory in them – he came up
with a small electronic device completely encased in a
plastic bag. At first he thought it was a radio or cassette
playerand he had a surge of hope because he missed music,
missed sound, missed hearing another voice.But when he
opened the plastic and took the thing out and turned it
over he could see that it wasn’ta receiverat all.Therewas
a coil ofwire held together on the side by tape and it
sprunginto a three foot long antenna when he took the
tape off. No speaker, no lights,just a small switch at the
top and on the bottomhefinally found, in small print:
Emergency Transmitter.

That was it. He turned the switch back and forth a few
times but nothing happened – he couldn’tevenhear static
– so, as with the rifle, he set it against the wall andwent
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one

Brian Robeson stared out of the window of the small plane
at the endless green northern wilderness below. It was a
small plane, a Cessna 406 – a bushplane – and the engine
was so loud, so roaring and consuming and loud, that it
ruined any chance of conversation.

Not that he had much to say. He was thirteen and the
only passenger on the plane with a pilot named – what was
it? – Jim or Jake or something, who was in his mid-forties
and who had been silent as he worked to prepare for take-
off. In fact since Brian had come to the small airport in
Hampton, New York to meet the plane – driven by his
mother – the pilot had spoken only five words to him.

‘Get in the co-pilot’s seat.’
Which Brian had done. They had taken off and that was

the last of the conversation. There had been the initial
excitement, of course. He had never flown in a single-
engine plane before and to be sitting in the co-pilot’s seat
with all the controls right there in front of him, all the
instruments in his face as the plane clawed for altitude,
jerking and sliding on the wind currents as the pilot took
off, had been interesting and exciting. But in five minutes
they had levelled off at six thousand feet and headed north-
west and from then on the pilot had been silent, staring

1

That’s all hecould think now.Hehad done it.
Heturned and saton the bank with his legs in the water

and pulled the bag ashore and began the long drag – he
couldn’t lift it –backdown the shoreline to his shelter. Two
hours, almost three he dragged and stumbled in the dark,
brushingthe mosquitoes away, sometimes on his feet,
moreoften on his knees, finally to drop across the bag and
to sleep when he made the sand in front ofthedoorway.

Hehad done it.
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out of the front, and the drone of the engine had been all
that was left. The drone and the sea of green trees that lay
before the plane’s nose and flowed to the horizon, spread
with lakes, swamps and wandering streams and rivers.

Now Brian sat, looking out of the window with the roar
thundering through his ears, and tried to catalogue what
had led up to his taking this flight.

The thinking started.
Always it started with a single word.
Divorce.
It was an ugly word, he thought. A tearing, ugly word

that meant fights and yelling, lawyers – God, he thought,
how he hated lawyers who sat with their comfortable
smiles and tried to explain to him in legal terms how all
that he lived in was coming apart – and the breaking and
shattering of all the solid things. His home, his life – all the
solid things. Divorce. A breaking word, an ugly breaking
word.

Divorce.
Secrets.
No, not secrets so much as just the Secret. What he

knew and had not told anybody, what he knew about his
mother that had caused the divorce, what he knew, what
he knew – the Secret.

Divorce.
The Secret.
Brian felt his eyes beginning to burn and knew there

would be tears. He had cried for a time, but that was gone
now. He didn’t cry now. Instead his eyes burned and tears
came, the seeping tears that burned, but he didn’t cry. He
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of work to do. Thebag was floating next to him but he had
to get it out of the plane and on to the raft, then back to
shore.

Hewiggled out through the struts – it seemed harder
than when he camein – and pulled the raft around. The
bag fought him. It was almost as if it didn’twant to leave
the plane. He pulled and jerked and still it wouldn’tfit and
at last he had to change the shape of it, rearranging what
was inside by pushing and pulling at the sides until he had
narrowed it and made it longer. Evenwhen it finally came
it was difficult and he had to pull first at one side, then
another,an inch at a time,squeezing it through.

All ofthis took some time and when he finally got the
bag out and tied on top of the raft it was nearly dark, he
was bone tired from working in the water all day, chilled
deep,and he still hadto push the raft to shore.

Many times he thought he wouldnot make it.With the
added weight of the bag – which seemed to get heavier
bythe foot – coupled with the factthat he was getting
weakerall the time, the raft seemed barely to move.He
kicked and pulled and pushed, taking the shortest way
straight back to shore, hanging to rest many times, then
surging again and again.

Itseemed to take for ever,and when at last hisfeethit
the bottom and hecould push against the mud and slide
the raft into the shore weeds to bump against the bank
hewasso weak he couldn’tstand, had to crawl; so tired he
didn’t even notice the mosquitoes that tore into him like a
grey, angry cloud.

Hehad done it.
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wiped his eyes with a finger and looked at the pilot out of
the corner of his eye to make sure he hadn’t noticed the
burning and tears.

The pilot sat large, his hands lightly on the wheel, feet
on the rudder pedals. He seemed more a machine than a
man, an extension of the plane. On the dashboard in front
of him Brian saw dials, switches, meters, knobs, levers,
cranks, lights, handles that were wiggling and flickering, all
indicating nothing that he understood, and the pilot
seemed the same way. Part of the plane, not human.

When he saw Brian look at him, the pilot seemed to
open up a bit and he smiled. ‘Ever fly in the co-pilot’s seat
before?’ He leaned over and lifted the headset off his right
ear and put it on his temple, yelling to overcome the sound
of the engine.

Brian shook his head. He had never been in any kind of
plane, never seen the cockpit of a plane except in films or
on television. It was loud and confusing. ‘First time.’

‘It’s not as complicated as it looks. Good plane like this
almost flies itself.’ The pilot shrugged. ‘Makes my job easy.’
He took Brian’s left arm. ‘Here, put your hands on the
controls, your feet on the rudder pedals, and I’ll show you
what I mean.’

Brian shook his head. ‘I’d better not.’
‘Sure. Try it . . .’
Brian reached out and took the wheel in a grip so tight

his knuckles were white. He pushed his feet down on the
pedals. The plane slewed suddenly to the right.

‘Not so hard. Take her light, take her light.’
Brian eased off, relaxed his grip. The burning in his eyes

3

window, the pale green light from the water, he saw the
pilot’s head only it wasn’tthe pilot’shead any longer.

The fish. He’dneverreally thought of it, but the fish –
the fish he had been eating all this time had to eat, too.
They had been at the pilot all this time, almost two
months, nibbling and chewing and all that remained was
the not quite cleaned skull and when he looked up it
wobbled loosely.

Toomuch. Too much. His mind screamed in horror and
heslammed backandwas sick in the water, sick so that he
choked on it and tried to breathe water and could have
ended there, ended with the pilot where it almost ended
when they first arrived except that his legs jerked. It was
instinctive,fear more than anything else, fear of what he
had seen. But they jerked and pushed and he was headed
up when they jerked and he shot to the surface, still inside
the birdcage of struts andcables.

Hishead slammed into a bracket as he cleared and he
reached up to grab it and was free, in the air, hanging up
in the tail.

Hehung that way for several minutes, choking and
heaving and gasping for air, fighting to clear the picture of
the pilot from his mind. It went slowly – he knew it would
nevercompletely leave – but he looked towardsthe shore
and there weretrees and birds, the sun wasgetting low and
golden overhis shelter and when he stopped coughing he
could hear the gentle sounds of evening, the peace sounds,
the bird sounds and the breezein the trees.

The peace finally came to him and he settled his breath-
ing. He was still a long way from being finished – had a lot
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was forgotten momentarily as the vibration of the plane
came through the wheel and the pedals. It seemed almost
alive.

‘See?’ The pilot let go of his wheel, raised his hands in
the air and took his feet off the pedals to show Brian he was
actually flying the plane alone. ‘Simple. Now turn the
wheel a little to the right and push on the right rudder
pedal a small amount.’

Brian turned the wheel slightly and the plane immedi-
ately banked to the right, and when he pressed on the right
rudder pedal the nose slid across the horizon to the right. He
left off on the pressure and straightened the wheel and
the plane righted itself.

‘Now you can turn. Bring her back to the left a little.’
Brian turned the wheel left, pushed on the left pedal,

and the plane came back round. ‘It’s easy.’ He smiled. ‘At
least this part.’

The pilot nodded. ‘All of flying is easy. Just takes learn-
ing. Like everything else. Like everything else.’ He took
the controls back, then reached up and rubbed his left
shoulder. ‘Aches and pains – must be getting old.’

Brian let go of the controls and moved his feet away
from the pedals as the pilot put his hands on the wheel.
‘Thank you . . .’

But the pilot had put his headset back on and the grati-
tude was lost in the engine noise and things went back to
Brian looking out of the window at the ocean of trees and
lakes. The burning eyes did not come back, but memories
did, came flooding in. The words. Always the words.

Divorce.

4

thing had been up now for two days, plus a bit, and he had
been hammering and climbing on it and it hadn’tgone
backdown. It seemed pretty solid.

Heeeled in through the cables and struts, wiggling and
pulling until he was inside the tail with his head clear of
the surface of the water and his legs down on the angled
floor.When he was ready,hetook a deep breath and
pushed down along the floor with his legs, feeling for some
kind of fabric or cloth – anything – with his bare feet. He
touched nothing but the floor plates.

Up,a newbreath,then he reached down to struts under-
water and pulled himself beneath the water, his legs push-
ing down and down almost to the backs of the front seats
and finally, on the leftside of the plane, he thought he felt
his foot hit cloth or canvas.

Upfor more air, deep breathing, then one more grab at
the struts andpushing as hard ashe could he jammed his
feet down and hit it again, definitely canvasor heavy
nylon, and this time when he pushed his foot he thought
hefelt something inside it; something hard.

Ithad to be the bag. Driven forwardbythe crash, it was
jammed into the backs of the seats and caught on some-
thing. He tried to reach for it and pull but didn’thavethe
air left andwent up for more.

Lungsfilledin great gulps, he shot down again, pulling
on the struts until he was almost there, then wheeling
downhead first he grabbed at the cloth. It was the survival
bag. He pulled and tore at it to loosen it and just as it
brokefreeand his heart leaped to feel it rise he looked up,
above the bag. In the light coming through the side
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window, the pale green light from the water, he saw the
pilot’s head only it wasn’tthe pilot’shead any longer.
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the fish he had been eating all this time had to eat, too.
They had been at the pilot all this time, almost two
months, nibbling and chewing and all that remained was
the not quite cleaned skull and when he looked up it
wobbled loosely.

Toomuch. Too much. His mind screamed in horror and
heslammed backandwas sick in the water, sick so that he
choked on it and tried to breathe water and could have
ended there, ended with the pilot where it almost ended
when they first arrived except that his legs jerked. It was
instinctive,fear more than anything else, fear of what he
had seen. But they jerked and pushed and he was headed
up when they jerked and he shot to the surface, still inside
the birdcage of struts andcables.

Hishead slammed into a bracket as he cleared and he
reached up to grab it and was free, in the air, hanging up
in the tail.

Hehung that way for several minutes, choking and
heaving and gasping for air, fighting to clear the picture of
the pilot from his mind. It went slowly – he knew it would
nevercompletely leave – but he looked towardsthe shore
and there weretrees and birds, the sun wasgetting low and
golden overhis shelter and when he stopped coughing he
could hear the gentle sounds of evening, the peace sounds,
the bird sounds and the breezein the trees.

The peace finally came to him and he settled his breath-
ing. He was still a long way from being finished – had a lot
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The Secret.
Fights.
Split.
The big split. Brian’s father did not understand as Brian

did, knew only that Brian’s mother wanted to break the
marriage apart. The split had come and then the divorce,
all so fast, and the court had left him with his mother
except for the summers and what the judge called ‘visita-
tion rights’. So formal. Brian hated judges as he hated
lawyers. Judges who leaned over the bench and asked Brian
if he understood where he was to live and why. Judges who
did not know what had really happened. Judges with the
caring look that meant nothing as lawyers said legal
phrases that meant nothing.

In the summer Brian would live with his father. In the
school year with his mother. That’s what the judge said
after looking at papers on his desk and listening to the
lawyers talk. Talk. Words.

Now the plane lurched slightly to the right and Brian
looked at the pilot. He was rubbing his shoulder again and
there was the sudden smell of body gas in the plane. Brian
turned back to avoid embarrassing the pilot, who was
obviously in some discomfort. Must have stomach trouble.

So this summer, this first summer that he was allowed to
have ‘visitation rights’ with his father, with the divorce only
one month old, Brian was heading north. His father was a
mechanical engineer who had designed or invented a new
drill bit for oil drilling, a self-cleaning, self-sharpening bit.
He was working in the oil fields of Canada, up on the tree
line where the tundra started and the forests ended. Brian

5

of the survival pack.Therewere some small pieces and bits
of paper floating on the surface inside the plane – dirt from
the floor of the plane that had floated up – but nothing
substantial.

Well,hethought. Did you expect it to be easy? So easy
that way? Just open her up andgetthe pack – right?

Hewould have to open it more, much more so he could
poke down inside and see what he could find.The survival
pack had been a zippered nylon bag, or perhaps canvasof
somekind, and he thought it had been red, or was it grey?
Well,that didn’tmatter.Itmust have been movedwhen
the plane crashed and it might bejammed down under
something else.

Hestartedchopping again, cutting the aluminium away
in small triangles, putting each one on the raft as he
chopped – he could never throwanything away again,
hethought –because they might be useful later. Bits of
metal, fish arrowheads or lures, maybe. And when he
finally finished again he had cleaned away the whole side
and top of the fuselage that stuck out of the water, had cut
downinto the water as far as he could reach and had a hole
almost as big as he was, except that it was crossedand criss-
crossedwith aluminium – or it might be steel, he couldn’t
tell –braces and struts andcables. It was an awful tangled
mess, but after chopping some braces away there was room
for him to wiggle through and get inside.

Heheld backfora moment, uncomfortable with the
thought of getting inside theplane.What if the tail settled
backto thebottom and he got caught and couldn’tget out?
Itwas a horrible thought. But then he reconsidered.The
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brokefreeand his heart leaped to feel it rise he looked up,
above the bag. In the light coming through the side
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was flying up from New York with some drilling equip-
ment – it was lashed down in the rear of the plane next to
a fabric bag the pilot had called a survival pack, which had
emergency supplies in case they had to make an emergency
landing – that had to be specially made in the city, flying
in a bushplane with the pilot named Jim or Jake or some-
thing who had turned out to be an all right guy, letting
him fly and all.

Except for the smell. Now there was a constant odour,
and Brian took another look at the pilot, found him
rubbing the shoulder and down the arm now, the left arm,
letting go more gas and wincing. Probably something he
ate, Brian thought.

His mother had driven him from the city to meet the
plane at Hampton where it came to pick up the drilling
equipment. A drive in silence, a long drive in silence. Two
and a half hours of sitting in the car, staring out of the
window just as he was now staring out of the window of
the plane. Once, after an hour, when they were out of the
city, she turned to him.

‘Look, can’t we talk this over? Can’t we talk this out?
Can’t you tell me what’s bothering you?’

And there were the words again. Divorce. Split. The
Secret. How could he tell her what he knew? So he had
remained silent, shook his head and continued to stare
unseeing at the countryside, and his mother had gone back
to driving only to speak to him one more time when they
were close to Hampton.

She reached over the back of the seat and brought up a
paper bag. ‘I got something for you, for the trip.’

6

The plane disappeared out and down in front ofhim. He
thought he could see the windows and that made him
think again of the pilot sitting inside and he forced his
thoughts from it – but he could see nohatchet. Bad air
triggers werestartingto go off in his brain and he knew he
was limited to seconds now but he held for a moment and
tried moving out a bit and just as he ran out of air, knew
that he was going to have to blow soon, he saw the handle
sticking out of the mud. He made one grab, missed,
reached again and felt his fingers close on the rubber.He
clutched it and in one motion slammed his feet down into
the mud and powered himself up. But now his lungs were
ready to explode and he had flashes of colour in hisbrain,
explosions of colour, and he would have to take a pull of
water,take it into his lungs and just as he opened his
mouth to take it in, to pull in all the water in the lake, his
head blew out of the surface and into the light.

‘Tchaaak!’ It was as if a balloon had exploded. Old air
blewout of his nose and mouth and he pulled new in again
and again. He reached for the side of the raft and hung
there,just breathing, until he could think once more – the
hatchet clutched andshining in his right hand.

‘All right...the plane. Still the plane...’
Hewent back to the hole in the fuselage and began to

chop and cut again, peeling the aluminiumskin off in
pieces. It was slow going because he was careful, verycare-
ful with the hatchet, but he hacked and pulled until he had
opened a hole large enough to pull his head and shoulders
in and look down into the water. It was verydarkinside
the fuselage and he could see nothing – certainly no sign
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eighteen

Brian worked aroundthe tail of the plane two more times,
pulling himself along on the stabiliser and theelevator,but
theresimply wasn’ta way in.

Stupid, he thought. I was stupid to think I could just
come out here and get inside the plane. Nothing is that
easy.Notout here, not in this place. Nothing is easy.

Heslammed his fist against the body of the plane and to
his complete surprise the aluminium covering gave easily
under his blow.Hehit it again, and once more it bent and
gaveand he found that even when he didn’tstrike it but
just pushed, itstill moved. It was really,hethought, very
thin aluminium skin overa kind of skeleton and if it gave
that easily he might be able to force his way through...

The hatchet. He might be able to cut or hack with the
hatchet.He reached to his belt and pulled the hatchet out,
picked a placewhere the aluminium gave to his push and
took an experimental swing at it.

The hatchet cut through the aluminium as it if weresoft
cheese. He couldn’tbelieveit. Three more hacks and he
had a triangular hole the size of his hand and he could see
four cables that he guessed werethe control cables going
backto the tail and he hit the skin of the plane with a
frenziedseries of hacks to make a still larger opening and
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Brian took the bag and opened the top. Inside there was
a hatchet, the kind with a steel handle and a rubber hand-
grip. The head was in a stout leather case that had a brass-
riveted belt loop.

‘It goes on your belt.’ His mother spoke without looking
at him. There were some farm trucks on the road now and
she had to weave through them and watch the traffic. ‘The
man at the shop said you could use it. You know. In the
woods with your father.’

Dad, he thought. Not ‘my father’. My dad. ‘Thanks. It’s
really nice.’ But the words sounded hollow, even to Brian.

‘Try it on. See how it looks on your belt.’
And he would normally have said no, would normally

have said that it looked too naff to have a hatchet on your
belt. Those were the normal things he would say. But her
voice was thin, had a sound like something thin that would
break if you touched it, and he felt bad for not speaking to
her. Knowing what he knew, even with the anger, the hot
white hate of his anger at her, he still felt bad for not speak-
ing to her, and so to humour her he loosened his belt and
pulled the right side out and put the hatchet on and
rethreaded the belt.

‘Scootch round so I can see.’
He moved round in the seat, feeling only slightly ridicu-

lous.
She nodded. ‘Just like a scout. My little scout.’ And

there was the tenderness in her voice that she had when he
was small, the tenderness that she had when he was small
and sick, with a cold, and she put her hand on his fore-
head, and the burning came into his eyes again and he had

7

at an angle so the waterwasn’tasdeep as the plane was
long.

Hepulled himself out of the waterso his chest could
expand, took two deep breaths and swivelled and dived,
pulling his arms and kicking off the raft bottom with his
feet.

Hisfirst thrust took him down a good eight feet but the
visibility was only five feet beyondthat and hecould not
see the bottom yet. He clawed down six or seven more feet,
the pressurepushing in his ears until he held his nose and
popped them and just as he ran out of breath and headed
backup he thought he saw the bottom – still four feet
belowhis dive.

Heexploded out of the surface, bumping his head on
the side of the elevator when he came up and took air like
a whale, pushing the stale air out until he wheezed, taking
newin. He would have to get deeper yet and still have time
to search while he was down there.

Stupid, he thought once more, cursing himself – just
dumb.Hepulled air again and again, pushing his chest out
until he couldnot possibly get any more capacity, then
took one more deep lungful, wheeled and dived again.

This time he made an arrowout of his arms and used
his legs to push off the bottom of theraft, all he had in his
legs, to spring-snap and propel him down. As soon as he
felt himself slowing a bit he started raking back with his
armsathis sides, like paddles, and thrusting with his legs
like a frog and this time he was so successful that he ran his
face into the bottom mud.

Heshook his head to clear his eyes and looked around.

142

B25302_Text 11/12/2008 14:55:41



nearly at the point of swimming back to shore and for-
getting the whole thing. But the image of the survival pack
kepthim. If he could get it out of the plane, or if he could
just get into it and pull something out. A bar of chocolate.

Even that – just a bar of chocolate. It would be worth it.
Buthow to get at the inside of the plane?
Herolled off the raftand pulled himself aroundthe

plane. No openings.Threetimes he put his face in the
water and opened his eyes and looked down. Thewater
was murky,but he could see perhaps six feet and there was
no obvious way to get into the plane. He was blocked.
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turned away from her and looked out of the window, for-
gotten the hatchet and so arrived at the plane with the
hatchet still on his belt.

Because it was a bush flight from a small airport there
had been no security and the plane had been waiting with
the engine running when he arrived and he had grabbed
his suitcase and pack bag and run for the plane without
stopping to remove the hatchet.

So it was still on his belt. At first he had been embar-
rassed but the pilot had said nothing about it and Brian
forgot it as they took off and began flying.

More smell now. Bad. Brian turned again to glance at
the pilot, who had both hands on his stomach and was
grimacing in pain, reaching for the left shoulder again as
Brian watched.

‘Don’t know, kid . . .’ The pilot’s words were a hiss, bare-
ly audible. ‘Bad aches here. Bad aches. Thought it was
something I ate but . . .’

He stopped as a fresh spasm of pain hit him. Even Brian
could see how bad it was – the pain drove the pilot back
into the seat, back and down.

‘I’ve never had anything like this . . .’
The pilot reached for the switch on his mike cord, his

hand coming up in a small arc from his stomach, and he
flipped the switch and said, ‘This is flight four six . . .’

And now a jolt took him like a hammer blow, so force-
fully that he seemed to crush back into the seat, and Brian
reached for him, could not understand at first what it was,
could not know.

And then knew.

8

hewasbending a piece of aluminium away from two
aluminium braces of some kind when he droppedthe
hatchet.

Itwent straight down past his legs. He felt it bump his
foot and thengo on down, down into the water and for a
second he couldn’tunderstand that he had done it. For all
this time, all the living and fighting, the hatchet had been
everything – he had always worn it.Without the hatchet
hehad nothing – no fire, no tools, no weapons – he was
nothing. Thehatchet was,hadbeen him.

Andhe had droppedit.
‘Arrrgghhh!’ He yelled it, choked on it, a snarl-cry of

rage at his own carelessness. Theholein the plane wasstill
too small to use for anything and now he didn’thavea tool.

‘That was the kind ofthing I would have done before,’
hesaid to the lake, to the sky, to the trees. ‘When I came
here– I would have done that. Not now.Notnow...’

Yethehad and he hung on the raft for a moment and
felt sorry for himself. For his own stupidity. But as before,
the self-pity didn’thelp and he knew that he had only one
course of action.

Hehad to get the hatchet back. He had to dive and get
it back.

Buthow deep was it? In the deep end of the gym pool at
school he had no trouble getting to the bottom and that
was, he was pretty sure, about eleven feet.

Here it was impossible to know the exact depth.The
frontend of the plane, anchored by the weight of the
engine, was obviously on the bottom but it came back up
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breeze came up against him and he seemed to be standing
still and by the time he was close enough to the tail to see
the rivets in the aluminium he had pushed and kicked for
over two hours, wasnearly exhausted and wished he had
taken some time to get a fish or two and have breakfast. He
was also wrinkled as a prune andready for a break.

The tail looked much larger when he got next to it, with
a major part of the vertical stabiliser showing and perhaps
halfof the elevators. Only a short piece of the top of the
fuselage, the plane’sbody towardsthe tail, was out of
the water, justa curveof aluminium, and at first he could
see no place to tie the raft.But he pulledhimself along the
elevatorsto the end and there he found a gap that went in
up by the hinges where he could feed his rope through.

With the raft secure he climbed on top of it and lay on
his back forfifteen minutes,resting and letting the sun
warm him.The job, he thought, looked impossible.To
haveany chance of success he would have to be strong
when he started.

Somehowhehad to get inside the plane. All openings,
eventhe small rear cargo hatch, wereunderwatersohe
couldn’t get at themwithout diving and coming up inside
the plane.

Wherehewould be trapped.
Heshudderedat that thought and then remembered

what was in the front ofthe plane, down in the bottom of
the lake, still strapped in the seat, the body of the pilot.
Sitting there in the water – Brian could see him, the big
man with his hair waving in the current, his eyes open...

Stop,hethought. Stop now.Stop that thinking. He was
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Brian knew. The pilot’s mouth went rigid, he swore and
jerked a short series of slams into the seat, holding his
shoulder now. Swore and hissed, ‘Chest! Oh God, my
chest is coming apart!’

Brian knew now.
The pilot was having a heart attack. Brian had been in

the shopping mall with his mother when a man in front of
Paisley’s store had suffered a heart attack. He had gone
down and screamed about his chest. An old man. Much
older than the pilot.

Brian knew.
The pilot was having a heart attack and even as the

knowledge came to Brian he saw the pilot slam into the
seat one more time, one more awful time he slammed back
into the seat and his right leg jerked, pulling the plane to
the side in a sudden twist, and his head fell forward and
spit came. Spit came from the corners of his mouth and his
legs contracted up, up into the seat, and his eyes rolled
back in his head until there was only white.

Only white for his eyes and the smell became worse,
filled the cockpit, and all of it so fast, so incredibly fast that
Brian’s mind could not take it in at first. Could only see it
in stages.

The pilot had been talking, just a moment ago, com-
plaining of the pain. He had been talking.

Then the jolts had come.
The jolts that took the pilot back had come, and now

Brian sat and there was a strange feeling of silence in the
thrumming roar of the engine – a strange feeling of silence
and being alone. Brian was stopped.

9

eighteen

Brian worked aroundthe tail of the plane two more times,
pulling himself along on the stabiliser and theelevator,but
theresimply wasn’ta way in.

Stupid, he thought. I was stupid to think I could just
come out here and get inside the plane. Nothing is that
easy.Notout here, not in this place. Nothing is easy.

Heslammed his fist against the body of the plane and to
his complete surprise the aluminium covering gave easily
under his blow.Hehit it again, and once more it bent and
gaveand he found that even when he didn’tstrike it but
just pushed, itstill moved. It was really,hethought, very
thin aluminium skin overa kind of skeleton and if it gave
that easily he might be able to force his way through...

The hatchet. He might be able to cut or hack with the
hatchet.He reached to his belt and pulled the hatchet out,
picked a placewhere the aluminium gave to his push and
took an experimental swing at it.

The hatchet cut through the aluminium as it if weresoft
cheese. He couldn’tbelieveit. Three more hacks and he
had a triangular hole the size of his hand and he could see
four cables that he guessed werethe control cables going
backto the tail and he hit the skin of the plane with a
frenziedseries of hacks to make a still larger opening and
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baby in the commercial looked.Talking and making
sounds, cooking sounds.

Hejerkedhis mind back to the lake.Therewas great
beauty here – almost unbelievable beauty. Thesun
exploded the sky, justblew it up with the setting colour,
and that colour came down into the water of the lake, lit
the trees. Amazing beauty and he wished he could share it
with somebody and say, ‘Look there, and overthere,and
see that...’

Buteven alone it was beautiful and he fed the fire to cut
the night chill.Thereit is again, he thought, that late
summerchill to the air, the smell of fall. He went to sleep
thinking a kind of reversequestion. He did not know if he
would ever get out of this, could not see how it might be,
but ifhe did somehow get home and go back to living the
way he had lived, would it be just the opposite?Would he
be sittingwatching television and suddenly think about
the sunset up behind the ridge and wonder how the colour
looked in the lake?

Sleep.

Inthe morning the chill was more pronounced and he
could see tiny wisps of vapour from his breath. He threw
wood on the fire and blew until it flamed, then banked the
flames to last and went down to the lake. Perhaps because
the air was so cool the water felt warm as he waded in. He
made sure the hatchet was still at his belt and the raft still
held together, then set out pushing the raft and kick-
swimmingtowardsthe tail of the plane.

Asbefore, it was veryhardgoing. Once an eddy of
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He was stopped. Inside he was stopped. He could not
think past what he saw, what he felt. All was stopped. The
very core of him, the very centre of Brian Robeson was
stopped and stricken with a white-flash of horror, a terror
so intense that his breathing, his thinking, and nearly his
heart had stopped.

Stopped.
Seconds passed, seconds that became all of his life, and

he began to know what he was seeing, began to understand
what he saw and that was worse, so much worse that he
wanted to make his mind freeze again.

He was sitting in a bushplane roaring seven thousand
feet above the northern wilderness with a pilot who had
suffered a massive heart attack and who was either dead or
in something close to a coma.

He was alone.
In the roaring plane with no pilot he was alone.
Alone.

10

nearly at the point of swimming back to shore and for-
getting the whole thing. But the image of the survival pack
kepthim. If he could get it out of the plane, or if he could
just get into it and pull something out. A bar of chocolate.

Even that – just a bar of chocolate. It would be worth it.
Buthow to get at the inside of the plane?
Herolled off the raftand pulled himself aroundthe

plane. No openings.Threetimes he put his face in the
water and opened his eyes and looked down. Thewater
was murky,but he could see perhaps six feet and there was
no obvious way to get into the plane. He was blocked.
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