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This book is dedicated to the real Gear. 
You know who you are. You are a true friend 
to the Arctic and the people who live there.
I’m grateful for our friendship.
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chapter one

If a guy could choose how he was going to die, he'd probably hope to be stampeded by cheerleaders, all of them fighting to be the first one to smooch him. He wouldn't want to be running down the ice highway, with a bulldozer chasing him and snot freezing his
lips together.

All because of Reuben Reuben and his sister, Lizzie. Whenever she was around, it was hard for me to breathe. That's my excuse, although I have to take some of the blame for what happened.

It started in early September. The Edmonton Oil Kings, a WHL team, were touring the western Arctic for preseason, playing local exhibition games to raise money for charity and to promote a literacy program for kids. One of their last games was here in Inuvik, where Reuben and Lizzie and I went to high school at Samuel Hearne Secondary. Reuben and I were both playing for the Inuvik team.

“Ready for the game?” I said to Reuben during the pregame skate.

“Sure, Gear.”

My real name is Gary Itskut. I moved to Inuvik from Norway when I was seven and my dad was still part of the family. He left. My mom and I stayed. I’m called Gear because people say I pronounce my own name like that. They also call me Gear because I like taking things apart to see how they work. If Reuben was one of the best hockey players around, I was one of the best geeks. It seemed I understood engineering stuff as naturally as he understood how to flick a wrist shot into a corner of the net. When I took something apart and put it back together, chances were it would work even better than before.

“Other things on your mind?” I asked. He seemed distracted. “Like the booger hanging from your nose?”

Reuben wiped his nose without even getting upset that I was messing with him. Not good.

“What’s up?” I said.

“I don’t want to go to school anymore.”

“Huh? We promised each other.”

Reuben was my best friend. I talked to him all the time about going south after high school. We’d go to college or university together. I was working hard to get a scholarship, and I was helping him work for one too.

“I know I promised,” Reuben said, “but some days I think Grandma Nellie is right. We can’t forget how to live the traditional ways.”

“We’ve been through this,” I said. “The North is changing. You need to—”

The ref blew his whistle, and I didn’t have a chance to finish. Besides, I had other things to worry about in the near future. Like survival on the ice. After all, I was a geek. Not a hockey player.

In the face-off circle, I faced a center named Godzilla.

No, that wasn’t his real name. But it should have been.

I’m not short, but I had to crane my head back to look at him. Dark hair curled out from underneath his helmet. He had dark eyes. A big nose. A dark mustache. And a big friendly grin.

“Have fun,” he said. It seemed like he meant it. After all, it was only an exhibition game.

Easy for him to say. It was the end of the Oil Kings’ exhibition season. They’d been skating most of the summer. It had been months since I’d been on the ice. Plus, I was nervous anyway.

I’m sure he was used to playing in front of crowds much bigger than the one here at Inuvik’s arena. For me, and for most of the players on our team, this was as big as it got. Saying the whole town was here to watch wasn’t quite true. It was kind of like calling the center Godzilla—a bit of an exaggeration.

On the other hand, if you measured the percentage of the town in the stands, Godzilla had never played in front of a bigger crowd.

Inuvik only has a population of about 3,500. So if there were 500 fans in the stands, that was one person out of every seven. Fourteen point three percent. For Godzilla, if Edmonton’s population is a million, that would be like skating in front of a crowd of about 143,000 people.

I was unable to shut my brain off. I thought of something else. We lived so far north and it was so remote that if you drew a 180-mile circle around Inuvik—the distance from Edmonton to Calgary—that circle might only add another 1,000 people to the total. So 500 out of 4,500 was one out of nine. For convenience in the math, make it one out of ten. Yup. I was playing a crowd that was nearly ten percent of all the people in a 200-mile radius. That’s 25,000 square miles.

“Hey.” Godzilla’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Have fun,” he said again.

That’s when I noticed he’d taken his glove off his right hand and was holding his hand out for me to shake.

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry. I was kind of lost in thought for a second or two.”

The ref had just reached the circle.

I took off my own glove and shook hands with Godzilla.

The ref waited for us to get ready. Then he crouched.

I began to wonder what it would be like to play in front of 143,000 people. And whether Lizzie would be hanging out with us after the game.

I can’t help those kinds of thoughts. They happen all the time. Anytime. Like in front of Godzilla, about a second before the puck dropped. I should have had my head in the game.

Instead I was thinking all those things.

And one other thing.

They didn’t know my right winger, Reuben Reuben.

The ref dropped the puck.



chapter two

My hockey was decent, but not WHL level. My best skill—and maybe it was close to WHL level—was that I was good at winning face-offs.

Against Godzilla, as the puck dropped, I got enough weight on my stick to block his stick as he finished sweeping it on his backhand to their left defenseman. Instead of winning the draw clean, Godzilla only managed to get the heel of the blade on the puck. It bounced and wobbled slowly as it headed toward the Oil Kings’ blue line.

As the ref dropped the puck, Reuben jumped past his winger. He was half a step into the clear as the puck wobbled toward the Oil Kings’ left defenseman, a guy named Slinger.

From my position at center, I saw everything.

Slinger had taken a step toward the puck, but Reuben’s quickness caused him to freeze for a second. That left him in a bad position between the blue line and the centerline. Reuben took advantage of it and poked the puck into the open ice between both Oil Kings’ defensemen.

Godzilla was trying to get into the play, but I accidentally tugged on his sleeve and held him back for a second. All right, I confess. Maybe it wasn’t an accident.

Slinger was too far forward to stop Reuben, but he was committed to lunging forward and couldn’t spin fast enough to catch Reuben either.

Their right defenseman had played it safer. He was far enough back to get a good angle on Reuben and was almost close enough to block Reuben’s forward progress.

Reuben got the blade of his stick on the puck. Actually, under the puck. He plattered it. For a split second, it rested completely flat on his blade, which was horizontal to the ice. Reuben spun his blade upside down and around again in a tight circular swoop. The puck stayed on his blade, and with a quick move he fired it like a lacrosse shot into the boards just left of the net.

The boom of impact echoed across the ice.

It was a move that obviously confused the second Oil Kings’ defenseman, because it froze him too.

Not Reuben. He was skating at full speed, following the puck to get the rebound off the boards. Three strides later, he reached it. Then he pulled it toward his body with his stick and let it past his front foot to the blade of his rear skate.

He kicked the puck forward and caught it on his stick. Faked a shot. Went to his backhand and easily moved past the sprawled goalie.

Wide-open net!

Reuben gently pushed the puck across the goal line, easing it into the back of the net.

In a heartbeat, ten percent of the entire population of 25,000 square miles went nuts!

Reuben gave a quick fist pump as he circled away from the net. But that was it. Showy as the goal was, I knew him well enough not to expect him to raise his stick in the air with both arms high. He wasn’t a showboat. His job was to put the puck in the net, so why act like it was a big deal?

As the noise quieted, I drifted alongside Godzilla as we both headed toward center ice for the next face-off.

“Funny,” he said, smiling. “For a couple of seconds there, it felt like someone was hanging on to my jersey.”

“That was your jersey?” I shook my head. “Now everything makes sense. I thought it was mine and that someone was trying to pull it away. That’s why I held on so tight.”

That made Godzilla laugh. “Not that it would have made a difference. Your buddy beat our defense so bad, I think they accidentally switched jockstraps trying to stop him.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Notice how the crowd cheered for the way I set it all up off the draw?”

Godzilla shook his head and rolled his eyes. “I thought we were in Inuvik, not fantasy land.”

“In my world,” I answered, “sometimes I can’t tell the difference.”



chapter three

Just before the ref dropped the puck again, I backed out of the face-off circle.

“Reuben,” I said, “Godzilla here is too strong. There’s no way I can get the puck to the right side off the draw. How about switching wings?”

“Godzilla?” Godzilla echoed.

“Think of it as a compliment,” I told him. “It’s the way I meant it.”

But Godzilla’s attention had shifted away from me. He was staring at Reuben, who cut across the ice toward the left wing.

In a town as small and remote as ours, pulling together a team meant being less picky than it might have been in other towns. Our own left winger was a big guy named Evan. He was about thirty years old. Unlike Godzilla, who was obviously fast, Evan was big and slow. He had a hard slap shot but needed lots of room and time to fire it. His stickhandling was pathetic. Passes bounced off his stick. When he tried to pass, the puck often ended up under his own skates.

The best part about his game was that he never washed his hockey equipment. When Evan pinned you against the boards with his shoulder, it was like using a skunk for a pillow. So opponents often just let him go into the corner to get the puck without fighting him for it. Most of the time he didn’t do anything with the puck anyway.

As Reuben and Evan switched sides, Reuben stopped and offered his stick to Evan. That’s why Godzilla wasn’t listening to me. Evan took Reuben’s stick. Reuben took Evan’s stick.

Evan didn’t care that he’d gone from shooting left to shooting right. He was so bad, it really didn’t matter.

As for Reuben, his switch from right winger to left winger was complete. He now had a stick curved for someone shooting left.

“Thanks, ref,” I said.

“I don’t get it,” Godzilla said to me as we moved into the face-off circle.

“Be better if Reuben goes to his strong side,” I said.

Godzilla was still blinking as he tried to figure this out. He wasn’t set when the ref dropped the puck. I was able to pull it back to our left defenseman, who fell as the puck hit his stick.

He looked like easy prey. The Oil Kings’ right winger, a short wide guy with the name Venezia across his jersey, swooped in for a breakaway. Godzilla jumped into the play too. This left Reuben unguarded in the neutral zone. With me still at center ice too.

But just before the Oil Kings’ winger reached the puck, our defenseman flailed in desperation. He managed to nick the puck, and it hopped through Venezia’s legs.

Onto Reuben’s stick.

With me open.

Reuben slid the puck to me.

I turned like I was going to pass to Evan.

Not likely.

Godzilla had stopped and turned to pursue me.

I flipped the puck back to Reuben.

“All yours,” I yelled.

Reuben cut toward the middle of the ice, directly in front of me.

I stayed where I was. I accidentally blocked Godzilla. Okay, it wasn’t an accident.

Evan had his winger tied up, so that left Reuben against the two Oil Kings’ defensemen. That was the bad news. The good news was that Reuben was in full stride with lots of room.

At least it looked like he was in full stride.

I’m not a good player, but I do try to watch and learn. One thing I knew about good players was that they had more than one speed. Someone like me, always trying his hardest, only has one speed: as fast as I can go.

That makes it too easy for opponents to judge what you are doing.

Reuben had about three different speeds. Right now he was at three-quarters. He stayed on his angle, taking him from our left side across to Slinger, the defenseman on the Oil Kings’ left side.

Slinger, I’m sure, was still mad about Reuben’s first goal. Slinger saw the angle and moved up to lay a huge body check on Reuben. He didn’t know that Reuben could kick it up a notch. And then another notch.

Reuben looks effortless when he plays. In a flash, he was past Slinger, who had braced for impact. He left Slinger looking like a pylon just outside the Oil Kings’ blue line.

Reuben was on a half breakaway!

The other defenseman cut across. Just like before.

Reuben didn’t mess around. From the top of the face-off circle, stickhandling left-handed instead of righthanded, Reuben snapped a shot that lasered into the top right-hand side of the net.

Once again, chaos in the stands!

And once again, I found myself drifting beside Godzilla toward the face-off circle.

“Like I said,” I told Godzilla, “it’s better when Reuben shifts to his strong side.”

We lost the exhibition game 10–6, but Reuben scored five of our goals. I scored the sixth. And at the end of the game, Godzilla was the first to give him a high five. All the other Oil Kings did the same.

Funny how they ignored me.



chapter four

“What’s the problem?” I asked Reuben.

I was sitting on the steps that led to the interior of a Beechcraft 90. The twin turboprop aircraft is one of my favorites to fly. Maybe that gives the wrong impression. I’m not a qualified pilot. Yet. More accurately, among the fleet of MacDelta Air, the Beechcraft 90 is one of my favorites to sit in the copilot seat above the Mackenzie River valley and delta. Eight passenger seats. Pressurized cabin. Speed: 240 miles per hour. Range: 1,080 miles. Needs only 2,500 feet of runway. A dependable workhorse with personality.

Yup. I loved it. I almost patted the gleaming white paint of the aircraft body.

“Now why would you assume there’s a problem?” Reuben said. He frowned. Indignant.

He was interrupting the work I had to do for MacDelta Air to get the plane cleaned up and ready to be chartered the next day. But that was all right. I wasn’t in a hurry. I loved being around airplanes. I spent about twenty hours a week in the huge hangars at Mike Zubko Airport, a few miles east of Inuvik. I cleaned planes, loaded planes, did anything that needed to be done. All to be able to continue my flying lessons, so I could fly solo someday.

“Why would I assume you’re here with a problem?” I said.

I held up my hand to tick off my fingers one by one.

“First,” I said, touching my index finger, “you’re pretending to be mad that I would ask. You’re not good at pretending. So knock off the tough look. It makes you look goofy.”

Finger number two. “If it was anything else, you would have called and saved yourself the trip out here. But you don’t like asking me for help, and you’ve got too much pride to ask over the phone.”

Finger three. “It’s a problem that’s too important for you to wait until I get back into town after work. You hate flying so much that even getting near an airplane makes you itch.”

I didn’t mention why he was afraid. When he was too young to remember, his parents had died in a small plane crash. His legal guardian was his grandmother, who lived in Aklavik. She had raised Reuben and Lizzie there until they came to high school in Inuvik, where they lived with one of their aunts.

“Does not make me itch,” he said.

“So why are you rubbing your neck?”

He glared at me and stopped rubbing. Then he couldn’t help himself and began rubbing again.

I touched finger four, my pinkie. “And lastly, whenever you do have problems, you know I’m the best person to help you.”

“Well, you’re wrong,” Reuben said. “I’m not here because of a problem.”

“Then it must be more than one problem.”

He sighed. “Two problems.”

“Hence the reason you come to me. I know so much.”

“Hence?” he said.

“Sprinkle words like that in your conversation and chicks think you’re cool. It impresses them more when you can score five goals against the Oil Kings, but I’ve got to work with what I’ve got.”

He sighed again. “Well, that’s one of my problems. The Oil Kings’ coach came to see me this afternoon before the commercial flight took the team back south.”

The Oil Kings flew out on a Boeing 737, part of the Canadian North fleet. Now that is a plane. I started thinking about it. What it would be like to be at the controls of a puppy like that? About three hundred thousand horsepower and— 

“Gear! Gear!”

I looked up to see Reuben snapping his fingers in front of my eyes.

“Welcome back,” he said. “You have the attention span of a one-year-old.”

I coughed. “The Oil Kings’ coach called today. They invited you for a tryout.”

“You knew about that?”

“Lizzie called me as soon as she heard. I bet everyone in the school knows. But I must be hearing you wrong. You said a chance with the Oil Kings was a problem.”

“The coach also said that the Oil Kings place a lot of value on education. He wants a letter from the school to see if I have decent grades. They’d want me to continue school in Edmonton.”

Sounded great to me. I’d be down south at the end of the school year too, ready to start college or university in Edmonton.

“Here’s my advice,” I said. “Tell the coach you’ll continue to score five goals a game.”

“I did. He said school mattered. A lot.”

My turn to sigh. Reuben wasn’t as motivated by school as I was. “Yes, that’s definitely a problem. Unless you’re willing to start working on it.”

“I’m not the gearhead who reads something once and remembers it forever.”

“You can get great grades if you want to.”

“I want to,” Reuben said, “but there’s a bigger problem. I need to get to Aklavik and back before tomorrow’s commercial flight to Edmonton.”

There were no roads across the delta. In the summer, you went by boat. In the winter, by ice highway. Unless you wanted to fly.

“You willing to go in this?” I pointed at the plane beside me. “We can charter this tomorrow. I’ve built up some credit.”

“Okay,” Reuben said.

That proved to me how badly he wanted to play for the Oil Kings: more than he feared flying.

“But that’s the not the biggest problem,” he continued. “The big problem is why I need to go to Aklavik in the first place.”

“Which is?”

“I’m not eighteen,” he said. “I need a letter of permission for me to play for the Oil Kings.”

My eyes opened wide.

“Oy,” I said. I felt like rubbing my own neck.

“Oy? Is that like hence?”

“Nope,” I answered. “It’s a short way to say we’re in trouble.”

There was only one person who could sign that letter for him. His legal guardian, Grandma Nellie, who lived in Aklavik.

“You’re right,” Reuben said. He blew air from his mouth. “Oy, oy, oy.”
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