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Special Note
Several characters in the book remain fictional: the Gusal Family, the Jorgensens, and
Luke Bentley among others, are fictional but have been kept in the new edition because
there were other similar characters like them who came to this new land, and I felt they
deserved a place in this story. They represent all of the other homesteaders that came to
the Northwest but did not leave a written record of their past – only scattered accounts
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Introduction
This book is a re-creation of Cougar’s Crossing. Much of it will be familiar to the reader because
many of the incidents are the same. The names of people and places have been changed. They are
now the original names. I had to change the names in the First Edition because I did not have all
of the facts and the history of many of the people involved.
I now have that information and the permission of the family to write the real story. Some
fictional characters have been retained, however. Sometimes I have borrowed from other family
historical accounts and used the existing fictional characters. I have included them with the actual
people because I feel the story should also be told. The mystery still haunts us through the story.
I have, of course, taken liberty with the character’s thoughts, feelings and speech but they are as
close to reality as I can get, since these characters did not leave these on paper.
From the story………………
… Paw thinks I’m too young for wine but maybe there are other things I’m not too young for. If
I’m doing the work of a man it’s time I started behaving like one…
…she looked up to the roof above her…two eyes peeked down at her and then two more. Then
half the body of a snake wiggled out of the sod above her.
…”We’ve invested a lot in this location and now they’re yanking the railroad away from us?”
Robinson complained.
…It did not occur to Florence that she was the first woman on the floor to select her ‘ladies
choice’ partner … and that everyone was staring … a few gasped.
…”You think I’M reckless! You’re the reckless one in this marriage! And may I remind you
…you ARE married!”
…Soon his muscles stopped vibrating and trembling. They relaxed and warmed. He closed his
eyes and didn’t care anymore what Doctor Mann was going to do to him…
…Earl became more and more fond and proud of his jacket. It was the finest thing he ever had to
his name. It set him apart – defined who he was.
… “I don’t know if I want to use up my flour and sugar sacks on frillies,” Louise said, “I need
them for underwear. It takes five flour sacks to make a sheet, so it takes a while to save up.”
“It was no use. This was worse than if Bessie had ignored Maude’s feelings altogether. The spicy
vernacular was such a part of Bessie. It was like trying to tie her tongue behind her.

Preface
Have you ever regretted not listening when your parents or grandparents told you the
stories of their past? Perhaps you listened with half-an-ear or you thought the stories
incoherent memories of an old man. You were interested in the present and the future.
Years later they are gone and you can not remember what they said. Somehow, now, your
roots buried in their ramblings have become very important. You want to discover that
buried past. This poem was written several years ago by Floris Clark McLaren:

To an Old Man
I wish I had listened then
When you began those long old stories
I was bored and ran outdoors to play; or older
Tactfully drew the talk away to light
immediate things…
And all the while your generation lay behind
your baffled eyes and wistful speech,
groping towards mine;
And I can never reach it now.
The things you did not say are buried with you,
And the bright thin line of contact broken.
For I closed a door and let you go away,
your stories all untold.
I wish I had listened more…

Author’s Note
This is a true story, as true as I have been able to determine it to be. Places exist where residents
can recall the events today based on stories passed down through the generations.
**To preserve the authenticity of ages and the time line of events, I have fast forwarded some
chapters and returned later to the original story time line. It will be indicated at the beginning of
the chapter when this fast forwarding takes place, and how far forward it takes the reader. I hope
this inclusion of stories and events that took place after the critical event in the book will not
confuse the reader.
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PROLOGUE
“Bones!

What the hell ….?!” Ralph exploded out of the hole they were digging as
though he’d just been launched.
“What? Can’t be!” Startled, Landon bounded over from the car where he’d gone to
call down to the farm on the cell phone. He was expecting an important call from the
head office in Vancouver to see if he could take a couple more days off after the funeral
before having to get back to work.
“What’s going on?” Daren shouted from the gate as he sauntered over from his halfton. In no hurry, he was sure that nothing could be that serious. Lean and muscular, with
short blonde hair that stood straight up like an overgrown brush-cut moussed into a mod
style, he never got too excited about anything. As a rodeo bullfighter who had faced
down, sidestepped and leaped over the backs of many angry bulls, he didn’t get too
worried about unimportant emergencies. “Don’t sweat the small stuff,” he always said.
He’d just recuperated from being stepped on at the last rodeo. “Zigged when I should’ve
zagged,” he’d announced from his hospital bed.
All four stood on the edge of the deep hole in the almost-frozen ground and stared
first at Ralph, who wiped the sweat from his brow in spite of the cold October air, and
then into the hole. Looking shaken, Landon’s stepfather felt on the defensive. He had
uncovered the bones.
“We must have dug in the wrong place!” Skye stared aghast at the long white bones
that his cousin’s stepfather had unearthed.
“You’re the one who told us this was the right place,” Landon said to Skye
pointedly. “You said you got all the plots sorted out on the computer. You knew exactly
where every grave was. You were supposed to dig in the plot next to Grandpa’s sister,
Florence. ‘This is the right place,’ you said – the family plot. What happened, Genius?
You made us dig into somebody’s grave!”
Skye, visibly upset, reddened and then paled. “It couldn’t be! No graves should be
here. This, according to the old map, should be right. See? Here’s Florence Jarvis’s stone.
And here’s the space on the map.”
“Who knows?” Ralph ran his fingers through his greying hair distractedly. “Before
they sorted things out, this cemetery had been badly neglected, Clifford said. Back then,
maybe people got planted wherever they found a space, without telling anybody there
was a funeral.”
“I don’t know, guys,” Daren drawled with unconcern, “but I know Grandpa’s been
looking after this cemetery since nearly ‘Day One’ and he’s never found anyone out of
place. They all got put into the ground in their boxes with their feet to the east and their
heads to the west. That’s the way he always dug the graves.”
Ralph, several years older, his stepson, Landon, and Skye had dug through the
hardest part of the cold ground. All three of them were city boys from Vancouver and not
used to this much manual labor.
“That’s another thing,” Landon puzzled. “Look at the bones! They’re lying the
wrong way. They’re lying north to south – not east to west like all the others.”

“And we shouldn’t have run into bones at all! Hey look! There’s a coffin next to the
skeleton. How can that be?” Skye began to unthaw a fraction and come out of his state of
shock.
“I think that we’d better tell your Grandpa about this.” Ralph, who had come with
Landon’s mother, Mavis, from Vancouver for the funeral, wondered how many other
skeletons were still hidden away.
“Wait,” Daren cautioned as he jumped into the grave. After digging quickly, Daren
discovered that the coffin which was made of old pine boards and not well put together in
the first place, had come apart, collapsing under the weight of dirt and the strikes given it
by the shovelling. He pulled the top boards off and the rest of the pine box fell apart
exposing the deteriorating cloth inside.
Landon jumped in beside Daren with the other shovel. In morbid curiosity they
stared at the remains. “There’s two bodies in this grave,” Landon shouted up to the rest.
“One body was in a pine box that rotted over the years and placed next to the better
coffin.” Landon observed morosely. “The other coffin looks okay. But there was only one
grave marker.”
“This is too weird for me,” Skye spoke up in a subdued voice while kneeling on the
edge of the shallow grave. “From what I’ve read, nobody ever buries their dead with the
head to the north and the feet to the south. It’s supposed to be bad luck – especially when
all the other graves are east/west.”
“Well,” Daren bounded out of the grave with a practised leap as Landon scrambled
up behind him. “I think they already had all the bad luck they could stand – they died,
didn’t they?”
“But when? How? In an unmarked grave, with the coffin fallen apart and the other in
a regular coffin?” Ralph, still shaken, stood frowning in puzzlement.
“And speaking of bad luck,” Landon, the last out of the grave, announced with
foreboding, “Did you see the skull on that body; it had a hole right through it! Did you
notice? The top of the head was nearly gone.”
“Oh yeah!” Daren observed curiously, after hopping back into the grave to
investigate. “You’re right! The guy was shot through the head. That’s gotta be a bullet
hole.”
“Get out of there, Daren,” Ralph told him. “I think it’s time we drove back to the
farm and told the rest.”
“But what about Grandma’s grave?” Skye worried. “We came up here to dig her
grave. It was supposed to be right here. Grandpa said that’s what the map should show.
Their plots, his and hers, have been planned here for years. Over there is Grandpa’s
mother and father, and the rest of the family. This was the spot where he said Grandma’s
grave should be.” Skye got out the map again and studied it. He couldn’t believe he’d
made a mistake. Then he checked the stone that read ‘Florence Jarvis, Born July 4, 1900,
Died February 10, 1921.’
“Yeah,” Daren agreed sadly. “Grandpa always dug all the graves since he’s been
caretaker.”
Clifford, Daren’s grandfather, took over from his father, Dave Lowry. Dave always
used to dig the graves by hand too. It was only recently that Clifford got the backhoe in to
do the hard work.

“And we said that we’d dig this grave for Grandpa,” Landon spoke up quietly. “This
was supposed to be a labour of love. It was the last thing that we could do for Grandma
for all that she’s done for us.”
“We’ve got to take this bad news down to the farm,” Ralph said. “Your Grandpa’s
got to see this and tell us what to do. We can’t leave these bones exposed like this. I feel
like a grave robber.”
The October sun shone down as warmly as it could on the hilltop where the cemetery
lay. The trees still sported their array of brightly coloured leaves, and the grass
underneath them was spread with its blanket of yellow and brown. If the four men looked
out past the trees on the edge of the cemetery, they could see the farm on the river flats
below with its white rambling farmhouse and big red barn. The Pembina River snaked its
way across the countryside, flowing lazily past the farm, almost circling it before turning
and heading back to the north. Then, as it did many times on its journey, it doubled back
again, wending its way back to the west.
The cemetery had been part of the land that Cougar Wright had homesteaded when
he came to this country in the early days when Alberta was young. He had donated the
land to the community after several people who died during the flu epidemic had already
been buried on their own property, there being no decent burial ground.
Since then, his family had taken over the care of the cemetery. After several years
passed, and for want of proper upkeep, it had gone into serious disrepair. Brush, weed
and grass had begun to grow over the graves until it was hard to tell where anyone had
been buried.
When Clifford Lowry took over the farm after his father and grandfather had passed
away, he agreed to take over the care of the cemetery. He’d developed a map to diagram
where the existing graves were and where future graves would be dug. He, in addition to
his neighbours on the annual cleanup day, helped dig away encroaching bush, and kept
the grass cut around the stones and crosses. Clifford knew that some day he would be
carried to that graveyard when he was too old to climb that old hill. He’d reserved a spot
for himself and his wife, Gladys, under the big birch in the middle of the grounds. He
never dreamed that she would be the first to be carried to the plot, leaving him behind to
care for her grave at the Southpark Cemetery.
Looking up from his mournful reverie as he leaned against the side of the barn,
Clifford wiped a tear away with his sleeve. Then he watched his truck come racing down
the hill, raising a trail of dust behind it. I knew it was a mistake to let those boys borrow
the truck, he growled to himself. Now what’s happened? I knew I should have gone up
with them! They said that the last thing they could do for their Grandma was to dig the
grave instead of me. I shouldn’t have to dig the grave for my own wife, they said. I
thought Ralph would be able to supervise things properly even though he’s a city man
and never dug a hole in the ground before. The thought of losing Gladys sent fresh tears
flowing down his face. Cancer had crept in and stolen her from him.
He winced as he moved his arthritic bones towards the road to meet the speeding
vehicle as it skidded to a stop in the driveway. His grandsons leaped out of the truck and
stood in front of him with a mixture of alarm and unhappiness on their faces, unsure of
how to break the news to him.
“Grandpa, we dug up bones,” Landon finally blurted out.
“We dug where you told us to, Clifford.” Ralph felt foolish and incompetent.

“It’s where the map placed it on the computer plan,” Skye flushed. He’d worked late
last night getting the cemetery map all set up so that you could tell at a glance ‘who was
buried where.’
I knew that computer stuff was just a waste of time, Clifford fumed to himself. Now
what have they done? I knew I should have gone! “I marked the plot – right under the
birch. Let’s go back up there and see what you’ve done. If you’ve disturbed a grave….”
He shuddered at the thought.
In silence, they drove him back up the hill to the cemetery. Wincing with pain,
shoulders bent, Clifford hobbled across the grounds and discovered to his surprise that
the boys had indeed dug in the place that he had marked. He started from the tree,
stepped out the distance between the other graves, and watched as Ralph and Skye
measured. It was becoming plain that it was the right place to dig. Shuddering, he gazed
into the grave at the bones lying in distorted disarray, and he felt a chill wash over his
soul. Something that he remembered from the past – something that had imprinted itself
indelibly on his mind began to unfold.
“And look, Grandpa,” Landon urged as he jumped into the hole beside the bones,
“on this skeleton that was lying on top of the coffin, there’s a hole – like a bullet hole right through the forehead! Half the head is practically blown off!”
Landon’s announcement hit Clifford like a thunderbolt. The past had come back to
haunt him. It was all going to come out now – every sordid thing. The rumours, the
whispers, the screams, the terror! Tomorrow the whole community would be here for
Gladys’s funeral and they were going to peer into the past – the secret would be exposed
for the world to see. Clifford felt weak and leaned on his son-in-law as he turned away
from the gravesite.
“Cover them up,” he croaked. “It’s time to put an end to the secrets.” Turning
slowly, he headed for the truck. “It’s time for everyone to know the story.”
“Yes,” Skye sighed tiredly. “And then we’ll need to find another spot for Grandma’s
grave.” They climbed into the car and followed their grandfather’s truck down the hill to
the farmhouse.

1
FACING THE WILDERNESS
Frank

Wright looked out of the train window as it inched its way through the
mountain pass. March was not the best time to be travelling through the mountains he
was beginning to believe. There were snow slides and rockslides. Tons of rock on the
side of the mountain had come down and covered the tracks. That’s what must be
happening up ahead. At this rate they could probably walk to Edmonton faster than the
train would get there. The white face of the mountain towered over them with the green
mass of spruce trees marching up the side towards it.
This would be good timber area, he thought. But pretty rugged and difficult to
harvest! As a sawyer, forestry was always uppermost on his mind. For the past year, he’d
been working in the Washington forests getting out the huge trees, a wage earner
employed by the rich wood buyers, and a poor wage at that! He had undercut and notched
the huge fir and cedar for the falling gangs. Then his son Lorne had come behind them
and had given his hand signals to the man who operated the donkey engine. He was
called a ‘whistle punk’. At his whistle signal the team of oxen reeled out the cable from a
huge spool, or drum to the waiting downed tree. Lorne unhitched the cable from the team
while one of the waiting timber men looped the line around the log. Lorne then hand
signalled the operator of the donkey engine that he could pull the logs down to the
water’s edge where they would be floated to the sawmill. He then led the team of oxen
back to the spool to wait for the signal when the next log was ready.
Frank Wright glanced over at his son, who, wrapped in his thick grey blanket,
slouched on the train seat beside him, trying to get comfortable enough for a nap. When
they’d left Wisconsin a year ago, Lorne had been a tall, gangly kid. Now, after a year on
the timber gang, he’d filled out. Tall and broad shouldered he was, Frank had to admit, no
longer a boy; he was a man! Straight, dark brown hair sprung up into rooster tails and
cowlicks, and his features were angular but pleasant with clear grey eyes and a ready
smile.
Creaking and groaning came from the bunk over their heads. Their seat, when folded
down, was like sleeping on a board. It might be uncomfortable, Frank Wright grumbled,
but it was better than the narrow overhead bunks with the curtain pulled across in front.
The sleeping bunks were pulled down on supporting chains from the ceiling where they
were folded back. The compartments had probably been planned only for baggage
storage when the railroad car had been built. Now, however, they acted as bunks for
passengers to sleep in at night.
When the passenger above Lorne and his father got tired of lying in his bunk, he
swung down and sat beside the men below for awhile so that he could look out the
window.
The car in which Lorne and his father rode was occupied entirely by men – all
travelling to Alberta, Canada. Not a woman could be seen. This was the new frontier. The
lantern hanging from the ceiling of the railcar swayed back and forth as the steel wheels

clattered over the rails. The man in the seat across from them was trying to read from an
old Seattle newspaper.
Yep, Frank, nicknamed Cougar, thought to himself, if I’d stayed in Puyallup falling
timber I could o’ made a lot o’ money. Everyone said, even the boss when I drew my pay,
that I was the best and fastest axe-man they had. The boss was going to hate to see me
go. The young fellas couldn’t touch me!
Cougar swore as the train ground to a halt while railcars jolted against each other.
Everyone peered out of the windows while Lorne, jarred awake, sat up.
“What’s going on?” he asked his father.
“Another damn avalanche slid across the track likely,” Cougar growled. Lorne
observed that his father was living up to his nickname. Frank Wright’s foul temper had
earned him the name ‘Cougar.’ When Cougar Wright was in a bad mood, especially after
a drinking spree, everyone steered clear. “The last time we were a gawdamn hour diggin’
out of the rock and snow!” Cougar was impatient, tired of sitting on the hard train seat
and tired of looking at snow and mountainside out of the window.
Lorne had to admit to himself that he was partly to blame for the nickname,
following his father out to Washington. But with that bushy black beard and moustache
and those piercing grey eyes along with that loud voice when he was angry, the name was
most appropriate. His father was built tall, broad shouldered and husky, wiry, agile and
strong. Not many could or would try to best him in a fight.
“Sit still, everyone,” the conductor called out as he walked down the aisle. “As soon
as the engines build up speed, the snow-scoop on the front will clear the track ahead.
We’ve got two 460s up there with a lot of power behind them. As soon as we build up a
head of steam, we’ll push our way through. Stay seated – a jerk could knock you over.”
And he moved on through to the next car.
Now Cougar knew what they meant when they said that March would be a bad time
to travel through the mountains – especially through the Kicking Horse Pass, with its
steep, narrow, snow-packed mountainsides. He glanced over at the paper the man across
the aisle held up, ‘The Seattle News’, and though he wasn’t much at reading, he wished
he had a piece of that paper to fill the time.
Just a couple of days ago, he and Lorne had climbed aboard the ferry at Seattle,
looking for a new adventure. The chill of the fog hadn’t dampened their spirits. When
Lorne had read in The Seattle News about what was happening in northwestern Canada,
he’d told his father about it excitedly.
‘The new province of Alberta is opening up its borders to any American with
ambition and courage,’ Lorne had read. ‘You can claim a hundred-and-sixty-acre piece of
land for a ten-dollar fee. All you have to do is clear thirty acres of it that year and build a
log shack.’
“Paw,” he addressed his father, “you could clear that in the first week, and build a
log house for the two of us in the next week.”
“Less,” Cougar nodded. “What else does it say?”
“It says: ‘huge tracts of land north of Edmonton where the railway ends are
practically free for the taking. He read haltingly: ‘There are wonderful yields of wheat
and other grain, the best grazing lands on the con-tin-ent, mag-nif-i-cent’ climate, plenty
of water and fuel, timber for buil-ding and the woods are filled with venison for your
table and fur to warm your body and bed.’”

“Remember,” Lorne started to warm up to the possibility, “when you said that it was
too late to think about going north for the gold-rush in the Klondike? It’s not too late to
get in on this gold rush!
“Down in Washington I’m a whistle punk leadin’ a team of oxen back and forth in
the same track day after day – makin’ twenty cents – bein’ treated like a kid. Up north in
Canada I could be a man.”
Cougar had grunted, but the seed had been planted. What did he have to look
forward to? He’d left his family in Wisconsin on the other side of the country, to operate
the paddle wheeler on the Mississippi because the Wisconsin River led his itchy
travelling feet to the Mighty Mississippi and it brought in money to the family. He was
good at it, too. He’d become friends with the banjo-playing Odie Gusal, who worked on
the paddle wheeler, the Missouri Queen, with him and missed him when he left.
Then, Cougar heard about the money to be made in the forests out West, and the
wanderlust hit him again. Day after day, he’d swung his axe – his only reward being the
begrudging praise of his fellow timber crew and a few dollars at the end of the month. He
and Lorne didn’t have a thing to call their own except the clothes on their backs. He
stroked his thick, black, drooping moustache and scowled, his bushy black eyebrows
lowering. Lorne did have a point. They lived in a camp with a lot of other lumberjacks,
fought for a place at the grub table and claimed a bunk at night when it was time to flop
into bed. Not much future in that!
Lorne was telling about a huge piece of land for the taking – free! That bit of ground
in Wisconsin couldn’t hold a candle to what Lorne was describing! Land for his family to
spread out in with a patch of ground of their own! All the water, fuel, grassland, deer and
timber that you could dream of! He’d be a fool to turn a blind eye to that! This was like a
plum falling into his lap.
He thought of his family. Before his wife, Minnie, had died, she’d told him, “Frank
Wright, you’ll never make anything of yourself. If you don’t stop this drinking and
carousing your life away, you’ll be the ruin of us all.” The more she nagged him about
his drinking, the more stubborn he became. They fought every time he came home drunk,
and every day he got louder and harder to live with. As though he’d had something to
prove, he never backed down from a fight at the taverns either.
Then when Minnie got sick and died, he began to blame himself. He became more
morose and drank all the more. He neglected their unproductive farm and yelled at his
girls until they couldn’t live with him any more.
This was when his oldest son, Frank Junior, had talked him into finding work out
west. He was good with the axe, young Frank told him. He could get a job in the timber
tracts of Washington. They could look after the farm without him; they’d been doing it
without him ever since their maw had died and he’d gone on his drinking binges. He’d go
with him, Frank had assured his father, but he had a new wife here.
Lorne now, was another story! He was through school, had no job or promise of
work. He’d be the ideal one to try his hand as a lumberjack. He was always adventurous
by nature.
Lorne had jumped at the chance, and they left together for the Washington lumber
town of Puyallup. Cougar always had it in his mind to make his fortune out west and send
for his family to join him. What was there for them on that couple of acres of land in
Wisconsin? He hadn’t left his family much of a legacy. Maybe he could make up for that.

The thought was beginning to take shape in his mind as Lorne read about the land of
opportunity in the territories up north. They’d be the first to explore the new land, to
claim a part of it as their own. Up there, he’d quit drinking and invite his family to share
in his good fortune.
When they’d gotten off the ferry in Vancouver, Cougar had bought the supplies they
needed for 2. He and Lorne caught the Canadian Pacific Railroad train heading through
the mountains. First, they’d get to the prairie town of Calgary, and then they’d take the
train north to Edmonton to face the greatest adventure of their lives. He was as excited as
a kid – as excited as Lorne himself!
Restless and irked at further delay, Cougar reached into his pocket and took out a
much-thumbed and greasy deck of cards. “Wanna play a hand of poker?” he asked his
son as he idly shuffled the deck.
“Naw,” Lorne mumbled. “I think I’ll take a walk through the train – maybe find how
big a-pile o’ snow and rock we’ve gotta dig through – and how long it’s gonna take.” He
staggered off down the aisle as the train jolted, shuddered and swayed while inching
forward.
“Hmmph!” Cougar snorted and started dealing out two hands from the deck anyway.
“Are you allowing anyone else into this game, or do you always play poker alone?” a
voice spoke at his shoulder. Cougar looked up to see a big man in a mackinaw with all
the buttons missing on the front, and wearing a fur cap.
“Yep,” the master of the quick comeback returned, “that way you never lose.”
The man sat down across from Cougar with a wry grin. “Deal me in.”
“Ante up!” Cougar bid the man flippantly. “It’s pennies to start with, and we
graduate to matches.”
After a couple of hands where the pennies managed to change hands, the men
introduced themselves. “I’m Frank Wright, originally from Wisconsin, recently from
Puyallup, Washington.” Cougar stuck out his hand.
“Luke Bentley,” the man introduced himself, “originally from Seattle, used to be a
dock-worker, and tried my hand in the coal mines of the Crowsnest and then on the
railroad shovelling coal. Now I’m heading north to Edmonton to lay track to the west for
the Grand Trunk Line – a northern route through the Athabasca Pass. I hear they’re
offering good money for experienced railroad workers. They’re operating in opposition to
the CPR.” He added the last in a lowered tone as though it was a secret organization.
Most people knew about the infighting with the railroad companies to lay their lines
as fast as they could. The government was trying to bring a stream of people in to settle
Western Canada. The borders of the provinces depended on the extent of the settlement,
and the railroad companies were doing their best to win government favour by supplying
the means of getting population to the new provinces. So far, the CPR had the inside
track.
Cougar listened attentively. This man could be a valuable source of information. This
was not his first trip to the Northwest.
“See those men back there?” Luke indicated with a nod of his head to the back seats
of the railcar. “They’re ‘navvies.’” Cougar craned his neck to see a number of Asians.
“They used to work on this railroad line, and now they’re sending them to the coal mines
in the Crowsnest.”

“There’s coal mining in these mountains?” Cougar questioned, contemplating more
opportunities opening up in case the homestead idea didn’t pay off right away.
“They ship many tons of coal a day by rail through these mountains,” Bentley waved
his hand expansively.
“Maybe a fella could get a job in the mines,” Cougar leaned forward eagerly.
“They’re always crying for mine workers,” Bentley sniffed. “That’s why they have
to ship in the Asians by the hundreds.” He jerked a nod in the direction of the corner that
held the Chinese workers. “They’re the only ones crazy enough, or dumb enough, to go
down in those mines. I’m through with the mines - I’ll never go back down into those hell
holes!”
Curious about Luke’s strange reaction to coal mining, Cougar dug deeper. “Why
not? What the hell’s the matter with the coal mines?”
Luke Bentley shuffled the greasy deck of cards, and a grim look crossed his face. “If
you wanna stare the devil right in the eyes and see the back side of hell, all you gotta do
is sign on as a coal miner. I’ve been there, and I’m never going back.”
Cougar noticed the tremble in the man’s hands, the grey pallour to his skin, and his
curiosity increased. When Luke didn’t reply for a while but dealt the cards out slowly and
silently, Cougar pressed him. “Why the hell not? What happened?”
Just then, the train lurched forward and Lorne made his way down the aisle toward
them, staggering between the seats. “They’ve got the track cleared,” he called out to
anyone who wanted to listen. “We’re on our way again.”
“If you wait awhile,” Luke Bentley told Cougar, “I’ll show you.” He glanced out the
train window. “It’s not far from here. You’ll soon see why I’ll never go down in the
mines again. It’s your turn. I played the ten. I’m in for a penny.”
Lorne sat in the seat behind while the men played, and Cougar puzzled for awhile
over Bentley’s reaction but finally turned his attention back to his hand of cards and
concentrated on his next play.
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