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“Hold on, hold on now – you’re telling me I said what?”

Six excited voices in five languages and pitches explained everything to him in fifteen seconds.

Nofina Nolana shook his head – carefully, gently. Multiple shots of clear liquor did not aid clear thinking the next morning, and he struggled to work his way through the six renditions of his past twenty-four hours. A rapid review of the crew arrayed along the walls of the boat’s cabin, more shiny and sanitary than he was accustomed to, he chuckled. Whatever they’d done it looked like the results were good, but he still craved details. “And one more time—what did we do?’

Again the voices flooded over him, much the same but slightly different. Nolana smiled ruefully, winced and put a palm up – silence reigned. “You,” he pointed at the man he considered his lieutenant, whom he called Juan, “explain to me please just where I am and why. Without going too far in the past, please. My brain can’t handle first causes just now.”

“Si. Last night we talked about the sun’s e-clipse coming soon, and you said we should steal a boat and go to Alaska to where we can see the moon hide the sun. ‘Once in a lifetime opportunity’ you said.” He shrugged, explained, “When we found this boat with open hatches and nobody but ... los tecnicos” – “Engineers,” offered Nolana – “Si, engineers only were on board we knew that God was presenting us with a way to Alaska. We convinced los tecnicos to take us to Alaska. Once you explained to them what we were doing they want to see e-clipse too, and so off we go.”

Nolana pondered all this. It sounded very like the kind of mischief he might do, what some might call hijinks but others hijack, the sort of exploit that would earn him drinks in saloons forlife, but the fact he had no memory of doing it troubled him. Half the fun of being Nofina Nolana, the man with ‘NO FIrst NAme and NO LAst NAme’, was sharing the exploits  of Nofina Nolana, and if he was having blackouts his life – and the lives of his audiences – would be much diminished.

At least for this exploit others could supply details, particulars that he would later embellish as his listeners expected, even demanded. The problem was serious but not urgent, did not require drastic action just yet, but he would have to allow it to simmer on his back burner. “So you say we’re heading to Alaska?”

“’Yes’,” sounded in five tongues. So much noise!

Softly he asked, “Whereabouts in Alaska? I hear it’s a big place.”

“Just as you told us. Juneau.”

“Well, maybe I told you last night, but right now I don’t know. Where?”

Juan shrugged and repeated, “Juneau.”

His crew knew better than to mess with Nofina Nolana when suffering from a hangover, as he was now. Still softly, but firmly, “No, I don’t know, and if you don’t tell me now I’m going to start punching somebody.”

Juan looked confused. “Jefe, we go to Juneau Alaska to see the e-clipse in five days.”

“There’s a place in Alaska called ‘Juneau’?” All nodded. “Who knew?”

“Last night, you knew. Juneau. Jefe.”

Huh. This oyster pirate life was wearing him out. Maybe he should investigate another, less fraught lifestyle. But the scuffles, the escapes, the booty, the camaraderie, the respect of his fellow freebooters – how empty life would seem without all that! ‘Yo ho yo ho the pirate’s life for me’ he hummed. “So we left San Francisco what, ten hours ago?”

“Twelve. Jefe.”

“Right, okay, half a day then. How far up the coast are we?”

“Jefe, this boat, she is very fast, and she travels under the water.”

“And she’s supposed to do that? The underwater thing?”

“Si. Los tecnicos tell me she is called ‘The Nautilus’ and she is famous. Already we are past Coos Bay.”

Hmmm, impressive. “But this Nautilus, she’s famous you say? Are we in trouble for stealing her? I mean, more trouble than usual?”

Tunku pushed his way in front. “She is famous as boat of disappeared underwater pirate! Cannot complain!”

So much to digest. “To be clear, then, we’re in a stolen underwater pirate ship sailing to Juneau Alaska to see a once-in-a-lifetime e-clipse.”

Another wave of happy agreement. “Well, all right then. Good not to be in the dark, but I guess that’s part of the whole e-clipse shadow hunting adventure.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


VICTORIA BEARSKIN FRETTED over her hair. “’Beautiful blue-black tresses’! Pfui!” she muttered, mocking her characterless hair. “But can I do anything with them? NO! Like some serpent it wriggles free of any clips or ribbons, and in no time I look like some Plains savage!” In frustration she tore its restraints free and watched it tumble sleekly about her shoulders in the mirror. Her fingers combed it away from her face in loving frustration – it did have a lovely luster and body, and framed her exasperated expression kindly.

The finest dress she possessed was a simple day dress, but it was clean, unpatched, and not-so-far out of style, so would have to do for her request of the head of Vassar’s scientific department. Mavis Mitchell already had organized the astronomical expedition of young women ‘umbraphiles’ travelling to Denver, and Victoria was determined to be added in.

It troubled her that she hadn’t even been invited. Surely her observatory work was worthy, and her character was unblemished. Professor Mitchell had fought long and hard for the women’s right to vote; surely she could not object to a spirited advocacy by one of her pupils, especially a tribal woman.

“Good morning, Miss Bearskin. A pleasure to see you. How may I help you this day?” Ms. Mitchell asked. Was she already wary?

A deep breath, then, “Professor Mitchell, I believe I could prove a valuable member of the party travelling to Denver for the eclipse. You are aware, I’m sure, of my observations of asteroids, and of the moonlets orbiting Jupiter and Saturn. I would bring these same observational skills to this once-in-a-lifetime heavenly event, and boost further Vassar’s growing reputation in the world of science.” There, she sighed—she’d gotten it out, almost as she’d imagined it, logically and persuasively, in the calm voice of science and reason.

Ms. Mitchell took her time, weighing her words. “Miss Bearskin, it is true that your work has been exemplary, and your reputation beyond question. There is the issue, however, of your ... background. Your tribe – the Wyandottes, I believe?” Victoria nodded, her heart sinking – “was among those fighting for slavery in our nation’s recent struggles.”

“But –”

Ms. Mitchell waved away her objections. “Moreover, the directors share a concern for your own safety. To this day we hear tales of native resistance leading to bloodshed. It was only two years ago that General Custer and his men were massacred! And not far from our destination! It is the shared opinion of the directors that sending a single Wyandotte woman into the Territories would imperil her safety.”

“But,” she paused in case Ms. Mitchell wasn’t yet done destroying her dream, “Denver is not a Territory any more. It became a state in August, two years ago. It’s civilized.”

The flat gaze of Ms. Mitchell told Victoria that the date Colorado became a state was immaterial. “Civilization does not occur overnight, neither to a territory nor to a people. It is still the Wild West, and I can’t send Victoria Bearskin of the Wyandotte tribe to a lawless land of wild prospectors and wilder ... natives.”

“I see,” Victoria bowed her head, acknowledging the hopelessness of overcoming the prejudices masked by reason and compassion. “I thank you for your time.” She turned to leave.

“Miss Bearskin, I hope this does not discourage you in your studies. You do show great promise.”

Manners mandated a ‘thank you,’ but Victoria’s throat choked on the words as she hurried away from her interview with America’s most prominent woman scientist.

After a good cry in her room she slowly undressed, thinking to change into a more comfortable everyday dress and shoes, but as she opened the drawer she noticed her old buckskin trousers, the ones she had crafted and worn in Missouri. They would still fit—seized by her dream she removed her chemise, pulled on a muslin one-piece shortall, then the trousers, and finally one of her old linen workshirts. In the mirror she admired the purposeful look of her ensemble. With a flat cap and boots she could go anywhere out west like so many leaving behind the manners and classes of the East.

In fact, she would not go to the safety of Denver, but rather she would dare to observe the once-in-a-lifetimes astronomical event from the Wyoming Territory – and who knew, she might even vote for the President! Put that in your stupid peace-pipe and smoke it, Professor Mavis Mitchell– and I hope you cough!

During her time at Vassar Victoria managed to set aside an emergency fund, dimes and dollars earned or sent by her tribe in support of their eastern college prodigy. Yes, she would ride the locomotive west and establish her credentials in the world, earn a reputation, bring pride to the Wyandottes!

But what sort of reputation? Attractive young Indian women with lustrous locks were common enough in the West. She would need serious equipment to prove her bona fides to doubters – she wouldn’t be a beggar, earning only pity or scorn for her dreams. She had an idea, an adventurous idea, and a devilish smile curved her lips as she slipped her bustier into her carpet bag. Quickly she reviewed the contents of her gladstone bag, its curative powders and potions derived from her grandmother’s teachings.

A quick look around her room, hastily tossed coat and cap, extra underclothes and shirts and brushes and soaps stuffed into her bag – she laughed, excepting the lack of dust it now looked like her room had lain vacant for months! – she pulled on her boots, donned a broad-brimmed man’s hat, and shut the door on her days at Vassar.

* * * * *
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A BEMUSED HANK LURIE watched the bewildered Englishman look this way and that, then the other way and another besides, even a quick glance up
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