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A Touch of Native Color

____________

The name on his driver’s license was

George Henry, but people called him Chief.



He had the bloodline, the heritage, 

the native skills.

And no desire to live up to the name.



Until the day he helped murder 

an innocent girl.



When the breeze whistles through green leaves at a certain pitch or the crumbling smell of damp earth permeates the air, I remember the day I helped murder an innocent girl.  Days like that, my part in fulfilling a gypsy’s curse and perpetuating a legend of blood and violence sits on me like a heavy sweat.  The hell of it is, I don’t even count hers as the first death on my score sheet, but I’d roll naked through a bed of razor-fisted Dungeness to make sure it’s the last.

Folks around here call me Chief, but the name on my birth certificate is George Henry, the origins of which can be traced back to the days when The Hudson Bay Company held sway in the Pacific Northwest.  Many natives of the time took English names such as the Duke of York, but my ancestor chose to honor one of the great figures of the American landscape, dubbing himself Patrick Henry after the celebrated traitor to the crown.

Summertime, come daylight, you can find me wearing the traditional mountain-goat’s wool robe with twisted fringe and a feathered headdress made of dentalium shells.  I have to cheat and wear an undershirt or the robe chafes my armpits like a rawhide torture device, but I like wearing the bonnet.  The feathers catch the wind and whisper back a song.  Sometimes I can almost hear the words, like the stirrings of an ancestral memory.  Feathers were not really a common feature of the customary head gear, but tourists seem to expect them and who am I to disappoint?  

My bloodline’s authentic and I remember many of the stories passed down through the family line, but I’ll admit to a fair amount of embellishment in my spiel: I am Chief Redfish, leader of my people and keeper of our record.  I have seen many moons here on the banks of the Hood Canal, etcetera. Such is the preamble to my sales pitch and I’m not above a little song and dance to seal the deal.  It’s my skill with the salmon that earned me the title of Chief Redfish.  I host a sizeable salmon bake every summer and folks come from miles around to sample the smoky planks of tender-pink flesh.  It’s a big deal on the Canal and when I lost my job at the shipyard, I decided to capitalize on my reputation.  I give tours, organize fishing expeditions, grace evening campfires with recitations of the local folklore, arrange clambakes, and generally lend a touch of native color to the Hood Canal resort where I am employed.  To my mind, it beats running a scam at the casinos.

According to legend, June 26th is the cursed day, and the morning arrived, hot as soup.  By half past ten, I was tossing around the idea of stripping down to a simple loincloth while I watched Doris, the woman who runs the Information Kiosk and gift shop, put out brochures and key chains adorned with Sasquatch, miniature dreamcatchers, and profiles of George Washington’s head.  I rested my elbows on the counter, listening to her describe the antics of her housemate’s new puppy.  She finished her story and swiped a finger down my nose, brushing off the drop of sweat that had formed there.  I looked away.

At the main lodge, a door to one of the upper rooms opened with a creak loud enough to carry across the parking lot, and a youngish couple descended the steps to the blacktop.  They wore the tourist’s uniform of T-shirt, khaki shorts, and hiking boots and I wondered about my chances of selling them on a guided trek or a canoe ride.  The smell of hot oil and corndogs floated on a tepid breeze as they ventured across the pavement. A canary yellow Corvette pulled into the parking lot and a pair of long well-tanned legs emerged, followed by the rest of a young woman, dressed in tropical print and fuchsia, with floppy hat and sunglasses.  As she bent over to rummage through the car, I heard the man gasp.

“Alexis!” he called.  Her pink-swathed backside halted mid-sway and the woman turned from the car. She uttered a loud trill of laughter. “Gods above, it’s Joe.” She dropped her bag to the tarry blacktop and ran to smother him in a hug.

Joe returned her embrace, before detaching himself to perform the niceties. “Dana, sweetheart, this is an old friend of mine, Alexis Ruben.  We were at college together.  Cheated off each other’s homework, gave old Professor Wickham a hard time, wreaked havoc in the Theater Department, and various assorted activities.  Alexis, this is my wife, Dana.”

The two murmured greetings and Doris, beside me, snickered. “Now there’s a study in types.”  The women were, indeed, a remarkable exhibit in contrasts--exotic orchid versus the common daisy--and I found myself wondering about the “various assorted activities”.  A family of five sauntered past and I spent a moment plying my trade.  When I turned back to the drama in the parking lot, they were discussing plans to visit The Primeval Forest.  I thought the wife looked dismayed to discover their twosome had burgeoned into three and I felt my heart twist a bit, seeing her faint distress and the husband’s oblivion.

I thought about my own wife, Valerie.  About her pain and my casual dismissals.  Acknowledgment was a concession I was unwilling to make. If I admitted that my tendency to over-imbibe affected our relationship in a negative manner, I might have to change.  In the end, she won her point.  I don’t drink anymore.  Ever.

The three in the parking lot finalized their plans to visit The Primeval Forest and Dana seemed to breathe a little easier when it was decided that Alexis, who wouldn’t dream of missing the nature walk, would hike to the entrance alone, and on foot.  Joe, who had twisted his ankle recently and was still feeling a bit tender, would drive over with Dana.

The Primeval Forest is among my favorite sites in the region.  Since I was a boy, I’ve been fascinated by the place.  In the green-filtered sunlight, it’s easy to imagine that alien life forms have taken possession of the earth.  Trees sprout from other trees, locked in territorial battle.  Weirdly shaped fungi push up through the marshy soil and sprout from nearly every surface.  One variety resembles a batch of biscuits dropped by a careless baker.  If you break open the “biscuit” it looks and smells of bread, but I advise against eating it.  Other varieties are huge and ominously industrial-looking, as if giant vats of some foamy mixture had boiled over, running onto the ground, splashing trunks and branches, and solidifying in spongy masses.  The entire Forest is covered by fuzzy green lichens and mosses, some resembling a carpet of tiny ferns while others drape in ropey festoons.  Massive green velvet trunks reach into the sky and disappear in an explosion of shimmering jade and emerald, nature’s wind chimes writhing in eerie harmony.  The whole place is like some bizarre, mutant paradise and I love it.

I enjoy introducing people to the Primeval Forest and, hoping to convince the threesome to hire me, I stepped forward and launched into my sales pitch.  Joe cut me off, declaring they preferred to explore on their own, so I bowed out and Alexis started off down the wooded trail while Joe and Dana retreated to the coffee shop for one of Nina’s famous cinnamon rolls, each bite so good it makes your tongue sorry to swallow.  I stood for a moment, feeling uneasy without knowing why and chalked it up to the Curse Day blues.

I spent the next hour trying to persuade passing tourists to engage my services and finally hooked a couple with two sulking teenage daughters into a boat ride along the bank.  The girls bickered over clothes, boys, breakfast cereal, and how often you should clip your fingernails. I cranked the motor to a roaring crescendo and finished the tour in quick time.  The parents gave me apologetic looks and a tidy tip, so I headed back to the Kiosk in good spirits.  Doris was busy ringing up souvenirs and cold drinks for a couple dozen milling customers and I decided it was time to roll out the old gypsy legend.

I began with a few whoops and hollers to set the tone and rein in their attention.  There are a couple rows of split-log benches under a fringe of trees next to the Kiosk and the thirsty group settled down easily enough, eager to be entertained and grateful for the cooling shade.  I placed my tip jar in a prominent place and began to speak.

“There are many tales I could tell about my land and my people. Stories told around campfires for hundreds
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