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AUTHORS NOTE





Historically, there were four linked communities on Bellingham BayWhatcom, Old Bellingham, Sehome, and Fairhaven, which incorporated with each other in various combinations throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. It was not until the events in this story had long passednot until 1904that they consolidated to form the city of Bellingham. Whatcom was the first settlement, and had the lumber mill; Sehome had the coal mine. Fairhaven expected the Great Northern Terminus, and it saw the most dramatic boom. Jim Hill actually decided where to locate his Great Northern Railway terminus two years before the 93 panic.





The Living is fiction, and all of its characters are imaginary save Chowitzit, the Lummi chief, and Hump Talem, the Nooksack chief; James J. Hill and Frederick Weyerhaeuser, the railroad and timber magnates; Seattle political leaders; Tommy Cahoon, the scalped Pullman conductor; and George Bacon, the lively little mortgage agent.
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ADA FISHBURN, Clares mother
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Axel Obenchain, Beal Obenchains father


Nan, Beal Obenchains sister


Gilbert Belshaw, New York City, second husband to Martha
 Obenchain




JOHN IRELAND SHARP, high-school principal




Tom Sharp, his father


Frank, Willy, Viola, and Vesta, John Irelands young brothers and
 sisters




PEARL SHARP (ne Rush), John Irelands wife




Cyrus, Vincent, Rush, and Horace, their children




JOHNNY LEE, former railroad worker, now Sharps employee




Lee Chin, his brother
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BOOK I


FISHBURNS






 

 

CHAPTER I


Fall, 1855, the settlement called Whatcom


The sailor put down the helm and Ada Fishburn felt the boat round up towards the forest. She stood in the bow, a supple young woman wearing a brown shawl and a deep-brimmed sunbonnet that circled her face. She carried her infant son, Glee, in her arms.


Without a sound the schooner slipped alongside a sort of dock that met the water from the beach. This dock represented the settlement on Bellingham Bay. Ada Fishburn had been sailing in Puget Sound and along this unbroken forest every day for almost a week. The same forest grew on the islands they passed, too: the trunks rose straight. She had seen enough of this wall of forest to know that even when the sun and all the sky shone full upon it, and the blinding sea glinted up at it, it was always dark.


From behind her on deck Ada heard her older son, Clare, singing a song. Clare was fivea right big boy for five, long in the leg bones like his fatherand life suited him very well, and he found his enjoyment. She glanced back and saw her husband, Rooney, moving their four barrels, their five crates, their four kegs, and the rolled feather-bed to the rail. Young Clare climbed up on everything barefoot, as fast as Rooney set it down on the deck. Rooney tied the two cows and gave the ropes to Clare to hold, and the boy sang to them, half-dead as they were. Neither man nor boy glanced up to see where he was getting off, which was a mercy, one of few, for she herself scarcely minded where she was since she lost her boy Charley on the overland road, but she hated to see Rooney downhearted, when he staked his blessed being on this place, and look at it.


Ada and Rooney hauled their possessions off the dock. The baby, Glee, stayed asleep, moving its lips, and missed the whole thing. The schooner sailed on north and left them there.



It was the rough edge of the world, where the trees came smack down to the stones. The shore looked to Ada as if the corner of the continent had got torn off right here, sometime near yesterday, and the dark trees kept on growing like nothing happened. The ocean just filled in the tear and settled down. This was Puget Sound, and some straits that Rooney talked about, and there was not a thing on it or anywhere near it that she could see but some black ducks and humpy green islands. Salt water wet Adas shoes if she stood still. Away out south over the water she made out a sharp line of snow-covered mountains. From the boat she had seen a few of such mountains poking up out of nowhere, including a big solitary white mountain that they had sailed towards all morning, that the forest now hid; it looked like its sloping base must start up just back there behind the first couple rows of trees. God might have created such a plunging shore as this before He thought of making people, and then when He thought of making people, He mercifully softened up the land in the palms of his hands wherever He expected them to live, which did not include here.


Rooney inspected the tilting dock. He folded his thin body double and studied the pilings and planks from underneath as if a dock were the wonder of the world. When he stood up again, Ada tried to read his expression, but she never could, for his bushy red beard seemed to grow straight down out of his hat, and only the tip of his nose showed. She watched him tear off some green grass blades at the forest edge and feed them to the spotted cows. Then he disappeared partway up a steep trail near the dock, returned, and set off up the beach.


Ada stayed in the silence with their pile of possessions. Her feather-bed was on top, on the barrels, to keep it dry. She poked one of its corners back in the roll so it would not pick up sand from the barrels. Deep inside the bonnet, her bow-shaped mouth was grave. Her dark brows almost met above her nose; her eyes were round and black. She made herself look around; her head moved slowly. The beach was a narrow strip of pebbles, stones, and white old logs laid end to end in neat rows like a necklace where the beach met the forest. Young Clare got right to breaking sticks off beach logs and throwing them in the water. Then he ran along the logs, and every time he stopped, Ada saw his bony head looking all around. It was October. The layer of cloud was high and distant, and the beach logs and the quiet water looked silver.


Ada said to herself, For we are strangers before thee, and sojourners, as were all our fathers: our days on earth are as a shadow, and there is none abiding. The clouds overhead were still. There were no waves. A fish broke the waters sheen. It was not quite raining, but everything was wet.


A while later she saw a few frail smokes and some cabins under the trees back of the dock; she missed seeing the cabins at first because they were down among the roots of the trees, and she had been searching too high, thinking the trees were smaller. In all those days of sailing past the trees, she had nothing to size them by. Rooney came back beside her and said nothing. While Ada stared at glassy water and the dark islands near and far, here came an Indian man.


The Indian man, in a plug hat, was paddling a dugout canoe in smooth water alongshore. He had another canoe trailing behind him, and no one in it. He was a smooth-bodied, almost naked man, whose face had a delicate, modest expression. The plug hat sat oddly high on his head. He held a paddle low in one hand, and he pushed its top lightly with the other hand; his round, bulging shoulders moved. The silver water closed smoothly behind his path. Little Clare must have caught sight of him, for he came flying down from the logs to the shore.


The man beached the log canoe. Rooney took the few long-legged steps to the water. Clare marched directly into the water to try to help, and the man looked down at the boy and his wet britches with a trace of smile. He brought the other canoe along-shore and, wading, lifted the tan grass mats that decked its red interior. What was in this second canoe was feathers. It was white goose feathers, just loose under the mats. Ada looked out at Rooney; his mouth behind his red beard showed nothing, but she could see that he glanced at her from under his hatbrim.


The man came forward and said his name was Chowitzit. They knew he must be a Lummi Indian, for the schooner man said the local people were Lummis, and right friendly. He had said, in fact, that the settlement at Whatcom would have starved to death a dozen times without the Lummis. Now the Lummi man and Rooney shook hands. He had a wide face and a small nose; he wore an earring made of something pale and hard. He indicated, speaking English in a tender voice and making gestures, that he was selling the feathers. Ada saw that around one of his wrists was a tattooed bracelet of black dots. He said that the price of the whole canoeload of feathers was two cups of molasses. If they needed less than the whole canoeload, they could just take what they needed. He barely moved his lips when he spoke. His voice lilted.


They had just debarked from a schooner full of molasses; they had two kegs of molasses right there on the beach; everybody in their wagon train had molasses. They had molasses when they had no water. Molasses was plenty cheap for them, that is, but on the other hand, they needed no feathers. Rooney told the fellow no, and thanked him. He added that they could use fresh fish or meat or vegetables if he could get them. He could. Rooney thanked him again, and his high voice cracked. It was all coming home to Rooney here, Ada thought, where one powerful effort was ending, and another was beginning.


They tied the cows and left their outfit on the beach. Chowitzit led them up the hillside on a short trail through the woods by a creek. From behind Rooney, Ada watched Chowitzits sure feet on the steep trail. In the past six months she had engaged in a great many acts of commerce with a great many native men of many tribes, and had accustomed herself to the sight of grown mens buttocks. Clare ran on ahead, ran back, and said, Heres a house, which she could plainly see, a log house across the creek from what she knew was Felix Rushs sawmill.


The log house was low in the forest, and there were stumps and slash smoking all around it in the dirt. The door was open. Chowitzit walked straight inside, and the Fishburns hung back on the bare ground. Ada glimpsed a blue apron, a white womans face. She heard the woman greet the bare-legged Chowitzit with glad sounds, and they started talking. Then the woman came out, all smiling and showing her long gums, and caught hold of Ada, hauled her inside, and began to weep. She put her arms around her, and Ada gave in to weeping too. The baby woke up and commenced to bawl. Rooney went out to have a look at the mill.


Chowitzit had taken off his hat in the house, and Ada saw that the top of his head was flattened into a wedge, so his forehead sloped back. He and the woman, who was Mrs. Lura Rush, made a stir over puny Glee equally, as if neither had ever encountered such a thing as a baby.


 

 

CHAPTER II


That night, Ada lay on her feather-bed on the Rushes floor. Rooney slept in a blanket beside her. She thought Clare was likely sleeping in the corner with the Rushes childrenthey had a striking black-haired little girl named Pearl, and a baby boy. Felix Rush had come in for dinner at dusk. It was Felix Rush who had bought the land and obtained Chowitzits permission to build the mill the settlement grew up around; he owned the schooner that brought them. He turned out to be a stocky, animated fellow from Ohio who walked in jerks. He wore an opened vest, and kept saying shirr for sure. He passed his boyhood on a Great Lakes schooner, he told them, shipping lumber to Sault Sainte Marie. That very night he gave Rooney a job at his sawmill, and they seemed fairly launched. Ada reflected that at daybreak this morning she had never clapped eyes on any Lura Rush nor Felix Rush either, and tonight they were all her world. They acted decent, more than decent, and they looked almighty glad to have company, which was just as well, for they had it.


Ada opened her eyes and saw black darkness over the room. There was a bit of color, a burnt red, that spread from the dying fire, and by its glow she made out a log stool by her head. Nothing stirred. Whenever things calmed down like this, Adas mind became aware of the prayer that her heart cried out to God all day and maybe all night, too, that He would lend her strength to bear affliction and go on. She was not aware that underneath she prayed another prayer, too, as if to a power above God or at least to His better nature: that He was finished with the worst of it.


Her boy Charley was the worst of it, for she had not braced herself for life back then, a few months ago; she did not know how life could be, how it could dish you between one step and another. She had been a merry girl, and although traveling the overland road was hard most of the time, she had a head for adventure. Clare was five years old and Charley was three, and the road was taking their big train along the Sweetwater River. Charley fell out of the wagon and their own wheels ran him over, one big wooden wheel after the other, and he burst inwardly and died. There was no time to stop the oxen up ahead, though she shouted out and Rooney turned around and said, What? while the wheels ran straight over Charleys middle, before he could get away.


He was such a well-favored boy, people used to say he would be breaking hearts somedaywhen what they meant was, he was breaking their hearts right now, the way his green eyes sized up a person, and his mouth was so wide and dark, and his hair stood up in front. He was a little buck-toothed, and he had big teeth. She knew she should not love a child for being so pleasing to look at; she knew it at the time. There could be a statute about Thou shalt not go looking at a child every minute, and certainly there was Thou shalt have no other god before me: that might have been why he got run over, but it was harsh. Charley had never been a god to her, but just a boy, a beloved son that God of all people should know about, and know that a persons beloved son was not a god like Gods was, but just an ordinary human child, which is how life goes on, if He will let it.


On the floor beside Ada, Rooney started to snore. The red firelight was gone, and the darkness was complete. Ada reckoned that intervening between her and the heavenly bodies there was her blanket, the houses log purlins and its shake roof, the stiff boughs of the forest, and the cover of cloud. She wished there were a sight more.


Charley had been riding with her in the front wagon; the back wagon held all their tools, grain, and furniture, and bacon and molasses and water in barrels. Clare was larking off somewhere up ahead in the train, and Rooney walked ahead with the oxen. When Charley got too lively in the wagon, Rooney carried him, although he was three years old and Rooneys curly beard tickled his neck. Some of those men in their train carried their little ones in their arms most of two thousand miles; they were good farmers who understood about carrying live things. That morning Charley was riding in the wagon right beside her, and she was looking at the neat curve of his foreheadhe had a narrow forehead that curved so, it looked like you could cup it in your hand like a balland he stood up, and over the board he went, and into the rut.




Their train had eight hundred head of people and three thousand head of stock; it took a week just to cross it all over the Missouri River. They outspanned, bunched up waiting, crossed, inspanned, and spread out again, and the oxen pulled two yokes to a wagon. Oxen were slow, but they were strong, and they took one step after another. Oxen proceeded at the same steady walk boosting up a mountainside or traveling a plain; they were like locomotives that ran on grass and turned wheels.


The oxen are bearing the brunt of it, people said every day. The oxen are meek, and patient, and strong, and we thank God for their strength and pray they hold out. The day Rooney first bought the teams, Ada walked around the four beasts and looked into their eyes and found nothing therejust shine and brown, like wet boots. When Rooney was busy she drove the team herself. She sat on the wagon and called out, Up, Maude and Up, Bright, and tapped them with the whipUp now, up. Up! She tapped all four of them on their white hipbones, which looked like shifting mountains. Whether she tapped or not, when the cow column ahead moved, the teams all down the line started up, and the wagons rolled, and there was no stopping them.



When they buried Charley under an arching cottonwood tree by the Sweetwater River, the spade turned up big bones and worse, for it was a good tree to be buried under, if you had to be buried, and the emigrants who came before them on the road picked it, too. Rooney held his hat and bowed his thin head and said a few words over the hole, and they rolled on, lest they hold up the train. A few days later Glee was born, and they were still pegging along the Sweetwater River. Rooney thought of naming the baby Wyoming for the territory where he was born on the overland road, but although she, Ada, did not then care about a thing in this world, she rose up on her white feather-bed and said no, so they named him Gleason after her side. He was so small she kept him in an empty bacon barrel, and she took no great personal interest in him; she knew it.


He woke now, on the Rushes floor, and Ada burrowed down in the shifting feather-bed to find his face. This feather-bed had turned into a sorry joke.


She and Rooney had carried the white feather-bed over the emigrant road with them in the wagon for six months. When the oxen turned up lame, they abandoned the other wagon and lightened their load by the Snake. Rooney wanted to keep the feather-bed, because a man could sleep on the ground but a lady needed a feather-bed, and Ada agreed. It had been her mothers, back home in southern Illinois. Her mother had brought it from Pennsylvania, and it was the finest thing in the farmhousewhite muslin stuffed with expensive goose feathers from the Chesapeake. Her mother gave it to her as a wedding present. The feather-bed was a frill that took up half the wagon and was a caution to keep dry on river crossings, but she was a lady, and she could continue to live like a white woman in Washington Territory. She and Rooney hauled the feather-bed in the wagon from Council Bluffs, Missouri, over two thousand miles of desert and mountains. They walked the feather-bed over country so poor, Rooney said, Theres just a thin sheet of sandpaper between this country and hell. They rushed the feather-bed over the Elkhorn Rivers quicksand; they dragged the feather-bed in the wagon over the Rocky Mountains, which they could see for a month before they got there. They floated it in the caulked wagon across the same river eight times, which took the fun out of it. She lay on it breathless and bashed when Charley was taken. She gave birth to Glee on it. She and Rooney ferried this feather-bed over the Columbia River, and they winched and pulleyed it up and over the Blue Mountains in Oregon, which were the living worst; they had to yoke up the heifers to help.


Then today on the shore, that man Chowitzit offered them a canoeload of feathers for two cups of molasses. At that price, Ada thought, she could whipstitch up feather-beds for every mothers child in the world.




Rooney and Ada stayed at the Rushes all winter, mending from the trip. They ate dried salmon and dried peas, and got used to the trees. The trees were mostly Douglas firs. A big fir was seventeen feet through the trunk, and they all grew right close together, so you needed to turn sideways and tamp your skirt to pass between them. Among the firs grew some cedars the size of silos. Ada marveled to see robins the size of ducks, ivy leaves the size of plates, maple leaves the size of platters. Glossy shrubs and thick grass sprang up everywhere, and grew all winter, grew through the log walls and in the door and up through the floor; Ada and Rooney never saw the like.


During their first weeks on the Sound, they studied the settlement as sightseers, and said to each other wonderingly, Look at these people: they just live here on salmon and clams, as their children will too, for whole ages; they live and die on this isolated coast like gulls, as if there were no other place in the world. Soon they both forgot this view, and joined the life, which now seemed purposeful, and even central. Their own Lummis, as they put it, revealed their separate natures like anyone else, and the Fishburns began to pride themselves on their good fortune, to have taken up with amiable people.


Rooney filed on a beachfront claim of 320 acres a mile north, but he could not work on it as much as he wanted to. The U.S. Army and the Nisqually and Yakima tribes east of the mountains were heating up for a war. The territorial governor reckoned it was cheaper to feed the Lummis than fight them, and so he made the big Lummi winter village on Gooseberry Point a reservation. The Lummi reservation abutted the bay settlement to the north. At the same time, northern warriors were paddling down from Canadian lands; they were raiding tribal and immigrant houses indiscriminately, and stealing, shooting, and beheading folks. Sometimes around here, Felix Rush remarked to Rooney, it gets almighty western. Rooney spent his days with the other Whatcom men, building a stockade to shelter the settlers from the northern raiders. He had to.


Work on the stockade ended with darkness at four oclock. When Rooney came in there were twigs in his bushy beard, and sawdust all over him. He went out again directly after dinner and walked up the beach to their claim, taking Clarethe long, steady, light-limbed man and the bony boy. He tried cutting trees on his claim by lantern light, but it was no go; the Lummi men he worked with had gone home and it took two men to stand on the platform six or eight feet up the trunk and swing axes. A single ax swung from the ground did nothing; it just gummed up in the pitchy, foot-thick bark near the ground. Rooney could, however, adze a scaled log by lantern light, so he did. Rooney adzed logs; young Clare held the light. Clares arm hurt, but he loved to keep company with the motionless, live tree trunks, and he loved to watch pale chips curl and fly off the log and into the dark. Clare and Rooney carried armfuls of bark back to the Rushes for fuel. A flake of fir bark was the size of what Rooney used to call, back in Illinois, a log; it burned hot, wet or dry. It was always wet.


When he was a boy in southern Illinois, Rooney worked with plows and cows. He had just spent six months on the overland road working with oxen. Here he saw he was going to spend the rest of his life working with logs. It was not work a man could hurry, though he looked forward to getting out of the Rushes laps and establishing himself on his own claim. His nature fitted him for living frugally and biding his time. He had become a man when he learned the chief fact of life, which is to take it slow and steady. Few things amazed him more than the evidence that other men had failed to grasp this.




Ada and Rooney learned the local politics quick, which were that the northern Indian tribes from the Canadian and Alaskan coast were wiping the Lummis out. They had already wiped out the Semiahmoo people from the Sound. There were about six hundred and fifty Lummis living here along Bellingham Bay, which lands they stole from the Nooksacks because it was safer living on the mainland than on the islands where they lived before. These were skilled, peace-loving canoe people who ate salmon, venison, camas bulbs, and clams. They had no chiefs until the whites needed chiefs to sign treaties. Like the other seven or eight thousand Indian people on Puget Sound, they lived in dread of the northern Haidas, the Kwakiutls, and the Stikeens.


The northern tribes carved big totem poles; they were so rich they burned food for show. Russian traders had armed them with rifles and powder. Summer was their raiding season. This past summer, as every summer, the northern warriors had swooped down the Strait of Georgia in fifty-man seagoing canoes and ransacked the Lummis for slaves. Chowitzit told Rooney that five hundred Lummis lived captive with northern tribes, as slaves. The Lummis were exposed on the beaches wherever they lived, for they netted and dried the summer chinook salmon that ran in July, and the sockeye that peaked in August. The beleaguered Lummis built houses underground and concealed their entrances; there they fled when northern raiding canoes appeared on the bay. Chowitzit and the other big men, like Old Pollen, Whilano, and his brother Yellow Kanim, welcomed the Fishburns, as they had welcomed the Rushes, bachelors like Jay Tamoree, and everyone else: they had guns and ammunition.


Indian men from many coastal tribes worked in the lumber mill or the coal mine. Their languages were mutually unintelligible, so everyone used the jargonChinook, the trade language people spoke on the coast from California to Alaska. Lively little Clare picked it right up, and chattered to everyone in sight. The language comprised only three hundred words, so it was simple to learn; on the other hand, Ada complained, it was difficult to say anything the least bit interesting. The coastal natives called all the white settlers the Bostons, except for those up in the Canadian colony, whom they called the King Georges. Ada and Rooney marveled at the vivid and amusing names that the settlers stuck on the locals: Napoleon Boom was a Skagit; the Duke of York and his wife, Queen Victoria, were Clallam Indians who lived on a big rancheree at Port Townsend. There was Black Moses, King Frisi, the Jack of Clubs, and Billy Clams. Most men were Jim. Very few settlers knew by what names, with what meanings, the Lummis referred to them.




One November night after a supper of dried salmon and potatoes, the Fishburns sat in the Rushes dark cabin drinking coffee made from burnt toast. Their son Clare was out roaming the windy beach with little Pearl Rush in the dark. Inside, Lura trimmed the rag in the oil lamp they called the bitch light. Felix and Rooney fed the fire and smoked pipes full of tobacco the schooner had brought.


They had seen nothing of Chowitzit for a few days. Other Lummis were always in and out, mostly in; Ada had spent the past few weeks protesting in vain when three or four men picked up baby Glee, unwrapped him, and examined him all over. They made fun of Lura, she told Rooney, when she sang to her own baby. Neither she nor Lura could turn around in the house without bumping into a Lummi. The men walked in and without a word watched them cook and clean; they watched little Pearl, three, sweep the floor as if she were a play on a stage. Ada could not fully reconcile herself, she said, to working all day among a crowd of curious, half-naked men, Gods creatures though they may have been, which she sometimes doubted. OneBilly Tomwore a leather breechclout and a felt top hat. He was a warm and confiding man who loved most everyone he knew, but still, it unnerved her. Some old-timers wore nothing but a woven waistband.


Not only that, Lura put in, but the Lummis were Catholics, and they crossed themselves left and right. Felix and Rooney listened, exchanging a glance, and Felix stirred the fire. The possibility of war was real. The Lummis had been their good friends so far, and the women knew it. What they wore did not pertain.


Ada Fishburn looked at Rooneys wild red beard in the firelight. He was usually asleep by now. One of his galluses had slipped off his shoulder. She knew that, whatever she said, she was in fact getting used to the Lummis, and altering her views to fit the living people at hand. She was getting used to their flattened skulls; at first she thought all the high-class Lummis looked like woodpeckers. She was getting used to their soft, liquid voices, and their habit of conversing with their eyes closed. It seemed like a person could get used to anything, except having Charley run over before her eyes and being still gone every morning and all day.


They mean no harm on earth, Lura went onshe smiled her gummy smilebut sometimes they are right queer outfits.


Ada listened, tilting her round head. She was wearing the tight-waisted, square-bosomed dress of checked green flannel that she wore all winter, and a sooty white apron.


Two summers ago, Lura said, when the Lummis filled the house daily as usual, their spotted dogs used to spree around her garden. Lura expressly told the Lummis that she did not want the dogs spreeing around the garden, but nothing changed. One day the Lummi dogs were ripping up her flower patch, and she mentioned it rather forcefully to the solid man they knew as Striking Jim, who was sitting by the stove with the other men in a clump, watching Pearl sweep. Striking Jim rose, laughing, and all the Lummis went outside. They called the dogs to them, shouting their names and bending over, the way anyone would call dogs.


The four or five spotted dogs came bounding to the Lummis, who commenced to beat them all to death, laughing with So sorry, maam! expressions. Lura and little Pearl tried to stop it, but the Lummis carried on. They clubbed all the dogs with sticks and logs, and threw their bodies on the woodpile.


That is not what I meant, Lura explained again to Ada and the men. Ada nodded. It was going to take some more getting used to. Of course, she expected some differences of custom; the Lummis were Catholics, after all.


 

 

CHAPTER III


The children came in from the beach ruddy and chilled. Clare was dragging a dozen bull kelps by their bulbs. He was thin as a switch, five years old, a live beat; his bony face glowed with vitality. He pulled the bull kelps happily right back outside as requested, and left a trail of sandy water on the floor. Pearl, who was a tearing brown-eyed beauty at a very tender age, warmed her hands at the fireplace, and blocked the heat; Lura sent them all to bed in the corner. The low flame lighting the cabin flared fitfully, and illumined first one face, then another.


Lura was reminiscing about Ohio when a scream came from the woods behind the cabin. They all knew it was a pig; it was screaming blue murder. All the pigs screamed like that, when bears picked them up.


The children popped up in their bedding; the men got their rifles. The Rushes let their pigs loose to scratch out their living in the woods, for they had nothing to feed them. The bears learned which woods had pigs, and came down to cart them off. You could not keep a pig to save your life; this was the Rushes last pig in the world.


Rooney and Felix tore out like sixty; they found the bear in moonlight, twisting into the trees, running away on two feet. It carried the screaming, kicking pig under one arm. The men routinely lit out after stolen pigs with rifles, but this was the first night they were quick enough. Felix took aim and shot the bear in the back and head with his Henry repeating rifle. The dark bear ran on for a while, then hauled over dead by a mossy trunk. Rooney was quick enough to catch the pig the bear dropped. They dressed the bear out by lantern on the fir-needle forest floor where it fell. They cut out the acorn gland in its knees, which made the good meat taste awful. Ada stuffed the meat into sacks to hang out overnight. She knew that tomorrow morning the adults would post the children to invite the Lummis for a bear-meat feast on the beachfor the Lummis loved it so dearly, and there was always so much. Some coastal women dried long bear-meat muscles, separated strands into hanks of three, and braided them for snacks; the men carried the braids around in bags likeClare thoughtscalps. Everyone on the beach invited the Lummis when someone killed a bear.




Before dawn the next morning Chowitzit walked into the Rushes house barefoot. Chowitzits wide face was serious above the straight column of his wrapped red trade blanket. Ada had recently decided there was an air of greatness to the man. She had never seen any human being so plainly attached to all his familyand him a chief, a tyee. Even undercutting a cedar with an ax, even joking in a kind voice with Rooney, or bringing to the door a bag of salmon, he seemed to move and speak deliberately, as if he had clouds of power in there he let out just a speck at a time, as he judged fitting. Now he touched hands with the men in their beds. He brought a message: The territorial governor was calling for volunteers to hold the country east of the mountains against the Indian tribes until army regulars showed up. All the Bostons from here to Olympia were signing on. The Lummis naturally hoped the Bostons on the bay would join, too. So saying, Chowitzit gave a kingly nod, unwrapped his blanket, relaxed, smiled, opened a skin bag, and produced two rattling strings of dried clams. Lura heated up the peas porridge.


Rooney joined the volunteers, Company H, Second Regiment. He drew the happy assignment of staying in Whatcom to guard the coal mine; it was the only coal mine on the northern coast, and steamers needed coal. That winter, the settlers moved into the stockade. Later Clare would remember this time as a frolic, for the stockade concentrated children like a whirlpool, and they spun with excitement. Many children were there with their Lummi or Nooksack mothers. In Rooneys spare time he started rolling up a cabin. The Lummis helped. When the war east of the mountains cooled off, and when it was clear that Chowitzit and the Lummis would not join the uprising, the Fishburns moved out of the stockade and onto their claim.


They had built on the low bank behind the beach. Chowitzit gave them seed potatoes, which Ada planted in the dooryard where the sun came in straight over the water. He gave Ada dried salmon every winter, and sides of halibut the size of horses, and berries to ease their cravings, and duck eggs, as Ada gave the Lummis cane syrup when they had it, and bread whose dough she mixed in a gold pan, and cash for labor, and iron tools, and old shirts.


Rooney cleared trees. One year he swung an ax with Striking Jim, and the next year with Clallum Chaz. Falling the enormous firs was the easy part, if they missed the cabin; it took two good men four or five hours. The hard part was chopping through the same trunk again and again, to make pieces small enough to move with oxen or burn, and then fighting the stumps. Rooney kept fires going year round. He and the other settlers did not have land; they had smoking rubble heaped higher than their heads. Surely, Rooney thought, soil that grew such oversized trees could grow boss wheat and corn, or anything, if a man could just claw his way down to it. The country needed more men.


Pretty soon the Harshaws joined the settlement via San Francisco. They were squinty little folks from Virginia, who held their expressions down all day and seemed like they laughed all night. They had a horse that drank hot coffee, and people liked to give him some, if they had any, so the Harshaws coming was a whole sensation on the bay. They horse had learned to drink hot coffee in the Utah desert, where the alkali water was so bad he refused it.


Some nights Ada and Rooney walked two or three miles up the beach to visit the Rushes, the Harshaws, or Jay Tamoree, to hear the news and tell their stories. Chot Harshaw had watered and protected, on the thirsty wagon road all the way from the Mississippi River, a fir tree in a barrel of dirta Douglas fir treethinking it might be worth something out here. On the lumber boat on Puget Sound he saw it was not, and he kicked it overboard half a minute before his wife, Louetta, did. They could go off into regular gales of laughter, men and women alike, and tip over benches, and feel better for it. The oldest among the white families was Felix Rush, and he was twenty-six. He and Ada Fishburn were the only ones who could read.




In late August, 1857, on a hillside on his claim, Rooney and a Lummi called Jack Pain failed a Douglas fir over two hundred feet high. It hung up dangerously, about 180 feet high, on another fir. When it got too dark to see, they had to leave the bad job.


The next day, Nettie was born. Early that morning, Rooney and Jack Pain set about whacking cautiously into the other firthe one whose crown supported the widow-maker. As always, each man began by cutting himself a path through the underbrush on which to run away. Rooney and Jack Pain were good falling partners, because Rooney was left-handed. Just after noon, the kerf started to open, the hinge bent over the undercut, and the men jumped off their springboards and ran. Tree! Rooney shouted. Both trees came groaning down at once. They cracked a score of other trees, smashed the earth, and the earth rebounded. Rooney could feel the impact hit and the rebound rise through his boot soles. Splinters, bark, and sunlit dust spun where the trees had stood. When it was all over he stood still in the stunning, expanding silence to listen towards the cabin, and he heard, distant and high and frail, what he was listening for: a babys cry. On his way down to the cabin he glanced back at Jack Pain and saw him crossing himself, and smiling from earring to earring.


Nettie was their first girl. Clare and Glee struggled over who got to hold her. She looked to Rooney just like the othersimpossible. Rooney had forgotten how they looked; so had Ada, really.




Two or three times those first summers, Ada and Rooney paddled out into the bay in the evening, to get out from under the trees. The sky widened above their canoe and soaked them in its colors. From there, from out on the gleaming bay, they could see Mount Baker. Mount Baker was pretty as a picture, Ada used to say, for its glaciers shone almost all night in summer, when snow was the last thing you expected to see anywhere, let alone halfway up the sky. Its snowy peak was always higher than they expectedthe conical summit, and a lesser sharp peak nearby, both slicked up in layers of ice that shed more light than the moon. Its glistening tonnage seemed to float loose above a layer of sky, and it gave Ada the willies.


The mountain showed how far north they were, that snows lay so thick on it all summer long. On the map back in Illinois, they had seen that the northernmost tip of Maine was south of this territory, and so was Nova Scotia. Mount Baker was useless, and they all needed so much. It was too high to climb. It was out of scale the way this whole country was, if you let yourself think about itpretty as a picture, and fit for bears. Who could believe the United States would find its way out here? After their first few years, however, Ada and Rooney grew proud of living so far north, and so far west, as everyone there was proud. They declared it was the best country in the world, as everyone there declared; they said Mount Baker was the noblest and fairest mountain in the world, which it was.


 

 

CHAPTER IV


1858, Whatcom


Rooney Fishburn was tall and light. His bushy red beard frizzed up and hid his face, covered his expression, and made his pale blue eyes look tearful, so his enterprise and application startled people. He did what a man has to do to live: he compared prices, dealt hardly but fairly in his transactions, and took care. The cost of moving here made him reel. He started out in southern Illinois with eight oxen, eight head of dairy cattle, and four hundred-some dollars cash money. He paid out for ferry crossings. A man had to cross the rivers. He paid out for barges, for two steamers, and the schooner. Almost all the expense came near the end, and he sold off his surviving stock to pay it. When he washed up in Whatcom he had two cows, one of whom died immediately. Winter was coming, and he had no house or land. He had thirty dollars, and a pain behind the eyes from the schooner, a set of back muscles tight as a bowstring, and gums that bled when he sucked his pipe. He moved his family into the stockade the first year, and out of the stockade the second year; he worked on and off in the mill and scratched out a farm.


Back in Illinois, Rooney loved a grove of old pines that stood about three miles off his parents place. He used to travel out of his way to stand in the blue light under those evergreen boughs, and to cool his arms in their shade. He thought of that grove from time to time ruefully, for now he wished he would never see another growing tree. Formed of drips, trees dripped. They seemed a condensation and embodiment of the rain and the crushingly heavy rank growth a man fought with all his muscles every day of his life, and hated with all his sore heart. Cool shade was not what this country needed. His task was to crack the dome of shade and help the sunlight down.


One morning of his third year, in April, 1858, Rooney woke to find a new schooner anchored in the bay. He thought he might wander up toward the mill, which was also the post office, to learn what it was. There he discovered a crowd of strangers, all men, and Felix Rush in the midst of them. He learned what it was; it was gold.


There was gold up on the Fraser River, in the colony of British Columbia, just eighteen miles north. The Hudsons Bay Company sent eight hundred ounces of gold to the mint in San Francisco. Miners had panned it out of the Fraser gravels. These rough-handed California men heard about it, hired a boat out of San Francisco, and landed in Bellingham Bay, the last American outpost. They were hot to hire wagons and set out for the Fraser River gold fields.


The next day Rooney saw another schooner in the bay, and two days later, another. All that spring they kept coming, every forty-niner who made it or lost it in the California gold rush, and every sporting woman, lawyer, real estate agent, gambler, merchant, and muleskinner who could find a boat. At the Blue Moon Saloon he heard that people in California were selling land for nothing; they were dredging up scuttled boats and caulking them. Minerals on open land were free to whoever got there first, except Chinese men. Miners appeared in Whatcom by the thousands. Between 75,000 and 100,000 people landed on the coast. People said most of these landed in Whatcom. Dark masts cut the bay into stripes. One day Rooney counted thirteen square-rigged ships and seven steamers. The newspaper said miners were panning from twenty-five dollars to fifty dollars a day, every day, up the Fraser River; they hired Indian women to pan, too. Cash in silver coin and gold began appearing in Rooney's pockets.


A city of tents arose on the beach. Mr. E. H. Langtree built a hotel. Bankers bought lots and started construction. Two merchants built the first brick building in Washington Territory, a warehouse. Men drove ribboned stakes into the mud of the tide flats, called them lots, and sold them. Saloonkeepers, lawyers, and blacksmiths operated under canvas; there was a dance hall in a tent. Downtown, a man willing to part with his moneya man unlike Rooneycould buy claret, madeira, port, curaao, bitters, and anisette. A printing press rolled off a ship on a dolly, and writers and editors disembarked, rented rooms, and began publishing a newspaper. Building lots sold for five hundred or six hundred dollars. Louetta Harshaw made three hundred dollars just darning socks.


Ada and Rooney had their one durable cow. A parade of men in dark jackets followed young Clare when he went to milk her. The first men won the privilege of paying a dollar for a gallon of milk, as long as it lasted. Clare was eight years old now. His jaw was squaring off at the chin, but he seemed small. He dearly loved the ships, the boats, the men, the women, the cows, and the campfires on the beach every night. In his haste he spilled half the milk. Ada sold pounds of butter for a palmful of gold dust each. She said one miner poured his gold dust from an elk-scrotum bag. Every settler who had a cow up in the farm settlement called Goshen drove that cow down the swampy wagon road into town, lived beside her on the beach, and rowed out to greet incoming ships with buckets of milk for sale. From all over Puget Sound, from the island farms and mountain outposts, and from all over the Pacific coast, from Portland and Humboldt and Sacramento, people converged on Bellingham Bay, where the beach was white with tents, and so were the woods above it. By July, Whatcom had three hotels, fourteen grocery stores, two drugstores, twelve saloons, three bakeries, eight eating houses, six metalsmiths and a blacksmith, and five agencies for drays, carts, and wagons.


Whenever Rooney got to bed, he slept so hard, he said, he nearly broke his neck. He worked on the big hotel, and he enjoyed new friends at several saloons without ever buying a drink. Pretty soon he was bossing a crew that was building a road to the gold fields.


For there was no road. The Fraser River was only eighteen miles north, and the gold fields were only thirty miles northeast as the crow flies, and still a man could not get there. The town hired idle prospectors to grub out a trail they could call a wagon trail, and paid them in scrip it hoped the army would honor, for the town itself had no cash. Roadbuilding was cussed toil, the men said. There were trees as big around as buildings, growing close as grass. It was just barely easier to chop a tunnel through the forest with axes than it would be to hew down a mountain. Rooney knew a man who set off with a mule and a compass to bushwhack. The timber was so thick, he said later, and the cross-piled deadwood so high, it took a day to walk half a mile. He got lost, found three other lost men, and the four of them found the body of yet another lost man with a note pinned to his blanket: July 6. Three days without food or water. J. R. Dillerson, of Sacramento City. The lost four who found the body were too famished and weak to bury it, but they crawled into an outpost and reported it. Beyond the forest, on the route to the gold fields, lay the mountains, where the average snowfall was fifty-four feet a year. Up there, Rooney heard, miners were eating horse-flesh, and selling it for fifty cents a pound.


The stampede began in April; by August, there was still no road. Rooney worked at clearingalongside every sort of man, he tended to think, on earth. When he came home, he liked to have Ada read to him from the Scripture. It all sounded so grand. I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living, she read, and Rooney believed it, too.


All summer, the miners killed time on the Whatcom beach and spent money. Some hunted deer on Lummi Island; some took building jobs, or worked on the road. Ada said she dreaded the brutality and lawlessness so many rough, idle men would inflict, but Lura Rush fed a great many of them, and reported them to be calm, intelligent men whoas perhaps the hallmark of their intelligencetreated white women as species of gods. As the summer wore on without incident, Ada began to believe this was true. Greedy dogs they may have been, like everyone else, but they were not dangerous. When a miner got to spreeing, he shouted in the streets, I am a true American! When the roaring boys had their back teeth very well afloat, they tried to hoist the Stars and Stripes in the middle of the night. And when they got banged up clear to the eyes, when they were so drunk they could not see through a ladder, they leaned against each other at a campfire and sang Three Blind Mice.


In the fall, while Rooneys Whatcom crew was still trying to push the wagon road ahead, British Columbia got smart: Whatcom was making slathers of money off the miners, and British Columbia had the gold. The government at Victoria passed a simple law: Fraser River miners needed a license. Licenses were obtainable in the island city of Victoria, British Columbia, colony of Canada.


The schooners pulled out of Whatcom. Those miners who elected to wait out the winter in Whatcom changed their minds when a cold spell stayed. The tide rose on the wind, and a log boom broke. The logs poked in on the tide and wrecked the tents. The mud froze black. The sky looked crystal all day, and at night Orion was so full of stars he looked like Apache warriors shot him. On the horizon, the water in the passages between islands was cracked and brittle with mirages.


The miners left; they rolled up their soaked tents and vanished. The merchants left; they knocked down their storefronts and carried the lumber and canvas with them down the wharves and onto the schooners. The muleskinners and lawyers, bankers, gamblers, doctors, real estate agents, whores, dray agents, and purveyors of dry goods and groceries left; the purveyors of madeira and anisette vamoosed. The newspaper publisher dismantled the printing plant and sold the press. In a few weeks, there was no town at Whatcom at all, but only the old sixty smokes from settlers cabins back from the shore, as before. A building lot Chot Harshaw bought for five hundred dollars as an investment was not worth a nickel. The only improvement remaining were two new wharves, the fine empty brick warehouse, and half a road, ending in the mountains.


Rooney knew that his family was down to dried salmon, and the baby Netties belly was swelling up. He saw that Adas face was losing its roundness; she sifted about with her apron untied. The town was overbuilt, and no one milled logs or bought lumber. The coal mine was on fire, so no one could work it. Chowitzit came by with a young elk over his shoulders, and he carried a bag of fresh salmon; they scratched along. I believe I told you, Ada had the afflatus to say, The loftiness of man shall be bowed down, and the haughtiness of men shall be made low  for Jerusalem is ruined, and Judah is fallen, and instead of sweet smell there shall be stink. She could find the worst things to put into talk.




Some of the miners returned to settle in Whatcom, or to farm on the sunny islands beyond it, for having seen a summer full of the million-dollar, slow sunsets in which the region specialized, men of a certain disposition tended to return and drop anchor. Rooney suspected, however, that a few settlers with a taste for the sublime do not make a city. The boom had busted, the rush had rushed away, and proud Whatcom, whose citizens like Rooney had intemperately boasted of its good fortune, was brought low.


Rafts of dark scoters, goldeneye, brant, and oldsquaw ducks floated the water, as before. They rose up suddenly, crying out. Rooney had forgotten the ducks on the sea and had not heard them all summer. Now he saw them again and heard them, and their mournful, familiar voices settled him down. By spring, deer appeared on the beach where the tents had been; they bent to lick salty rocks at low tide.



 

 

CHAPTER V


1859, Whatcom


That spring, Chowitzit died. As he was dying, he called for Felix Rush. Ada was at the Rushes, and she went along. With her she toted her daughter, Nettie, who was almost two and pert as a rabbit. She paddled up the blue bay with Felix and Lura.


They visited Chowitzit in his lodge downtown, as the Rushes had done many times, even during the worst of the last epidemic. Ada saw Chowitzits big housepost, taken from the old ceremonial longhouse, and decorated with his vision powers: a carved design of circles, representing the fiery sun which was carrying two valises of costly goods. They found Chowitzit in the dark, split-cedar lodge, lying mirthless on his blankets. A month before he had been vigorous and keen. Ada saw him rebuilding the houses that the sea ice smashed on Gooseberry Point, and in silhouette on the beach he looked long in the torso and supple, like a man in a statue that could move. Now the skin on his broad face hung slack, and his delicate lips were parted. His eyes opened a bit. In the lodge were many Lummi women, beating drums, telling rosary beads, and praying. One of the women was Margot, who had made friends with Ada the year they all lived in the stockade; she came up to Ada now, and her face was stiff with tears. Ada proudly watched her look at Nettie sideways out of her eyes. She noticed Margots bracelet of silver dollars, and another silver dollar she wore upside her nose. The women stood back, and the drumming let up.


For a stout man, and an old Great Lakes man, Felix Rush had a jerky way of stepping, and he busted right up to Chowitzits there and offered the usual greeting.


Kah mika chahko? What have you been up to? Felix could speak with the Lummis in their language, but he used the Chinook jargon. Chowitzit did not give the usual responseOh, Ive been out there for a whilefor he had not been out there. He lay straight, dressed in a striped shirt and other finery, composed. A Cowichan Indian man, he said, keeping his eyes closed, possessed a lock of his hair, and he would now diemelamoose. He barely moved his lips. He spoke in his usual gentle, musical voice. The Cowichan was back in his village on Vancouver Island, among Lummi slaves. It was hyas mesachievery bad. There was no help for it.


Felix brought up the news that Chowitzits fine daughter, Clara, was marrying an enterprising settler, John Tennant, who was shirr a true-blue man. Felix sounded like he wanted to steer the talk to his happy prospect, but Chowitzit declined.


Ada stood, holding Netties hand, with Margot and Lura by the foot of the pallet. Netties bow was sliding off the round top of her head, and her black stockings puffed in front where her knees poked them, though when you saw her naked fat legs, she appeared to possess no knees at all. Nettie looked out at the people in the world as if they amazed her beyond speech.


Ada watched the dust in the light shaft fall. It must have purely shocked Chowitzit when, only three years after the Rushes first came and built the millin 55, when she and Rooney came, while the Lummis outnumbered the settlers five to one, even after the cholera epidemic the wagon trains brought, presto, he found his people driven off the good bay banks and creeks and confined to a reservation on Gooseberry Point. They were not allowed to make long visits to their relatives in other tribes, either, yet in the Indian War the Lummis stood by them. Chowitzit had welcomed the settlers from human goodness, in ignorance, and with the hope of their help against the northern tribes. Chowitzit or Striking Jim warned them whenever northern canoes appeared in summer raiding season, and offered men to stand them off. In fact, the settlers helped the Lummis against the northern tribes by and by, as the Lummis helped the settlers, Ada reflected, but the northern tribes were not the Lummis worst problem, come to find out.


Chowitzit lay calm, his black eyes fixed on the sooty shadows under the eaves. He did not have cholera, smallpox, or lung fever, so far as Ada could tell. A man with cholera turned chalk blue and doubled over; a man with smallpox showed spots like birdshot; a man with lung fever grew a red dot on each cheek and coughed the brightest blood you ever saw. If Chowitzit died, Ada knew, Davy Crockett would succeed him as chief. The Lummis called Davy Crockett Whilano.


The lodge door darkened, and a young man in overalls entered, carrying a musket. The man ignored Felix and the women: he spoke over Chowitzit. He raised Chowitzits shirt and passed a piece of white paper over his muscular, wrinkled chest. With a cry, he pounced on something, wadded it into the paper, rammed the paper down the muzzle of the musket, and fired it out through the smoke hole. Nettie jumped a mile, and her hair bow fell out. The burnt powder smelled; dust rose up and whirled in the smoke holes shaft of light; Adas ears rang. The man left. The women started drumming again.


I am melamoosed, Chowitzit went on to Felix factually as before. The Cowichan melamoosed him, by stealing his hair. Chowitzit had killed the Cowichan chief in a quarrel; the Cowichans stolecapswalloweda piece of Chowitzits hair and warned him that they would cause bad spirits to kill him in revenge, through this hair.


Well, Ada thought, Scripture warned against wizards that peep and that mutter. Here was Lura Rush right ready-to-hand in the lodge with real medicine in a grass basket, but Chowitzit seemed unlikely to submit. Lura was the settlements doctor, nurse, dentist, and surgeon. She treated ailments and injuries in an orderly sequence that began with whiskey. If whiskey failed she used quinine. She continued, when necessary, down through camphor and, finally, turpentine. To prevent pneumonia, she plastered rib cages with chopped-up onions. For measles, she fed her patients a roasted mouse, and Ada herself had seen it work in Clare and Glee both. It was a pity Chowitzit was superstitious.


The Lummis buried Chowitzit the modern way, in the ground, during a drizzle that lasted two weeks. A hundred whites attended the burial but not the potlatch accompanying it. Felix Rush had been staying with Chowitzits grieving family for five days, during which he grew a stubble of beard that offended them all, Rooney learned later, but they seemed to overlook it. Rooney stood by Felix at the graveside, with Ada beside him; the rain beaded on their black hats. When Chowitzits casket touched the grave holes bottom, Ada broke down, and Rooney knew she was remembering the boy Charley and his rushed burial on the Sweetwater River. Rooney was feeling pretty grim himself. He said to himself that he hated to see his valiant old majesty go, who had saved their bacon so many times.


When the French priest took over, however, Rooney hardened up. Father Chirouse was a good man, who loved the Lummis dearly, and was raising a half-breed orphan. He was, however, a foreigner and, in Rooneys view, growing crazier by the minute. When he was a boy of fifteen in France, Felix told Rooney, this Chirouse person read a translated account of Lewis and Clarks expedition, and vowed to be a missionary to the Indian tribes. Now here he was. The Lummis were wearing calico dresses, and cloth trousers, most of them. Father Chirouse, a powerfully built man, was wearing a blanket woven of dog and goat hair, and under that a soutane dyed with blackberry juice. It fit Rooneys impression that Frenchmen went overboard with things. During the gold rush Rooney saw a Frenchman disembark from a steamer with a carriage, a matched team, and a poodle dog. Felix said he was disappointed to learn, first, that there was no carriage road; then he learned that there was no wagon road; then he learned that there was no trail. He swore oaths. Now Felix whispered to Rooney that Father Chirouse had dissuaded Chowitzits family from killing one or two of his slaves to be buried with him.




A few days after the burial, the sky cleared, and peoples spirits rose. The frogs in the marshes were peeping in their thousands by dusk, cougars screamed by night, and early in the mornings the flickers called out, and answered. Mornings, the sun seemed to appear from anywhere at random, like a swallow. It rolled up the sides of mountains and down the sides of mountains, range after range around the worlds east rim. Every afternoon it threw a new set of shadows and shine on the parlor wallpaper; every night it flew behind a different island. The sun is a creature who flits, young Clare Fishburn thought; the sun is a bee. Daylight pried the darkness open and poured in; the whole beach was drunk and reeling on it. The Lummis emerged from their frame houses on the reservation beach and inspected their sharp canoes. Rooney had neither ox nor horse, so he hitched himself to the plow, and turned the soil. All winter Rooney and Ada had lived half asleep in the dark, they understood now, while rain beat the south windows and their spirits dwindled like sinking wicks. Now all that was behind them, and the widening day threatened to wrap around the clock and drive them mad.


Soon the first salmon swam, fat and firm, over the Lummis reef nets; they feasted and gave thanks. Every week, a different settler throughout the territory held a square dance; men and women danced all night and rowed home for breakfast. Rooney thought about building a schooner, and heading off to Alaska for halibut. Ada got hold of a magazine from Victoria and started wearing her thin hair in a chignon. She thought about a plot in the county, up in Goshen on the Nooksack, a cottage covered with sweet peas, and some sort of baby crawling around on the porch, or maybe they should try to get the boys at least a pony, or paint the doors. One noon, young Clare passed the millhouse and heard music; it was Lura Rush playing the melodeon for a hundred Indian people gathered on the lawn.


Ada wondered where the Lummis found the time, when the settlers were so busy. A Samish they called Plug Ugly showed up for cane syrup every day and called her his friendhis tillicumand told her his troubles, which were many, and she told him hers, which were many. A Lummi youth sold lagoon pitchpine kindlingfrom door to door and stayed all day. She remembered when she used to nearly scrub the hide off Glee every time a Lummi man picked him up; now she let Nettie take her chances in this world. She set Clare to entertaining the crowd by showing pictures in his two books; it kept them located. She no longer noticed when her visitors tucked extra meat in their shirts and poked rising bread. The Lummi people, for their part, had learned to ignore the Bostons terrible smellfor the newcomers rarely bathed and never changed their underwear. They learned not to rummage through things uninvited, for it excited the Bostons unnecessarily, and not to wander off toting things or offspring without mentioning it, ditto. People could get along.


 

 

CHAPTER VI


18611872, Whatcom


Nettie died when she was four, of an earache that leaked into her brain. Lura Rush bade Rooney blow pipe smoke into Netties ear, for that was the only remedy they knew, and she had not squirmed, only looked off, but it failed. Ada dressed the child to meet her Maker in a dress cut out of her own wedding shawl. Rooney especially took it hard, for he was wild about the girl, and Ada still worried during the second or third year afterwards that Rooney would never find the heart to keep on and keep up.


Back in the states, there was a war. Once or twice a year, a letter came for Ada from Illinois; it took her several weeks to quieten down from the excitement. One of her cousins joined the Illinois volunteers and marched into Virginia, where a farmer, defending his family, shot him. One of her uncles died of malaria outside Baltimore. John Wilkes Booth shot President Lincoln.


Clare was an exuberant, bony boy who loved his world. He often woke exalted, his heart busting in its rib cage, thinking: Today is the day!but he did not know what day.


He got his great height in just a year or two; by the time he was fifteen, people said he was the tallest human being on Puget Sound. The Lummis called him Sma-Hahl-Ton, the long one. He was so thin, a logger named Iron Mike said, you couldnt hit him with a handful of dried peas. He himself told people he took his bath in a shotgun barrel.


One June afternoon, the summer Clare was fifteen, he and Glee went fishing for trout in Lake Whatcom. The lake lay southeast of the settlement and deep in the unbroken forest of Douglas firs two hundred feet high, on hills six hundred feet high. Clare and Glee walked a trail three hours to get there; they carried fishing poles and a lard pail of worms. Clares long face expressed his usual eagerness; he talked the whole way, and tried to pry some entertainment out of Glee. They walked another hour around the lake on a footpath between the dark trees before they came to the overhang where the big trout fed.


Sunset took the glare from the water, killed the wind, and brought out mosquitoes. The lake held the sky and forced it to lie low between the steep hills. Clare Fishburn thought he had never seen such red clouds in streaks before, nor the skys blue so green, polished, and frail. The clouds turned colors as he watched, as if by distant sorcery. The lake doubled the flung sky, so the streaks seemed to meet behind a hill on the far shore.


The brothers were quiet. They stood side by side on the bank under trees, and Glees brown head came up to Clares elbow. These were the brothers their mother used to picket in the yard to keep them out of devilment. She staked them out, well apart, on tethers they were too small to untie. Glee was ten nowa soft-faced, careful boy, small-jawedwho liked asking riddles. Their mother taught them to read at homethere was no schooland Glee came by a riddle book, which he wore to rags. It was
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