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A dedication of sorts

Richard Brautigan called the Pacific Northwest a haunted land where nature dances a minuet with people. Bill Simp said there is more wild land between towns on the east and west side of the Cascade Range than between towns in Texas. There really is a Carbon River Gorge on the western edge of that high lonesome, where coal was king in the vanished mining towns, and there remains a king’s ransom in coal reserves beneath the rugged terrain. 

This story is dedicated to the miners of all nations who labored in the dangerous mines to provide fuel to coal-burning ships and locomotives before oil. Many were buried in the small cemeteries, prime of life cut short by mining accidents, and others lived to a ripe old age to spin tall tales about the Gorge to a credulous outsider. And to the Goulash Mafia, who taught my son the ways of the mountains.

You won’t find my Carbon Gorge on any map or GPS, or any of the residents with whom I populated the place. My oldest granddaughter, daughter of my mountain-man son, once asked me, about another tall tale of mine, “Granpa, how much of that is true?” To which I replied, “How much of it do you want to be true?” She was very young to have perfected that feminine eye-roll of exasperation: “Oh, Granpa!”

I expect a replay of that conversation when she reads this.
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THE OLD-TIME FARMERS up on the Enumclaw Plateau used to say you should never cut hay before the Fourth of July, because the summer pause in Western Washington’s constant rains was never a good bet before then. Before you could get the hay bundled and under cover, the rains would come back and ruin it. Sometimes even July wasn’t safe. 

This particular year, though, I sold the hay off our five acres to some neighbors who raised Morgan horses, and they had it cut and field-dried and bundled and gone within a week of the Fourth. The sunshine held, and because of the acidity of the poorly drained soil, I now could look out over five acres of almost solid dandelions. Beyond the yellow blanket was a wide unused pasture that for some reason didn’t grow dandelions like my land did.

By political subdivision, we lived in a small town. By geography, the town sprawled wide and nearly as empty as a rural county, aside from a short main street a mile from my place: old brick buildings that looked like a movie set for a Thirties story about Tommy-gun wielding bank robbers. The town border encompassed the riverside cemetery behind the brick downtown and ran upstream along the White River. The riverbed was about a quarter-mile from my driveway. The city line carried upstream another mile or so before it broke at right angles from riparian habitat to enclose the last town street, past the deer-proof fences at the agricultural extension farm and the grim brick barracks of the old state school for retarded children. 

The school resembled a cross between a penitentiary and a Second World War prisoner-of-war camp. At one time the number of inmates had doubled the town’s population. My wife, who had volunteered at the school as a teenager, said new wards of the state were being housed closer to civilization these days. There had been talk for years of closing the place. There were a lot of local rumors about that school, some of them ugly, none of which my wife was willing to hear, but living only two or three pastures from its back fence gave me the creeps. 

Past the school’s front entry, the city-line took another right angle to parallel the first Douglas-fir-clad foothills back to close the loop at the state highway. En route it crossed defunct railroad tracks that led to vanished coal mining towns up Carbon River Gorge. 

Every time I turned off the state highway and bumped across those rusting rails, the pulse of the world seemed to slow, as if the last fifty years of history stopped on the highway side. I once drove right past Main Street after coming onto the plateau from Tacoma. Much to the merriment of bucolic in-laws to whom the town seemed perfectly ordinary, I had to find a phone booth in Enumclaw to call home for directions. I grumbled the town had Brigadoon-like tendencies to vanish; my superstitious Southern soul could feel the strangeness because I was raised by a grandmother with the second sight. My wife reminded me that same grandmother called me the Absent-Minded Professor.

The whole town plot sat squarely on a massive prehistoric mudflow from an eruption of Mount Rainier. They called it the Osceola Mudflow for reasons unknown, which played mental tricks on me since the only Osceola I knew about was a Seminole chief in Florida. The data said over five thousand years ago a 460-foot-deep lahar surged down White River Canyon and covered 130 square miles before it stopped.

Lahar from the word for god in Sumerian; it had become an Indonesian word, and then the world’s, for the terrifyingly unstoppable and therefore godlike pyroclastic regurgitations of a volcano. I was living on top of one of the most famous lahars on the planet. As a boy, going to a Georgia drive-in movie with my aunt and uncle to see a movie called Stromboli that featured death and destruction by volcano, I was smart enough to ask what kind of fool chooses to live in the shadow of a volcano. 

Now I was one of those fools. Sometimes, looking from my office window across the forested foothills to the white loom of Mount Rainier gave me a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. This particular July, I had been living for four years in what seemed at first blush a kind of earthly paradise after other places I had been. The Tacoma-born author, Richard Brautigan, called the Pacific Northwest a haunted land, where nature dances a minuet with people. That always seemed a winsome description until I came to live in the town behind the tracks on the famous lahar, with the mountain that was god looming behind the forested hills. 

That was before the haunted land invited me to my own dance. 

Beyond the town line, forested foothills rose in serried rows toward the volcano, an illusory barrier to its potential violence. The White River took its name from silt coming off Rainier’s melting glaciers, following the same path of least resistance the enormous ancient mudflow had followed. Between my office window and the foothills were small scattered independent berry farms, a couple of small horse-breeding concerns, and newer homes with a few acres like mine. In and around those properties were large tracts of unused pasturage from failed dairy farms, dense islands of mature Doug fir, overgrown apple orchards from vanished homesteads, and huge surreal wild-blackberry tangles. The rich humus that supported and nourished it all had been laid down over fifty centuries. But you didn’t have to dig more than a couple of feet to be into the cement-like gray of volcanic effluvia.

Elk raided my pear orchard in the autumn. Coyotes team-hunted field mice on the frozen pasture in winter, with an occasional side dish of the neighbor’s bantam chickens. Crisscrossing deer trails were cut permanently into my field. It wasn’t unusual to find black-bear scat around the blackberry tangles that swallowed the back fence. It was as close to living in the country, and still be connected to central water, gas and sewage, as you could get.

I thought my dandelions were just as pretty as the daffodils that occasioned parades and princesses in sea-level valleys eight hundred feet below our haunted plateau. My closest neighbors didn’t share my view. They didn’t like it when the dandelions sent snowdrifts of seed spores to pollute their carefully tended lawns. My wife fretted about their disapproval.

This particular July I had other things to worry about. 

With the dandelions in full bloom, I was seated at my old Olympia office-model typewriter, trying to write my way into an urban tale about the mean streets of Los Angeles. The story involved blackmail, corruption, and payoffs to city councilmen in the vein of Raymond Chandler, with a dash of Joseph Wambaugh for leavening. Before I moved to the Northwest, all that had seemed urgent and edgy and real. It seemed like children’s games to me now. The writing was heavy going.

In the angled peak of my roof, near the living-room chimney, the brass elephant bell that I had placed so carefully chimed once. 

I caught my breath to listen. 

My Labrador retriever, Harry, who had been sprawled asleep beside my desk, raised his head and cocked his ears.

The bell chimed again. 

I purchased the elephant bell as whimsy from a candle shop in Morro Bay, California in what now seemed another, safer lifetime. I was charmed by the tale the shopkeeper told: that old-time Indian mahouts bedecked their tiger-hunting elephants with the bells. Tigers learned to associate the bells with big-bore double rifles and danger, and avoid the sound. Unarmed native villagers, traveling in tiger territory, began to carry and shake the bells to try to ward off man-eaters. May this house be safe from tigers was their mantra when they hung the bells to catch prevailing breezes at home in their fragile shacks.

It was just a charming story at the time. 

When I found it necessary to calibrate angles of prevailing plateau winds to place my whimsical bell just so, the charm had long since worn thin. The villagers’ mantra had become my personal prayer.

The elephant bell began a steady, melodious tolling that told me a breeze was freshening off the White River bottoms behind me, blowing toward the forested slopes beyond town. I had placed the bell to catch just such a breeze, protected and mute when the wind came off the mountains. Harry got up and went to the screen door. He whined, scratching at the screen, staring hard toward the rear of our property. Then he growled; a deep rumbling sound full of suppressed fury. 

I called to my wife, who was in the kitchen at the front of the house. “Where’s the boy?”

“Having a nap in his room,” she called back. “Why?”

I called Harry away from the screen door and heeled him down the hall to the boy’s room as my uneasiness mounted. The boy wasn’t in his bedroom, which looked out over the pasture. The screen from his window had been pushed outside onto the flowerbed. I had one of those vivid, sickening flashbacks with which combat veterans are all too familiar.

Before I could react, Harry jumped onto the bed—he never got on a bed without permission—and launched through the window. I didn’t wait to see him go. I turned and ran for my office. 

It was happening again. 

I yanked open the deep desk drawer, pulled out my big pistol, and pushed through the screen door. The elephant bell continued its tolling. By the time I got across the deck, Harry was ramming through dandelions a hundred yards away, scattering seed stuff as he went. I wrapped my hand around the cylinder of the big revolver in a reverse grip, barrel down, to hide its profile as much as possible from nosy neighbors, and started jogging.

Irrelevant thoughts bounced through my mind, my breath already coming hard. That I was very glad now I had gone ahead and spent an enormous amount of money for the big revolver. Glad I had hands big enough to engulf the cylinder, so only the stainless barrel showed below my fist, the less noticeable wooden grips above. That no, those recent Dirty Harry movies were not correct, the .44 Magnum was not the most powerful handgun in the world. Dick Casull’s Wyoming-built .454, heavy in my hand, made Elmer Keith’s favorite toy seem anemic. 

The uneven pasture made hard going. I couldn’t see Harry anymore; he was in among the head-high blackberry tangles that lined the rear fence. I couldn’t afford to slow down. I couldn’t afford to fall. As I approached the edge of my property, a town dog off across the flood plain opened up; outraged barks of protest. Whatever had come down from the foothills, following scent borne on the river-bottom breeze, had finally moved upwind of outlying homes. A second dog answered; the deep bay of a hound. I knew a couple of guys over there kept packs of bear hounds, Plotts and Redbones, brave as lions. The hound sounded like he wanted to get into it right now with something he hated.

Finally I approached the fence, sweat pouring in my eyes. 

The boy was there, sturdy four-year-old legs trying to propel him beneath the lowest strand of rusted wire. Harry had him by the seat of his corduroy britches and wouldn’t let go, though the boy’s feet pummeled him. Harry rolled his eyes back at me like it’s about time you got here. I went to my knees, grabbed the overalls, and bodily hauled the boy back through the fence. He let out a blood-curdling yell of protest.

Something screeched in answer from an old apple orchard across the neighbor’s field. 

The town dogs shut up as if a switch had been thrown.

Harry, mildest of dogs, bowed his neck and let go that terrifying growl again; he remembered that particular screech. I tucked the boy under my left arm, kicking and fussing, and got the .454 reversed into firing position in my right, thumb on the hammer.

“Stay, Harry!” I said sharply. 

I could feel him getting ready to go through the fence with an old score to settle. But I couldn’t go with him, not this time; and he would be overmatched alone.

“Stay!” I said again. He lay down, reluctance in every line of his body. But his training prevailed.

“Good dog!” I told him. “Good Harry! You caught him before he could go through the fence. Good dog!”

Then all the distant bear hounds opened up at once, ready to go to war. The town dogs got their courage up and joined in. Cutting through their racket came one final fading inhuman screech, retreating beyond the old orchard. It sounded frustrated. I waited there in the blackberries, unwilling to turn my back, unwilling to try to walk backwards toward the house. When Harry finally relaxed and reached up and licked the boy’s face, I felt the tension flow out of me. When we got back to the house, my wife was waiting on the deck.

“What were those dogs going on about?” she said. “Coyotes? Or a bear in those apples back there?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

She looked at the boy. He had quieted and was now happily riding my shoulders, hands twisted in my hair. “I thought he was in his room,” she said.

“He went out the window. He was all the way to the back fence when Harry caught up with him.”

She had the Northwesterner’s typical blasé attitude. “Boys will do that. Go exploring.”

“That’s too far to go exploring on his own!” 

I was angry at her with no real justification. She had no way to know why I was upset. If she remembered the night it all began, she certainly didn’t remember it like I did. Because I never told her everything that happened.

“You’re just being paranoid,” she said. “Didn’t you ever go exploring when you were that age?”

“I lived in a city when I was that age.”

“Poor you.” 

She tightened her lips when she noticed the pistol I had shoved down in my pants behind my hip to carry the boy. “I hope the neighbors didn’t see you carrying that cannon around out there.”

I had nothing to say to that. I put the boy down on the deck. The front of his overalls was covered with mud and grass stains from trying to crawl through the fence. The elephant bell continued to toll and the wind still carried our scent to the foothills. But the danger was past. For now.
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MOVING TO THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST seemed like a good idea at the time. My wife was pregnant with our son and I was spending far too much time on airplanes, crisscrossing the country from crisis to crisis for my employer of the moment. Miami, Tampa, Atlanta, St. Louis, Los Angeles, San Francisco—the roll call sounded like a country-western road song. 

My employer wanted to transfer me to Washington, D.C., headquarters as my base of operations. That was when the District was vying with the dangerous rust-belt cities for title of murder capital of the nation. It was no place to bring a child into the world. For once we had plenty of mad money laid by, so I turned in my resignation and we packed up and headed west. My mother-in-law had died the previous spring, her house stood vacant, and the family didn’t want to sell it outside the family.

I figured with the cocksure arrogance of an East Coast reporter that West Coast newspapers would salivate for a chance to get me on the payroll to show too-laid-back Northwesterners how to kick some official butt. My visits to the Northwest and a cursory look at the way its governments handled things convinced me that breaking killer stories would be like hunting in a game preserve. And I of course shared this sentiment with Seattle and Tacoma editors in interviews. 

I reckoned without the perverse provincialism of the Pacific Northwest. They couldn’t conceive of an outsider being able to hit the ground running. Why, I didn’t even know how to pronounce Puyallup or Sequim! Didn’t matter the number of cities in which I had practiced my craft or the clippings I could show to prove I could drag down the powerful. I was completely flummoxed. 

Meanwhile, our son was born in Tacoma General, a healthy happy baby. After a brisk battle with my previous employer’s insurance carrier, we got the birth covered. My wife of course had no trouble finding a job after the boy was weaned. Hell, she was a Northwest native! So she drove to Tacoma from what I was beginning to think of as our personal Brigadoon, and worked as a secretary for a company importing inboard-jet motors from New Zealand for salmon and steelhead fishermen who ran their boats up shallow, prop-killing Northwest rivers. 

I settled into a period of house-husbandry before I ever heard the term, and got to see the boy take his first steps with his chubby fingers securely anchored in Harry’s thick neck fur. He quickly learned to use patient Harry as a mobile walking aid, and covered the whole house that way before he could navigate on his own. I was duly impressed. Paka, Harry’s mate, was less patient, but clearly doted on the boy like a littermate. I thought it was cute when the three of them curled up together in front of the fireplace, like puppies in a pile, for a good long snooze.

In the meantime, I happened onto what looked like the makings of a good story I could sell to the Seattle Times Sunday Magazine to demonstrate my wares. It was a return to my roots, because my first published stories as a youth were features for a southern Sunday magazine.

I was going to tell the story of the vanished coalmine towns in Carbon River Gorge.

From all the research I had been able to do, it didn’t look like the story had been touched for years, if at all. My wife was friends with the wife of one of the two men who still mined a little coal. Like all die-hards, Bob Petosky had a vaulting vision of a return to greatness of the Wingate Seam on the heels of the Arab oil embargo. The first time I sat down with him, he showed me chunks of his Wingate Seam coal. He said it was of the highest quality, much finer and capable of far more BTUs than the stuff they were strip-mining back east in Montana or gallery mining in West Virginia. I took some home and burned it in my fireplace. The smell of burning coal catapulted me back to my earliest childhood, when we heated the Georgia house where I was born with coal.

The story just grew and grew. I discovered when the old coal companies that mined the Wingate and Butler fields went out of business, driven into receivership by the advent of cheap oil, all their records had been donated to the University of Washington. On a day when my wife could take off to watch the boy, I drove into Seattle and immersed myself in boxes and boxes of files with the willing assistance of an archivist who had a particular fondness for the coal files. No one had ever organized or indexed them and he told me excitedly there was a master’s thesis lurking in those boxes for the right researcher. 

He was probably right, but what I wanted was the story.

Eventually I winkled out an amazing tale of coal men with their back to the economic wall, proving over and over again that coal was far more efficient for a number of purposes—heating state facilities, powering the old donkey engines of loggers—than that upstart, oil. They had the facts on their side, but not the public relations and deep pockets of Big Oil. One by one, they lost their most lucrative contracts; the minutes of their final meetings recorded their bewilderment that local companies working a local natural resource and employing local men had been outmaneuvered at every turn by the interlopers.

The handwriting was on the wall, even though coal was going for only $4.06 a ton while oil cost $1.19 a barrel. At those prices, coal saved $4 a day over oil in the same type of application, when a dollar was a dollar. It didn’t matter. In one of the last reports to stockholders in 1936—after one big coal company suspended operations—a coal executive complained that oil was already up another twenty-one cents to $1.40 a barrel “and bound to increase...with the thousands of mechanical contrivances that are being manufactured...” But, he concluded sadly, no one was interested in his dark prophecy.

It was good stuff, enough to fill a couple of notebooks, far more than I really needed to set the tone for my story, but it’s always better to have too much than too little. Now I was ready to deal with the human element up there in the Gorge. 

It was Petosky who arranged for me to use a little vacation cabin on the Carbon River down a narrow dirt road from the two-lane county blacktop. The county road ran through the three barely-surviving coal towns and dead-ended against the Carbon Glacier entrance to Rainier National Park. I could use the cabin while I interviewed the few surviving old-timers who lived up there, and walked the cemeteries full of mid-European surnames of miners killed in constant cave-ins. The Cascade Mountain coalfields were treacherous going, and a lot of immigrant miners sacrificed their lives on the altar of King Coal.

My wife and I talked the idea over. She could handle getting to work on her own for a few days if I could take the boy and the dogs with me to the cabin. It wouldn’t really be roughing it; a power line came down from the county road to supply lights and refrigeration; there was pure well water for drinking and bathing, and a big fireplace with free coal if it got chilly. It would be a bit of an adventure, I thought. 

A bit more than a bit, as it turned out.

But things started out smoothly. I packed the truck with some groceries and dog food, loaded my motley crew, and added a couple of rifles and a case of hand loads I had been working on, with the idea of selling a story to one of the new firearms magazines that came out in the seventies. 

Of all the old timers that my host brought down to the cabin, one of them was quite a talker, with a treasure trove of anecdotes that rounded out the spotty recollections of some who had grown absent-minded. Mr. Tuchi was a native of Northern Italy who had come to the New World to make his fortune and send for his fiancée. We got the coffee perking and settled in for a long talk.

“Dose were de days,” he said with a sigh. 

He admitted the first time he had seen the gloomy guts of a coalmine it scared hell out of him. But veteran miners—who had worked coal in Silesia and South Wales and Finland and Pottsville, Pennsylvania—took him in hand and taught him his trade. They talked him into putting fifty cents down on the betting pool about when the next “creep” or “set”, their jargon for an often-fatal earth slippage, would occur; they were fearless men who laughed at fate, those burrowers in the dark places.

He was a good storyteller. Under his still-accented English, the vanished towns and the mines they served lived again in all their vitality. The miners were hard-working, hard-drinking, hard-playing men. Some of the best times were when he’d come out of the hole blackened from head to foot, had a good wash and a heavy boarding-house meal, and strolled in freshly laundered duds down to socialize at the coke ovens.

The brick ovens were beehive-shaped and built to last—he said they were still there, but I hadn’t seen them yet—a long row of them as close to the mine shafts as feasible. The high-quality raw coal they dug was shoveled into the ovens and burned free of all impurities, transformed into first-rate foundry coke. The rail cars took it away to the coal wharfs in Tacoma. 

“De coke, it took a long time to cool,” he said. 

When all the ovens were busy, they filled even the mountain winters with warmth and a pervasive red glow. Work schedules had to wait on the cooling coke, so there was time for young miners and the daughters of older miners to do a little sparking along the hardstand between the ovens and the railroad siding. 

We had a little difficulty in translation when he tried to tell me about miners who owned a kind of bicycle and liked to perform stunts before an admiring audience who brought out folding chairs to watch the show. Finally Petoskey helped me get it straight: Tuchi was describing those old-fashioned velocipedes with the huge front wheel. Sometimes there was music. In the early 1900s, they still talked about the fiddler whose airs had never been matched in the seven towns, but succumbed to the lure of easy money in the Alaska gold fields and died out there, a reminder that life was short and dangerous.

Not that the coalminers needed reminding as they placed their bets on the next cave-in. Mr. Tuchi once put in twenty-five straight hours digging frantically through a cave-in to reach his best buddy and other men. The rescuers found them too late to do anything but see that they were buried again with a little more formality in the little Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox cemeteries. My host stayed on for each interview and drove the old timers back up the hill to Wilkeson or Carbonado, the last two coal towns with any population at all. He said he was learning things about the old days, too. 

“It’s good you’re getting this stuff down,” Petosky said during the interview with Tuchi. “You’ve seen it: a lot of the old guys left don’t have his kind of memory about how it was, back in the day.”

The old Italian’s eyes were turned far inward, focused on the past that he spun so vividly to life for us. He waved a hand vaguely. “Dis was where the biggest hotel was. Right out dere.”

I looked out on a wide vacant meadow shaded by big Doug firs and maples that climbed the steep slope to the county road. A pair of crows lifted lazily above alders along the Carbon River, the only movement besides the quiet slide of the water.

“Here?” I said. “Right here?”

“You betcha. An’ houses and shops and a livery stable and Chinese laundries. Musta been a t’ousand people living down here den, when I was a boy.”

“How old were you when you came over?”

“I was nineteen. Born in the last century, I was. Dey started me at $3.60 for eight-hour shift. It got to be $8.25 after I was at it for fifteen year, along about 1920. I was here t’ree year before my girl come over an’ we marry. She was a good wife, made do on what I got in the mines.”

“And the venison you took out of these hills,” Petosky said. To me, “Mr. Tuchi was quite a hunter back then. He got a 210-pound blacktail buck that was the biggest one taken for years. He was the first man in these parts to use a scope sight on a .30-30 Winchester.”

“Had to mount it onna side of de gun,” the old miner said, demonstrating with his hands. “So de shell can eject outta de top. You know?”

“I do know,” I said. 

“Paid for itself, dat scope, ‘cause I could see horns inna de black timber and shoot quick, before anybody else could see horns.” He smiled widely.

“There was salmon to eat, too, all the way up Carbon Creek and Gale Creek,” Petosky said. “So thick you could pitchfork ‘em, so I’m told. Before my time, though.”

Something dark passed behind the old-timer’s eyes and he stopped smiling. 

“I doan mess wida dose salmons backa den. Nobody better mess wida what’s left of ‘em coming uppa de creeks now. De wild men don’t like it, an’ dey got to eat too.”

“The wild men?” I looked at Petosky.

“Now don’t get started on that old wives’ tale,” Petosky said, chuckling. “We’re trying to do a serious story here, Mr. T. Not make city slickers laugh at us.”

The old Italian’s lips tightened. “I know what I know. Why you t’ink so many sets and creeps you canta ‘splain.”

Petosky shook his head slightly at me. “It’s a different kind of mining up here,” he said. “The coal will just be sticking up out of the ground at one place—and then the seam goes straight down two hundred feet. Break through a fault and suddenly you’ve lost the seam. It’s moved off a hundred feet at right angles. It’s like a damn jigsaw puzzle and the overburden is unstable. Dangerous as hell all by itself, without any old wives’ tales to scare you.”

“I ain’ta no old wife,” the old Italian said sullenly. “I dugga good men out who wouldn’t leave-a dem salmons alone. And den went to deir funerals. I’m ready to go home now.”

Just then my son woke up from his nap in the little bedroom off the kitchen and let out a wail that signaled fouled britches. Old Tuchi stood up stiffly. “Time I get home.”

“I’ll drop back by to explain,” Petosky said quietly.

The old man paused in the doorway. “You keepa dat child safe, up here in dese here mountain. You hear? Doan let him cry too much. Not good for babies to do dat, up in here.”

And then he was gone.
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Chapter Three
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I GOT MY SON CLEANED UP and dry and powdered his butt with Johnson’s baby powder, just like my mother and grandmother did for me. Then I warmed his bottle and slipped in a teaspoon of Hershey’s chocolate syrup, without my wife around to monitor. That was the way I liked it when I was his age, and my son seemed to like it just as much.

I read over my notes while he worked on the bottle, and the two dogs curled up at my feet. I could hear the wind pick up outside, coming up the Gorge, and the light shifted; clouds must be rolling in from the coast. It was late autumn and the temperature was probably dropping, but my son made a warm bundle in my lap. It was one of those moments of contentment that come along once in a while to make life worth getting up for in the morning. I wasn’t far behind my son in drifting off to happy dreamland, untroubled by the strange end to my interview with old Mr. Tuchi. 

The dogs woke me with ferocious deep-throated barking; Labradors are nothing if not protective. The barking didn’t bother my son. He was sound out. I gently eased him down on the old couch and got to the door in time to see Petosky climbing out of his old pickup. I told the dogs to hush and they instantly obeyed, their job done. When Petosky came in, they swarmed around his knees wagging happily. They already knew he was a dog person. He gave them both a good ear rub and butt scratch, and asked if there was more coffee.

“Not only coffee, but some wild blackberry pie my wife baked,” I told him. “Right off the bushes behind my house.”

His smile was a happy one. “Your wife’s mom was the best baker in these hills. I wonder if it rubbed off.”

“If it didn’t, it’s still plenty good enough for me. Dig in.”

We settled at the little kitchen table and for a few minutes just addressed the pie. I was still in my stranger-in-paradise mode back then, thinking life just couldn’t get much better even if I did live in a strange little town on top of a prehistoric cataclysm. 

He pushed his pie plate back with a sigh. “I have to say she’s a chip off the old block. Tell her that for me, will you?”

I said I would. “Now, tell me about the wild men.”

He shook his head. “So many of those immigrants came straight out of superstitious little villages in the Old Country, you know. Vampires and demons and ghosts—all of that was just kind of the accepted thing.”

“Tell me about it,” I said. “I grew up in the Deep South with a grandmother everybody believed was a real witch.”

He laughed. “No lie? Then you probably understand how these old timers get some of their notions. Mr. Tuchi used to claim that when he was out hunting, he saw these wild men of his catching salmon, down in the water just like those bears in Alaska.”

“I wonder if the local black bears do that?”

“Dunno, but if you squinted just right you could turn a bear into a wild hairy man, scooping fish with his hands. Ever field-dress a bear?”

“I’m more of a duck hunter.”

“Should have figured that, with your Labs.” He smiled when Paka came and leaned against his knee, staring up at him soulfully. “Okay to let her lick my pie plate?”

“She knows a sucker when she sees one. Go ahead.” 

I called Harry over and put my plate down for him so he wouldn’t feel slighted. We sipped our coffee and the dogs slurped happily.

“What about a field-dressed bear?” I said.

“With the fur off, the body looks almost too much like a human’s,” he said. “A bear with a bad case of the mange—it happens—could maybe look like a primitive man wearing furs.”

“Mr. Tuchi seems to have built up a whole thing around them: salmon eaters who don’t like poachers,” I said. “Like stories mothers tell to scare their children into behaving.”

He nodded. “The lowland Scots once had a lullaby to the effect that if the children didn’t behave the Black Douglas would get them.”

“Petosky doesn’t sound like a Scots name,” I said.

He smiled. “I read a lot, winters when it’s too wet to work my mine.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, “it looks like a storm blowing in out there.”

“Getting to be that time, all right. You want to take a walk through the town here? I can show you some stuff.”

“What town?” I said.

“This is what’s left of Lower Fairfax. Back in the day it was a real rip-snorter, like Mr. T. said. Hotel and all.”

“It’s hard to imagine,” I said. “Let’s go.”

I loaded the boy into his nylon and aluminum papoose rig and put him on my back. We walked out through a swirl of falling maple leaves across the glade, the dogs romping ahead, noses down. Halfway to the river’s edge, Petosky paused and went to one knee, feeling among the low brushy growth.

“Ah. Here it is.” He stood and lifted, and a wide heavy metal trap door groaned up out of the ground on rusty hinges.

“I would never have guessed that was there,” I said.

“The cellar of the old hotel,” he said. “The first ones who got into it after they tore the hotel down, and carted off all the wood and the stone, found some neat old bottles and stuff in the cellar. It’s been picked clean long since.”

“How big was the hotel?”

“At least two stories, with the whole front made out of Wilkeson sandstone, and a bar with a dance floor off to the side.”

That uniquely figured sandstone was Wilkeson’s one remaining claim to fame; there was Wilkeson sandstone in the state capital buildings. A small quarry, back off a spur of the county road, still milled small amounts of it for architects and builders. The old machinery that did the heavy milling work was powered by coal; they were Petoskey’s biggest customer. My mother-in-law had fronted her retirement dream house, which I now called home, with slabs of the stuff. Now, as hard as I stared at this uneven ground, I couldn’t visualize a two-story stone-fronted hotel on a busy street. I shook my head as he lowered the trap door back into place. 

“The Northwest doesn’t take long to cover up any trace of civilization, does it?” I said.

“You think that’s something? Come on over here to the river.”

Paka splashed happily in the shallows, trying to tempt Harry in to play with her. No dice; Harry was the most water-averse Labrador I ever saw. He would go to work if he had to, when there were ducks on the water, but beyond that, uh-uh. Petosky pointed to a jagged outcrop of rock, festooned with creepers and moss. 

“What do you suppose you’re looking at?” Petosky said.

“I have no idea.”

“It was a buttress for the railroad bridge that came through here and crossed the river to Lower Melmont. Melmont was the end of the line. They had a roundtable there to turn the locomotives around. But you won’t find a trace of it anymore. They tore up the steel for scrap in the Second World War. Same for the tracks through here, and on the bridge itself. I don’t know how they missed that trap door. The river took care of the rest of the bridge one spring flood season.”

“My god, it’s like looking for traces of a lost civilization,” I said.

“Well basically, that’s what we’re doing,” he said. “The lost civilization of the seven coal towns. Did you know that Tacoma owes its existence to these towns?”

I’d seen the blackened snags and sagging piers along the Tacoma waterfront, all that was left of the sprawling coal docks from the age of coal-burning ships, but I thought his statement sounded a touch grandiose. I told him it sounded like a case of the tail wagging the dog as we followed my dogs back toward the cabin.

“Oh, no,” he assured me. “These coal reserves up here, especially Wilkeson’s, is what made Northern Pacific push a railhead into Tacoma. Tacoma was just a wide spot on the mud flats then, but it was the closest salt-water access to the Wilkeson coal reserves.”

A gust of wind kicked across the meadow. The temperature was definitely dropping. “You need to let me show you how to get to Upper Melmont next,” he said. 

“Where the turntable was.”

“Nope, that’s Lower Melmont, like this is lower Fairfax. Upper Fairfax was up there on the county road where those folks built that Swiss-looking house a few years back. Mildred told me she was coming up to her Melmont cabin with one of her special cases tonight, so she can show you where the turntable was, and where the coking ovens still are.” 

“Mildred?”

“Mildred is the granddaughter of one of the real old-timers who ran the biggest mercantile in Wilkeson, back when it was quite the boomtown. The population was put at five thousand in 1903 when he opened his doors. Kids from Carbonado would sneak down to buy penny candy from him to avoid paying company-store prices.”

“Five thousand!” 

The Wilkeson I was getting to know was a narrow string of old homes, weathered house trailers and maybe half a dozen businesses strung along either side of the rusting rail spur and the county road. The two largest buildings were an Eagle’s Lodge and the Wilkeson-sandstone school, where my wife went to grammar school before they shut it down. I was learning how tight and clannish the surviving townsfolk were; my wife’s having attended grammar school up here made her an honorary member of the clan and gave me entrée by dint of marriage. 

“Five thousand,” I said again. I wondered if he was pulling my leg.

Petosky jingled his truck keys and looked up at the racing clouds. “Definitely a storm brewing. Yep, five thousand. Last census? There were 284 of us, not counting dogs, cats and chickens.” He grinned. “Most people in Tacoma have no idea they have a town to live in because of us. How does that Roman saying go? Sic transit Gloria Mundi?” 

Petosky was a surprising man. I liked him quite a bit. I got him to take half the pie to his wife and kids, and he seemed pleased at the homey gesture. He said he had to go “outside” tomorrow, as if leaving the Gorge was a major voyage. We agreed to meet up on the county road at nine, so he could show me how to get to Mildred’s isolated Upper Melmont cabin, in her family since the glory days. She now worked “outside” herself, at the Soldier’s Home in Orting. He told me her special charges were very old, shell-shocked veterans that she brought up with her on a rotating basis to escape the regimentation for a while. I thought it seemed a fine thing for her to do.
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