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Clam Garden

Quiet Jay woke to the smell of urine. This was not unusual. The young men's room sat nearest the longhouse entrance, and just beyond the entrance lay the toilet trench, a shallow ditch that served the forty-odd souls who lived under this roof. In winter, when the door flap stayed sealed against the cold, the smell was tolerable. But spring had arrived, and with it the custom of tying the flap open at night to let in the warming air. The warming air brought other things with it.

He lay still for a moment on his cedar mat, listening. The longhouse was not yet awake. From behind the nearest curtain wall came the slow breathing of old Bent Stick and his wife, a rhythm as steady and familiar as tide. Farther back, deeper in the building where the better rooms were, someone coughed. A child murmured something and went quiet. The fire pit nearest his room had burned down to embers overnight, and the air held the chalky smell of spent alder.

Quiet Jay sat up and pushed aside his wool blanket. It was woven from the hair of the village dogs, the thick-coated ones kept for their wool, and it was the finest thing he owned. His mother had made it for him two winters ago, working the loom for the better part of a moon cycle. He folded it carefully and set it at the head of his mat.

Beside him, Black Fox slept on his side with one arm thrown over his face, as though shielding himself from a blow that might come at any moment. His breathing was deep and untroubled. There was plenty of room in the young men's section — just the two of them and bare earth where others had once slept. The young men before them had earned their way to better places, rooms deeper in the longhouse, farther from the entrance, closer to the warmth of the central fires. This was how it worked. A young man who wanted better — a room with a curtain wall, a wife, a place among the families of standing — had to earn it. He had to hunt well, or fish well, or build something the band needed. The discomfort was the point. It was the longhouse itself telling you to become useful.

He moved quietly to the nearest fire pit and found what was left from the evening meal — a few strips of dried herring on a cedar plank, a handful of camas root in a shallow basket. The herring was tough and deeply smoked, the kind that could last through an entire winter and still have flavor left in it. He chewed slowly, letting the salt and smoke soften on his tongue. The camas was sweet, almost like the honey he had once tasted at a trade gathering when he was small. He ate without hurrying. There was no need to hurry. The tide would not be right for his work until mid-morning, and he preferred to arrive at the garden just as the water began to pull back from the wall.

He stepped through the entrance and into the grey light of early spring. The air was cool and damp, carrying the mineral smell of the bay and, beneath it, the green scent of new growth pushing up through the forest floor. A heron stood motionless in the shallows where the stream met the bay, its long neck curved like a question that did not require an answer. Quiet Jay watched it for a moment. His father had told him once that herons were the most patient hunters in the world, that they understood something about stillness that people had forgotten. He had been six or seven winters old at the time, and the two of them had been sitting on the bank of Portage Lake, watching a bird just like this one. His father had placed a hand on his shoulder and said, Be still. Watch what happens when you are still. They had sat together without speaking until the heron struck, a movement so fast it seemed to skip over the moments between stillness and action entirely. The fish was in the bird's throat before Quiet Jay understood what had happened.

That was before the exile. Before Tall Bear had decided that Early Robin's way of being in the world was a weakness the band could not afford.

Quiet Jay turned away from the heron and followed the trail toward the mouth of the bay. The trail ran along the near bank of the stream, through a stand of cedar and hemlock whose canopy was dense enough to hold the morning mist in a low ceiling above his head. Ferns grew thick on either side, their new fiddleheads still curled tight, not yet ready to open. He could hear the stream beside him, running faster now with the spring rains. A woodpecker worked somewhere overhead, its tapping crisp and evenly spaced, like a tool being used with precision.

He thought about the day ahead. The last harvest had taken a good number of clams from the section nearest the point, and the sand there needed turning. Turning was simple work — wading in at low tide and using a flat board to flip and loosen the top layer, mixing in fragments of old shell to help the next generation of clams build their houses. But Quiet Jay had been thinking about something else. He had noticed over the past two seasons that the clams grew fastest in the section of the garden where the perimeter wall was highest, where the water pooled a little deeper at low tide and drained a little more slowly. He believed the clams preferred this. They liked to be covered. They did not do well when the tide left them exposed to the air and the sun for too long.

He had begun raising the wall in other sections to test this idea, adding stones a hand's width at a time and marking the results on a flat piece of cedar bark that he kept wedged in the fork of a shore pine near the garden. The bark was scored with rows of small lines and symbols that meant nothing to anyone but him — a system he had devised for recording the number of clams harvested from each section, the height of the wall at that section, and the phase of the moon at the time of harvest. He did not know why the moon mattered, but his mother had told him it did, and his records seemed to bear this out. The harvests were better in the days following a full moon, though he could not say why.

The women who worked the garden tolerated his experiments. Some of them thought he was odd. A few thought he was useful. Old Madrone, who had been tending the garden since before Quiet Jay was born, had once told him that his ideas were good but that he thought too much. The clams do not need you to understand them, she had said. They need you to feed them and leave them alone. Quiet Jay had nodded respectfully, but he did not agree. He believed that understanding was a kind of feeding. The more he learned about what the clams needed, the more he could give them.

Tall Bear had a different view. At a gathering the previous autumn, when Quiet Jay had mentioned his records and his observations about the wall height, Tall Bear had smiled in a way that was not quite a smile and said that it was good to see the young people taking an interest in the women's work. Several people had laughed. Quiet Jay had said nothing. He had learned that saying nothing was sometimes all a person in his position could do.

The trail opened onto the rocky shore at the mouth of the bay, and Quiet Jay could see the garden spread out before him. The tide was still high, the water covering the wall to a depth of perhaps two hands. He could see the dark line of stones beneath the surface, running in a long curve from the rocky point on one side to the jumble of drift logs on the other. Inside the wall, the water was calmer than the water beyond it, the surface holding a green-grey stillness that reflected the overcast sky. Beyond the wall, the Salish Sea moved with its deeper rhythms, swells arriving from the open water in slow, patient intervals, spending themselves against the rocks and the wall and pulling back, leaving trails of white foam on the dark stone.

Quiet Jay set down the board he had carried from the village and sat on a drift log to wait for the tide. He watched a pair of gulls arguing over something in the shallows. He watched a seal surface beyond the mouth of the bay, its dark head turning slowly before it slipped back under. The air smelled of salt and kelp and the particular sweetness of exposed mudflat that would grow stronger as the water receded. He pulled his cedar bark record from the fork of the shore pine and studied the marks he had made after the last harvest. The section nearest the point had yielded well, but the next section toward the logs, where he had raised the wall two moons ago, had yielded even better. He allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. The wall was the answer. He was almost sure of it now.

He was deep in his thoughts when he heard footsteps on the trail behind him. He did not turn. There were only a few people who ever came to the garden this early, and fewer still who would seek him out.

"You are here before the tide again," Black Fox said, settling onto the drift log beside him. "I do not know why you come so early. The clams are not going anywhere."

"They are going into the sand," Quiet Jay said. "Deeper every day. If I wait too long after the water pulls back, the big ones dig down where I cannot reach them."

Black Fox made a sound that might have been agreement or might have been disinterest. He looked out at the water. "I did not come to dig clams."

"You never come to dig clams."

"I woke and could not fall back to sleep, and this is the only place where a person can see the open water." Black Fox's eyes were fixed on the horizon, on the place where the grey of the sea met the grey of the sky and the line between them disappeared. "I have been thinking about the traders who came last autumn. The ones from the island."

Quiet Jay remembered them. A small group had paddled into the bay last autumn in a large canoe — six or seven people from one of the island bands beyond the open water. They were tall, heavy through the chest and shoulders, and they moved through the village with an ease that Quiet Jay had never seen in visitors. They did not lower their voices near the gathering place.

They were working their way along the coast, trading at each village, and the Shilshoe had been one stop among several. The band had offered dried herring and smoked trout from the lake, and the exchange had been modest — polite but brief, the kind of trade that neither side would remember a season later. They had stayed two nights, sleeping in the gathering place, and Tall Bear had overseen the trades personally, as he oversaw most things.

“What about them?” Quiet Jay asked.

“They were not afraid.” Black Fox picked up a stone and turned it in his fingers. “Did you notice that? They did not look over their shoulders. They did not flinch when a branch cracked in the forest. They moved like people who believed they had a right to be wherever they were.”

“They are not us,” Quiet Jay said.

“No. But why?” Black Fox threw the stone. It skipped once and sank. “I want to know what is on the other side of the water. I want to know what the people there have, and what they need, and what they would trade for things we have. I want to build something.”

"Build what?"

Black Fox did not answer immediately. He watched the place where his stone had disappeared. "Connections," he said finally. "Between our group and the others along the shore. If we had alliances — real alliances, not just a canoe showing up once a season with dried fish — the Haida would think twice before raiding this far down the coast. We would not need to hide."

Quiet Jay said nothing. It was not that he disagreed. It was that he knew Black Fox well enough to hear what was beneath the words. Black Fox did not want alliances for the band. He wanted them for himself. He wanted to be the one standing in the canoe, arriving at a foreign shore with goods to trade and a name that meant something beyond the narrow reach of Mud Bay. He wanted to be someone that leaders of other bands would welcome, would bargain with, would offer their daughters to in marriage. He wanted a life that was larger than the one Tall Bear had drawn for him.

Quiet Jay understood this desire. He felt something like it himself, though it pulled him in a different direction. He did not want to leave. He wanted to make this place — this small, frightened, diminished place — into something worth staying for. He wanted the exiles to come home. He wanted the young men to stop sleeping with one eye open. He wanted Tall Bear to remember that a shaman's purpose was to serve the people, not to rule them.

But these were thoughts he kept to himself. He had learned the cost of speaking them aloud.

"Help me with the wall," he said, standing and brushing the sand from his legs. The tide had pulled back enough to expose the top row of stones. "The section nearest the point needs another layer."

Black Fox looked at him, and for a moment something passed between them — an understanding that the conversation had reached the place where it always reached, the place where their two visions of the future diverged and neither of them could follow the other any farther. Then Black Fox stood and followed him down to the water's edge.

They worked in silence for a time, lifting stones from the beach and fitting them into the gaps along the top of the wall. The water was cold enough to make Quiet Jay's hands ache, but he did not mind. He liked the weight of the stones, the puzzle of finding the right shape for each gap, the slow satisfaction of watching the wall rise. Beside him, Black Fox worked with less care but more speed, stacking stones in rough columns that would probably shift in the next heavy tide. Quiet Jay did not correct him. Black Fox had not come to build a wall. He had come to look at the sea.


Brave Deer

The gathering place was warm with bodies and firelight. Quiet Jay sat near the back, in the shadow between two of the support posts, where the light from the central fire did not quite reach. Black Fox sat beside him, cross-legged, picking at a splinter in his palm. Around them, the rest of the band filled the house in loose rows, forty or more people arranged in the way that people always arranged themselves at these gatherings — the elders and the families of standing near the front, the young and the marginal near the back, and everyone else filling in the space between according to calculations of status so familiar they required no thought.

The two totem poles loomed behind the fire pit, their carved faces thrown into shifting relief by the flames. The figures — wolf, eagle, bear — were not old. Tall Bear had commissioned them the same year he began the exiles, replacing the poles that had stood there since before Quiet Jay was born. Quiet Jay's mother had told him about the old poles, though he had been too young to remember them clearly himself. She said they had depicted the animals the band depended on — heron, deer, the creatures of the bay. The new poles depicted something different. They were predators, all of them, and they watched the room the way Tall Bear watched the room — with the calm attention of something that did not need to be afraid. The wolf in particular held Quiet Jay's attention. It was carved mid-snarl, its lips drawn back, its eyes cast downward toward the room. A carver could have turned that snarl outward — toward the entrance, toward the sea, toward whatever threat the band meant to counter. Instead, the wolf looked inward. To Quiet Jay, its menace seemed directed at the people sitting beneath it.
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