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To Michael,
who first took me
to Cypress Island





PROLOGUE

MARCH 7, 1898


Eliza spies the slim piece of card stock turned facedown in the mire, a perfectly formed rectangle lying on top of the slurry of mud and dung. Ordinarily, Eliza does not stop to pick up stray pieces of paper, especially in the center of a bustling city street. But here, crossing First Street at King in Seattle, Eliza raises her skirt above her ankles and bends over at the waist. She retrieves the card stock in her raw, chapped fingers.


“Git outta my way, missus!”


A spray of sludge splatters Eliza’s traveling skirt as she narrowly avoids a team of horses barreling down King Street. Hungry, nearly broke, and now without passage to Alaska for another week, Eliza prays the item in her hand might be a voucher for a cut rate at one of Pioneer Square’s less squalid hotels.


She turns the slip over in her hand and squints to read the fine print: Contract to transport at sea, not transferable, one-way passage only, second class; stamped SS Ketchikan; March 9, 1898.


Eliza catches her breath.


Two days from now!


Eliza keeps her head lowered, half-thinking the owner of the ticket will appear like a magician and rip this slice of gold from her grasp. Eliza steps up to the wooden planked sidewalk and leans against a clapboard storefront to catch her breath. She adjusts her spectacles and reads slowly. Her eyes do not deceive her, and no one pays her any mind. She wipes the card stock with her handkerchief and slips it into her handbag.


A bonafide ticket, not a used stub or a receipt!
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WITH ONLY FORTY-FIVE DOLLARS IN HER CHANGE PURSE, free passage to Alaska saves Eliza half her worldly worth. On any other day, Eliza might try to find the rightful owner of the ticket.


Not today.


Earlier in the morning, Eliza had stood for two hours on a snaking line to the ticket booth.


“That’s it, folks. All sold out for Monday’s boat north.”


Only ten people in front of her, and the ticket window slammed shut. A scuffle in the line resulted in wayward gunshots fired into the cloud-filled sky, loud swearing, and fisticuffs.


One cannot be too careful, here in the midst of this madness.


Last night Eliza slept sitting up at Northern Pacific Station. She shivered in her threadbare coat and pulled fingerless gloves full over her fists. She begged for a few precious hours of sleep.


Maybe I can afford a real hotel for a couple of nights now that I’ve found a ticket north.


Eliza gathers her satchel close. She spends the remainder of the day parsing out quarters, the first for a hot bun with sausage and a coffee, and another for a pair of woolen gloves with fingers. She peruses the storefronts: Yukon Supply Co., Palmer Bros., Miner’s Emporium. She sees her reflection in the plate glass window of Cooper and Levy, Pioneer Outfitters, and hardly recognizes herself.


I look like a man. Well, maybe all’s the better for it.


She passes storefront after storefront. Notices plastered on plate glass windows advise traveling women to buy large trousseaus of traveling gear and accoutrements for life in Alaska, including fur robes and coats, “Arctic” stockings, woolen underdrawers, and wool-lined mitts. Such luxuries lie far out of Eliza’s reach. What she needs she will have to buy in Skagway once she opens her bakery. Jacob’s threadbare coat, her off-sized boots, and her spanking new gloves will have to see her through.


Eliza meanders toward the wharf, a frightening mass of merchandise and men. She strains to pick out the Ketchikan, a weary stern-wheeler with a massive stack in its center. Upon closer inspection, the craft looks worse for wear, its weathered wooden hull pocked with dings and patched-over gashes, its railings worn to dulled steel, and gunwales peeling paint.


This will be my home.


A shrill whistle pierces the afternoon air. Men pour from the docks toward Pioneer Square.


“Watch out, lady! You need new glasses?”


Eliza bristles. No man from Missoura would dare speak to a woman so harshly.


“Lookin’ for a jolly, Carrot Top?”


Or so brazenly.


“Who’s you lookin’ fer, Ma’am? Yer mister?”


A husband? Eliza thinks. Those days are long past.


Eliza circles back up King Street and crosses over to Second. She inquires at The Northern Hotel and then continues up past Jackson and Washington streets toward Yesler Way. She inquires at two more establishments before she finds a bed for two nights.


On the first night at the Alliance Boarding House for Women Eliza does not have a roommate, and sinks into a delirious sleep. On the second night she shares a single bed with a fashionable girl from Oslo who looks to be shy of twenty and barely speaks English.


“I go to Klondike, too!” the woman says. “My husband, he there. My name Greta, Greta Torgersen. T-O-R-G . . .”


Eliza does not understand the rest of the woman’s story, although she catches some familiar words: New York, Chicago, and Seattle, pronounced more like “Sattle.” Eliza assumes her bedmate traveled across the West by rail, like she did, many years earlier. Of the woman’s future, Eliza cannot piece together a coherent story.


First, Eliza thinks that maybe Greta Torgersen does not have a husband, but means to find a husband in the Far North. There are stories of one hundred men to one woman in Alaska. But then Eliza second-guesses herself. Other stories reveal that many women traveling to the Klondike pose as actresses as a cover for lewd behavior.


That would explain no wedding band. And the provocative underdrawers! No, this Norwegian beauty does not mean to take a husband at all.


The obvious language barrier clouds Eliza’s understanding of the woman’s situation. Greta pulls out a new map of Alaska Territory, and traces the inked trail from Skagway to Dawson with her finger. Eliza cannot comprehend traveling over what must be a towering mountain pass and then five hundred additional miles into the heart of the Yukon. Eliza fears the journey to Skagway alone will prove difficult enough. She shakes her head.


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Eliza says.


Eliza sits and peels off her boots.


Does this plucky Norwegian think she can navigate the mountains of Alaska in her fancy boots?


“All the best wishes to you, though. Do you have a ticket yet?”


Eliza holds her breath.


“I go to Klondike, too! My husband, he there.”


Greta points again to the map and stabs the small dot marked Dawson with her pointer finger. Eliza drops the subject.


Eliza excuses herself and undresses behind the thin curtain in the corner of the cramped room. She removes her soiled traveling clothes and changes into her one nightdress. She hears Greta changing and muttering in unintelligible Norwegian. Eliza waits until Greta sounds the all clear. Eliza slides into the uncomfortable bed beside Greta and murmurs a good night. With a bit of maneuvering, Eliza turns her back to her bedmate. She slips her change purse between her slender breasts and clutches it tight. She then rearranges Jacob’s coat so that it covers her midsection. She drifts into a restless sleep.


The next morning Eliza wakes early. Greta is still asleep and snores lightly in the poor excuse for a bed they had shared. Eliza dresses quietly and lets herself out into the dark hallway. She does not look back. She holds her traveling bag close to her side as she navigates Seattle’s streets toward the harbor. Early morning sounds from the hectic waterfront grow louder as she approaches the wharves.


Sailing’s at eight. I have a little more than an hour until I am on my way north. Am I really going to the Klondike? Alone?


Eliza stops at a corner store and buys a warm bun and coffee.


“Make that two, sir.”


Eliza quaffs down the coffee and stuffs the warm buns into the deep outer pocket of Jacob’s coat. She approaches the entry marked Northern Steamship Co. She keeps her hand on the cool bone handle of her hunting knife sheathed in the coat’s inner pocket. A burly prospector just ahead of her blocks her view of the vessel. Eliza can hardly stomach the stench from the man’s filthy oilskins.


Has he never had a bath?


At a quarter to seven the gangway of the Ketchikan clatters down to admit the first of the passengers. As the line inches forward, the weak spring sun rises over the Cascade Mountains and casts first light over Elliott Bay. Eliza feels the press of passengers behind her. She plods up the gangway and waits her turn to board.


Eliza holds her breath as the steward grabs her ticket. A second passes, then two.


“Wait your turn there, buster,” the steward barks to the rush of passengers behind Eliza.


“We’ve got people trying to board who ain’t got the right tickets. Just give me a damn minute here.”


Eliza’s heart thumps in her chest. The steward eyes the ticket, looks down at Eliza. She stands immobile under his scrutiny. She does not meet his gaze. He checks the ticket again, and punches it through.


He lets out a loud belch.


“On your way, then, Ma’am.”





PART ONE
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1

SEPTEMBER 1, 1896


Cloudy, first fall chill. Deer in garden again.
Need to mend fences.


Good fences make good neighbors,” her aunt used to say. Eliza examines her muddied property and stifles a snort. There are no neighbors, no cheery hellos or help at harvest time, no shared secrets or meals offered at the door when grief steals joy clean away. No, her neighbors are all gone from this windswept island plagued with relentless autumn rains that close in on the coming darkness.


I do not know if I can endure another winter here, especially after what happened last year.


Eliza removes her nightclothes and rushes into her undergarments, woolen skirt, muslin blouse, and thick socks. She gathers up her skirt, and pushes out through the cabin’s rickety door, inhaling wood smoke and counting her memories, both blessings and curses.


She clucks her tongue at Merlin and pegs out her linens. She clips the length of a worn bed sheet on a clothesline that stretches between two rough-hewn posts on the leeward side of the cabin. With her right hand, she frees another wooden clothespin from her chapped lips. She secures the flapping end of the wet sheet and pins it taut.


My hands were smooth back then, and my fingernails clean, when I monogrammed my trousseau with the letters E, and W, and then the unfamiliar S, inscribed larger in the center of the monogram.


Merlin ruffles his mottled owl feathers and screeches. His haunting hoo-aw, hoo-aw reverberates in measured waves off the massive basalt cliff face that rises seven hundred feet behind the cabin. Eliza had found the owl last month, wounded, beneath a nearby fir. She sat on the stoop and watched him. The owl tried many times to lift his heavy body off the ground, to no avail. Eliza watched him again on the second day. Mid-morning she tossed him a live field mouse that she snared in her ingenious trap. The owl looked up at Eliza after ingesting the rodent. His eyes bored through her. The next day Eliza moved closer to the owl, and again fed him a live mouse, the rodent dangling from its snaky tail. On the third day, Eliza took a long stick and gently prodded it beneath the owl’s talons. He grasped the stick and Eliza raised him to a low fir branch.


“Don’t you look like a wise old man. I’ll call you Merlin.”


Today Merlin squawks in anticipation of his breakfast.


“I’ll have to work a little harder to get you a morsel. I didn’t get a mouse today.”


Eliza drops a handful of clothespins into her basket and hunts beneath a cluster of sword ferns. She sees a brownish-gold leg under a feathered frond and lunges to capture it. She closes her fist over the slimed creature and offers it to Merlin. She looks away as Merlin scoops the frog from her palm. She wipes her hand on her skirt and pegs out the remaining linens.


Her woven basket holds limp and faded striped dishtowels, a shabby blue blanket, and her second set of well-worn undergarments. The barest ray of autumn sun slants through Douglas firs, cedars, and Madrones. A stiff westerly whips the sheets and towels and underthings: flap, slap, a short pause, followed by another sharp flap, slap, like salt-laden ghosts dancing in mime. With some wind and a little luck, the clothes might be dry by noon. Eliza hears the low chugga-chugga of a steamer plying the pass west toward San Juan Island.


No one’s coming to Cypress anymore.


Indian John had left two months ago, and wasn’t expected again until spring: moon of the digging time.


And no one else lives on Cypress anymore, except Tuttle. Of course unless Mad Virgil and his deaf son still live up near Eagle Cliff.


Sometimes Eliza thinks she sees a shadow, or feels a presence of another human being in the vicinity of the cabin. She knows she must be mistaken. There is no one else left on the island. She squints, looks out over the pass toward Orcas, and follows the steamer’s path until it fades into the low-lying fog.


A heron passes low over Hart’s Pass between Cypress and Orcas islands, its cry disrupting Merlin’s sense of territory. Merlin rearranges himself, and watches the heron’s slow, rhythmic wing beats with stoic eyes. His injured wing precludes any chase; his limp left appendage hangs low, a wounded soldier. He emits another haunting hoo-aw. Merlin observes all manner of winged birds with stoic intensity: black oystercatcher, rock sandpiper, long-billed dowitcher, black-bellied plover. At present he cannot fly any more than a mouse can fly.


Gunmetal clouds peer over Orcas, and Eliza shivers in her coarse clothes, the only sweater she owns wrapped around her thin frame tight as a bandage. A distant buoy clangs, its sonorous gong, gong muffled by the wind. She wipes away damp sweat.


Must be nine o’clock by now.


Hasn’t had a clock for nearly three years now, since Jacob’s pocket watch stopped at four-nineteen one afternoon. Just stopped.


“Even a broken clock is right twice per day,” her aunt used to say.


Time is now irrelevant, or four-nineteen, simple as that. Instead of relying on a broken pocket watch, Eliza lives by the tides and the seasons. Winter and spring. Summer and fall. Neap tides and spring tides. Ebb tides and flood tides.


Eliza marvels at the flood tide’s force. What seems the whole of the Pacific Ocean surges east through the Strait of Juan de Fuca twice each day, like clockwork. Cold grey-green waters race through myriad passes, boil over reefs hidden below the surface, and churn around islands and headlands. Water rushes past San Juan, Shaw, and Lopez islands, then around the horseshoe of Orcas, and finally on toward Blakely, Decatur, and Cypress. Day and night. Night and day.


Must be a jealous moon! And mighty!


Eliza’s high tide marker runs the length of the mossy cove: a mass of driftwood, kelp, and foam whose sour smell dissipates in the weak sunlight. Its smell reminds Eliza of mildew mixed with rot. The low tide marker sits sixty feet offshore, a lonely glacial rock; its upended corner emerges from the strait when the tide dips to its lowest low. Today the rock lies submerged and the current gallops over its gnarly head.


Eliza’s cabin stands just short of seventy-five yards from high water at Smuggler’s Cove, its windward side facing Orcas three nautical miles north across Hart’s Pass. Potter’s Creek flows into the little rounded cove at the west edge of the property and emerges through a dense copse of Madrones. Her small plot of flat ground is bounded to the east, at the rear of the cabin, by the formidable Eagle Cliff. Wayward trunks of peeling red Madrones gash out of the cliff’s base and sneak up the face, their roots imbedded into improbable cracks and fissures in the basalt. In spite of its exposure to north winds, the cabin warms perceptively as the morning gains momentum. The wood cookstove gobbles a never-ending supply of spitting alder and popping fir. Eliza hitches up her skirt as she mounts the crooked stoop. She pulls the cabin door open and deposits the empty basket on the kitchen table. The sweet scent of wood smoke embeds itself into her clothing.


Eliza stretches down to scratch her leg. Three large sores ooze under her socks on her right shin; they are nasty and pungent, and invite scratching. That she had tripped over the axe and sprawled in the mud irks her.


Typical, Eliza thinks. How many times have I tripped over my own feet?


Eliza remembers another scene as if it had happened just yesterday, although she had been sixteen at the time, and not nearing thirty.


“Mother! It’s Eliza! Clumsy mule, she’s fallen again.”


Eliza had lain crumpled at the bottom of the grand staircase at their parents’ home in Columbia. Her collarbone snapped, clean and quick. She winced from the pain.


“Help me up, Mae,” she said. “Before Mother comes down.”


Mae had bent over and helped Eliza to her feet. Mae adjusted her shirtwaist and led Eliza gingerly to the bench in the grand foyer.


“Mother! Come quick!”


Mae had disappeared up the stairway like a gazelle: effortless, weightless. Eliza sat on the bench for a quarter-hour before her mother appeared at the top of the stairway and sashayed gracefully down the winding staircase to the entry. Several moments later the front bell gonged, and Dr. Watts blew through the entry.


“My darling Harriet, what you go through,” Watts had said. Eliza’s mother shuddered, her handkerchief butted up to the bottom of her nose. Watts examined Eliza’s collarbone and tweaked the bone with his fingers. Eliza smarted.


“Can’t expect a girl who wears size ten boots to walk daintily,” her mother had said. “Can’t seem to keep on her feet, this one. I don’t know what’s to become of her.”


“God may forgive sins, but awkwardness has no forgiveness in heaven or earth,” Watts said.


He’s misquoting Emerson, Eliza had thought. I hate him.


Eliza buries that scene to the rear of her consciousness and scratches the foul infection crusting on her leg. She dreads another fever, another winter.


I’ll be needing figwort.


She pulls her heavy black woolens over the sores and glances toward the closet. As for Sunday boots, Eliza has no need of Sunday boots on Cypress. They sit side by side in the cabin’s only closet, unused, like two spinsters waiting for an invitation to dance. Aware of a sudden movement, Eliza catches her reflection in the cracked mirror on the closet door.


She is not a handsome woman. In this regard, she agrees with her sisters Mae and Margaret: I am the ugly duckling.


At five-foot nine-inches, her feet alone measure a solid size ten. Large green eyes peer out from a long ovoid face, and appear magnified with her rimmed spectacles. Her unruly copper hair is pulled tight into a low bun; wisps escape around her ears and down the nape of her neck. Eliza’s frame supports small breasts and an even smaller waist. Her hips, large in proportion to her measurements, give Eliza an elongated pear shape. Dainty, prim, delicate, or petite—these words never attach themselves to Eliza. These words cause men to defer to the weaker of her sex, and choose the lovely ones. No, she is not a handsome woman.


She closes her eyes, and sinks slowly onto the narrow bed frame she once shared with Jacob. Jonathan’s picture stares out at Eliza from its small frame on her bed stand. Eliza emits a gut sigh, one that starts from her depths and punches its way up to her heart.


Jonathan!


Light rain courses down the kitchen windowpane, in cadence with the plink, plink of the raindrops on the stovepipe. Eliza sits, reminded of grief’s power.
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BEFORE THE EPIDEMIC THERE HAD BEEN A STORE, AND A POST office, and a cannery, and a school. And—of course—a church. On those long ago Sundays, Eliza had squirmed each time Jacob mounted the stairs to the simple wooden pulpit at First Methodist on tiny Cypress Island, his pompousness preceding him. Eliza sat stiffly in the front pew with Jonathan close beside her. Jonathan’s delicate hands held hers and his small brown leather boots dangled over the front lip of the wooden bench. If she tries hard enough, Eliza can still hear Jonathan’s warbling voice stumbling over the words of the ancient hymns.


After Sunday services, Eliza and Ida Lawson had poured weak coffee into china cups at opposite ends of the cloth-covered table in the basement of the church. They adjusted the china cups, filling in spaces when others were served. They checked the sugar bowls. They rearranged the teaspoons, and placed them symmetrically. They exchanged glances and shared private conversations in between parishioners.


Did you hear the foreman killed a Chinaman over at Atlas Cannery?


Another parishioner would interrupt. Pleasantries. Then another interruption. More pleasantries.


Did you see Sly Chapman walking Adelaide Winters home from school on Wednesday?


There was always scuttlebutt about the townsfolk, or the trappers, or the fishermen, or the loggers. And always about the Chinamen. In the kitchen, Eliza and Ida would mimic the Chinamen, taking small steps and bowing to each other. They stifled their laughter. Only once had they had an awkward and guarded conversation about the intimacies of marriage.


But those days are long past. Now all Eliza has is a heap of gravestones to visit.
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ELIZA STANDS AND STEADIES HERSELF NOW. HER LEG THROBS, in cadence with her heartbeat. Jacob’s woolen jacket scratches her wrists as she unrolls fingerless gloves over her rough hands. She pulls Jacob’s boots up and over her woolens, and winces as the leather constricts the sores. She dismisses the thought of tetanus.


Jacob’s boots haven’t warmed yet, but her heavy wool socks will be drenched by the time she returns from the cemetery, steaming almost when she takes them off. She pulls on Jacob’s filthy brown slouch hat, tugging the edges down low over her brow. Clutching her skirts, and careful not to slip on the undergrowth, Eliza leaves the damp laundry on the line and starts up the mossy embankment to the edge of the deep cedar forest. She dives into the brush with heavy footfalls. Dense with matted underbrush, the trail narrows about three hundred yards from the cabin.


If I had a machete, it would be so much simpler.


Eliza tromps past Potter’s Pond and takes the western path toward the vestige of Fisher Bay. Eliza passes Tuttle’s cabin on this way, a two-mile trip she makes at least once per month when she visits Jonathan’s gravesite. When Tuttle’s home, Eliza stops to call. The two don’t talk much; they just sit on Tuttle’s rotting porch and drink tea. Eliza’s never been inside his cabin, nor does she have any compunction to do so.


Besides, it wouldn’t be right, being a widow.


She always brings Tuttle a sweet treat, a half dozen muffins or half a pie. Today Tuttle isn’t home, and Eliza leaves a wrapped package on his porch: Ida’s Coffee Cake.


[image: Images]


IDA’S COFFEE CAKE


This is one of the best of plain cakes, and is very easily made.


Take one teacup of strong coffee infusion, one teacup molasses, one teacup sugar, one-half teacup butter, one egg, and one teaspoonful saleratus.


Add pinch of salt.


Add spice and raisins to suit the taste, and enough flour to make a reasonably thick batter.


Bake rather slowly in tin pans lined with buttered paper.


Top with cinnamon sugar and serve warm.
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THE FIRES THAT RAVAGED FISHER BAY HAVE ERASED ANY known landmark, except for the stones, some toppled now and in disrepair. A few cedar stumps, hollowed in the center, remain on the barren landscape. A dense carpet of moss and wild strawberry tangles with salal and bracken fern, and new vegetation grows in the places that once housed the small town. The autumn fog hangs impregnated with a lingering scent of smoke, a sweet, sickly smell that envelops Eliza as she kneels at Jonathan’s grave. She delays there, and lets her mind roam back to happier times of her heart.


[image: Images]


ON THE DAY THAT THE TRAVELING PHOTOGRAPHER, ONE MR. Nelson of Whatcom, had arrived at Cypress to take the annual school photograph the year before Jonathan died, Jonathan was absent from class. He had succumbed yet again to another ear infection, and lay on the blue brocade divan in the parlor with his tin soldiers making battle on the coverlet. When a knock came, Eliza opened the parsonage door to find a strange gentleman on her front porch mid-day.


“William Nelson at your service, Ma’am.”


The stranger proffered a card to Eliza. She noticed the now familiar insignia of a hooded camera on the ivory embossed card. She thought that a family portrait might be in order, but of course Jacob would never consent to such frippery.


“Miss Winters sent me, seeing as your young’un’s feeling poorly,” he had said. “I just took a photograph of the class over at the school.”


Nelson cocked his head in the direction of Fisher Bay School, three short blocks from the parsonage.


Eliza had thought then of Jonathan’s schoolmates: the younger girls Novella and Jane, and the older girls Henny and Dorcas (Sweet Dorcas!); and the boys, eight-year-old Ellis, nine-year-old Floyd, and the not-so-innocent German twins, Otto and Heinrich. She was sorry Jonathan missed the annual school picture.


“Miss Winters thought you and the reverend might want a portrait taken of your boy, as long as I was here. Of course I’d do you the pleasure, and for only twenty-five cents.”


Eliza knew she should request Jacob’s permission, but hesitated to disturb him as he practiced his sermon in the draughty church next door. Of course, it would be imprudent to let a strange man into the parlor without her husband at home, but Jacob was less than one hundred yards away, and would not want to be bothered. Jonathan lurked behind Eliza’s full skirt and peered out at the short man on the stoop.


“Of course. What do you say, Jonathan? Shall we attempt a photograph?”


The boy looked up at Eliza with questioning eyes.


Eliza ushered the man in, past the boy and the entry, and into the overstuffed parlor. Nelson proceeded to remove his cumbersome equipment from his overland case. The boy watched.


Eliza settled Jonathan onto a straight-backed dining chair. He wore a sky blue sweater, with a wide white lapel at the collar, and worn brown knickers. His white socks poked above his brown boots, and his feet didn’t reach the floor. Eliza laced up Jonathan’s boots while bending over his slender frame. She talked Jonathan through the process, and he smiled into the lens with a shy smile, his hands in his lap and his feet crossed at the ankles. He clutched his worn brown bunny, its body thin from lost stuffing. In the end, after the flash and the smoke, and with great flourish, Mr. Nelson emerged from under the black curtain to exclaim that he had not only taken a remarkable resemblance of the boy, but one that would surely fetch fifty cents, if the good reverend and his missus lived in Whatcom.


Eliza thanked him, and removed a twenty-five cent piece from a box on the pump organ.


“When shall we expect to see this extraordinary likeness?”


“In about three weeks, Ma’am. I’ll send it along with the photograph of the class. Miss Winters will surely deliver it upon arrival. Miss Winters—now there’s a looker.”


Nelson whistled through his teeth.


“Oh, excuse me, Ma’am, but I couldn’t help noticing that Miss Winters didn’t wear a wedding band.”


Eliza ignored the comment.


As Mr. Nelson walked down the front pathway, Jacob had slammed the side door.


“And who was that hooligan?”


“Just a salesman. I shooed him away.”


“Just as well. Don’t need any shysters in town. I had hoped we’d left them behind in Seattle.”


Jacob bristled then, and Eliza knew he remembered the event that brought him shame and consternation, and one that must be often revisited, but never spoken of again.


After nine days on the overland route from St. Louis to Seattle, Jacob had been accosted as he, Eliza, and Jonathan disembarked the train at Northern Pacific Station in Seattle. In the chaos and cacophony of the moment, Jacob was removed of his billfold, and in it, all the cash Eliza’s father had paid Jacob to remove Eliza and her bastard son from St. Charles. It had been too easy for Jacob to accept the elder Waite’s offer.


One thousand dollars free and clear.


A ticket and a future.


Gone.


Their pockets were empty.


If it wasn’t for the pin money Eliza had sewn into her coat hem, the young couple would have had to resort to the kindness of strangers, perhaps even begging for their fare to reach their outpost on Cypress Island. At their meager lodgings at the Mayflower Hotel, Eliza picked open the seams of her coat and offered up her savings to her husband, twenty-five dollars to the penny.


“It’s all we have, Jacob. Just enough to pay for our lodgings and garner the fare. We’ll make our way to Cypress tomorrow and announce to the congregation that our funds have been stolen. Surely in their Christian mercy they will come to our assistance.”


Jacob had scowled at his wife of less than one month, as if their predicament was wholly her fault.


“We will pay them back in time, Jacob. That is a certainty. For tonight, we’ll eat the last of the kippers.”


Eliza recalled Jonathan’s quizzical look that night at the Mayflower, unsure of the surroundings, or the import of the situation, but putting full trust in his mother. The same look repeated itself when Jonathan looked up at his mother after Mr. Nelson’s departure.


“But Mama,” Jonathan said.


“But Mama, nothing, young man. Back to the divan, where you belong.”


Her voice had been stern, but when she turned to Jonathan, she winked at him, a sure sign that this was just another secret between them, and one they didn’t dare share with Jacob.
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ON THE WAY HOME FROM THE CEMETERY, ELIZA TAKES A circuitous route around the pond in search of figwort. She ducks her head, and a low swoop of fir branches brushes her leather hat. A deluge of slender needles imbeds itself in the loose tendrils of her hair. She rests one hand on the fir’s furrowed bark and removes Jacob’s hat. She shakes her hair loose, a cascade of fir needles unloosed with one swift motion and a wild unruly mane of copper hair fanning out from her face. She stuffs the hat into the creel, and tucks the edges under the basket’s lip. She reaches down to smooth her skirt, and untangles feathery spines of figwort.


“My grandmother, medicine woman,” Indian John had said, on one of his earlier visits to Cypress. He had pointed to the weed-like figwort that grew in feathered clumps on the island. “Dig for root, and then boil. Use for sores.”


Indian John taught Eliza to make infusions, ointments, compresses, and tinctures for any manner of ailment: wild lettuce for insomnia, peppermint for indigestion, stinging nettle for mosquito bites, yarrow for sore throat. She watched Indian John mimic applying a poultice with wide, dark hands, and smoothing the invisible edges down.


It was only last winter that Eliza thought she would die after succumbing to a fever brought on by another wound, a deep gash from a fallen tree that sheared the flesh of her right shoulder straight off. She pawed through the snow to find figwort and shivered in near delirium for three days and three nights until the fever broke.


Today she gathers the hardy plant and inhales its woody aroma. As she stoops over, she spies a clump of dark mushrooms near the base of a fir. She moves closer, drawn by the musky smell that emanates from the collar of the fungus. She inspects a wedge of black chanterelles and collects a handful from the bases of their stems. She places them carefully in the creel and flips the lid shut. A dragonfly buzzes near her ear, and she swats it away.


She rubs her leg again, and favors it.


Damn nuisance, she thinks. Thank God for figwort.


As Eliza skirts Potter’s Pond, she listens keenly to the forest. The island echoes silence; there are no more whistles from the cannery or bells tolling from the school. There are no sounds except for the screech of gulls or the high-pitched shriek of bald eagles, the croak of frogs or insistent whirr of dragonfly wings. Or when Eliza talks to Merlin or whistles under her breath. Now that’s something that ladies can’t do, as a rule—whistle, that is. But no one can hear Eliza, and she doesn’t care if they can. She lives like a man; she can damn well whistle like one.
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Sunny. Out of coffee.


Eliza checks the bucket she uses as a mouse catcher. A small field mouse runs in circles around the bottom of the wooden pail. The spinning wooden dowel fitted across the bucket’s upper rim is still fully coated with thick grease. Eliza hears the dull thud of mice at night as they attempt to navigate the dowel and slip to the bottom of the container. She’s awakened not so much by the thud as the inevitable squeak after the rodent hits the pail’s floor.


It’s as fruitless as trying to walk on a grease-slathered log, Eliza thinks. Poor mouse. Just wanted a taste of butter. Well I would too, if I was that hungry. But Merlin will be pleased.


Eliza moves the bucket from its nightly place behind the Acme to a spot near the cabin’s front door. She stokes the fire beneath the rusting cookstove and places the blackened coffee pot on the Acme’s rear burner. She stretches coffee grounds by using them two- or three-fold. She savors every drop, slurping the last of the thin black liquid down to the dregs. Today, her coffee is unusually weak, and tasteless.


Thank God today’s a supply run.


Eliza checks the sky. It’s three nautical miles north to Doe Bay on Orcas Island, an easy row on a turnaround tide. If Eliza lived on the southern tip of Cypress, it would be much closer to row to Anacortes, which she tried once, and failed. And even though she can see towering Mount Baker on the mainland on cool, clear days, rowing to Whatcom or Sehome or Fairhaven ten miles to the east is asking for trouble. Too many ships lost, too many times.


She remembers past headlines from the Puget Sound Mail:


“Wreck at Rocky Point,” “Explosion on the Josephine,” “Loss of the Steamship Tacoma.”


No, rowing to Whatcom is out of the question.


Eliza pulls an Indian basket out from under her bed. Nestled in the basket are ten pairs of off-white mittens. Eliza keeps her hands busy on dark evenings in the cabin, knit-one, purl-one, knit-one, purl-one, as the kerosene lamp flickers in eerie patterns on the slatted walls.


“Idle hands breed trouble,” her aunt used to say.


Out of boredom, or guilt, Eliza used to knit copious amounts of mittens for the Methodist Women’s League and sent the boxes off island. Now she sells her inventory, and the sales contribute to her pin money, that paltry amount of legal tender that a woman can call her own. Sometimes Eliza weaves two strands of yarn into the mittens, and sometimes three. In desperate times, Eliza’s mittens do not make a matched pair. Her supply relies on the wool sheared and carded on Orcas. She remembers when buying a matched skein was not of issue, like the year she made mittens for all of Jonathan’s schoolmates. She had knit red and green mittens, some with little white snowmen and white snowflakes that popped out on the dark background. She had dangled the mittens in the air, tall Henny and the German twins jumping above the rest of the students to grab for their favorite color.


Before she leaves, Eliza pulls Jacob’s coat over her traveling clothes and picks up the mouse by its long, twitching tail. Now that Merlin’s wing is all but healed, days go by without sight of him. And then, quiet as the mice he craves, he’s back.


If he’s here today, he’ll get this morsel. If not, this poor little creature will go free.


Eliza rounds the corner of the cabin and spies Merlin on his perch.


“Here you are, my friend.”


She drops the rodent at Merlin’s feet. He pins it with his massive claw and bends to devour it. Eliza does not watch. She totes the basket to the water’s edge and returns up the beach to right the dory.


To move the Peapod from above the tide’s highest reach requires strength and resolve. Eliza keeps the dory under a generous canopy of cedar branches at the upper end of the beach, perpendicular to the shore. The dory rests upside down, perched at the bow on a log and tied to an even larger log uphill at the edge of the woods by a sturdy line. From one side, Eliza strains to right the boat on the rocky beachfront. She heaves the heavy craft over with a dull thump on the rocky sand and swings the bow end around. Here she pauses and breathes heavily. Pulling the Peapod toward the water line requires small, quick bursts of energy, and after five or six minutes, the dory reaches the lapping waters of the cove and eases bow first into the chill water.


Eliza lifts the basket into the Peapod and pushes the dory beyond the water’s edge. Eliza steps over the transom, one woolen leg ahead of the other, careful not to let her boots leech salt water. She sets the oars into the rounded oarlocks and settles in to row.


The morning could not be more beautiful, Eliza thinks. The way the sun sparkles on the strait, like a thousand diamonds cast into the sea.


It matters little if Eliza hurries or not today. The difference between the high tide and the low tide is imperceptible. The Peapod, thirteen feet long and dory-hulled, plies the strait easily, the oars timed in six-second strokes. Eliza’s arms have grown strong. She has learned the tides and the currents, and reads the weather by the sky. Rowing to Doe Bay is a two-hour journey, sometimes less when timed right, like today. Eliza licks her lips, salt a familiar friend. Of other friends, Eliza cannot count one still alive.


On her approach to Orcas, Eliza veers the Peapod’s portside to the floating wooden dock, using the wind and the current as aides to a smooth landing. She lashes the lines to the oversized wooden cleats and gathers the basketful of mittens under her arm as she steps to the dock. She is careful as she ascends the slippery ladder, one arm hugging the basket and the other managing the rungs. Several wagons block the gangway, but Eliza weaves her way through teams of whinnying horses, their heads bobbing up and down in anticipation of a command.


“Good girl.”


Eliza pats a brown-eyed mare tied to one of three hitching posts in front of the Doe Bay Store. The white clapboard general store, a mere eighteen-by-forty-feet square, contains a plethora of goods: woolens, candles, soaps, hardware supplies, and kerosene; and sundries: sugar, flour, molasses, tea, and tobacco, all stacked tightly from counter to ceiling. Mingled smells meet Eliza at the door—fresh brewed coffee, cinnamon, yeast, licorice. She nods to Old Steiner and places her mitten basket on a shelf behind the register.


“I’ve got that book that youse ordered,” Old Steiner says. “It’s right here.”


He bends over slowly to retrieve a bound book under the counter.


“And it looks like it’ll take youse awhile to finish it!”


Eliza smiles and takes the book in her hands: Tom Grogan, F. Hopkinson Smith’s latest.


Not to be outdone by any city librarian, Eliza orders new novels as soon as she reads of their publication. This year she has ordered Thomas Hardy’s tragic Tess of the D’Urbervilles and R. L. Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.


Eliza opens the front flap of Tom Grogan.


To think that a woman could take on the persona of a man! And what she could do with it! What nerve!


Old Steiner plunks down a stack of yellowing newspapers beside the basket. Eliza almost salivates thinking of all the nights she’ll spend catching up on the news of the world before the well-read pages become eventual fire-starters. She places the thick novel on top of the yellowed stack. She eyes the pigeon-holed cabinet behind the counter to see if any mail has made its way to Orcas with her name inscribed on the envelope. Today there’s a thin package of church bulletins from Geneva Methodist Church in Whatcom and The Old Farmers Almanac, 1897. There is never a letter from home.


Eliza scans the aisles of the Doe Bay Store.


Where is Old Jennie?


No one bothers with the issue that Jennie is first generation Coast Salish, and Old Steiner, white. Eliza’s father would have something to say about the common law arrangement; her more-than-Queen-Victoria-Victorian mother would also weigh in with severe disapproval.


None of that matters in the West, Eliza thinks.


Eliza pours herself a steaming cup of coffee, complete with fresh cream and a heaping spoonful of sugar.


Ambrosia of the gods!


Without a steady supply of milk, Eliza is accustomed to drinking her coffee black, or with the scantest amount of tinned milk. The coffee warms her hands as she meanders up and down the four narrow aisles of the grocery.


Eliza glances at magazines on Old Steiner’s back shelf, and looks for a couple to add to her reading list. In last month’s Harper’s Bazaar, Eliza read with great interest of the travels of a Mrs. George Nelson, lately of New York, whose trip to the Orient via the South Pacific afforded her a glimpse into exotic aboriginal cultures. Seven thousand miles. One way. The extent of Eliza’s travels measures three short miles, door to door.


Eliza browses through a dated issue of The Ladies Home Journal, and thumbs the pages quickly for recipes.


I must attempt a meringue. Oh yes! I need eggs.


Her eyes scan other magazines, a recent Vogue cover. Her interest piques at the sight of the familiar name, Kate Chopin.


Mrs. Chopin!


Scoffed in polite society in Columbia and St. Charles, Mrs. Chopin had roused crowds of forward-thinking women in St. Louis and beyond with her radical thinking. Eliza read secretly of Chopin’s “feminisme” leanings when she stayed with her aunt during her confinement in St. Charles.


Such scandalous thoughts! That women can have opinions! And vote!


Eliza feels a chill run up her spine. She slips the slim, seductive issue into the deep pocket of Jacob’s coat.


Eliza lingers in the aisles, and adds small items to her basket. When she finishes her shopping, Eliza places her provisions on the front counter.


“I’ve been thinkin’,” Old Steiner says, “that maybe youse like to borrow more’n one book, or maybe a stack of magazines, seein’ as youse don’t come ’round too often.”


Eliza blushes, toying with the magazine’s thin spine in her coat pocket.


“Why, how kind of you,” Eliza replies, her face hot. “I’ll think on that.”


“Youse can take as many as youse would like, my dear girl, as many as youse would like.”


Eliza notices that Old Steiner’s back curves in a perfect “C.”


Before long he’ll need some help at the store, Eliza thinks, or have to pass it on.


Old Steiner hands Eliza an envelope with ten crisp bills inside.


“Your mitten money.”


Eliza extracts a thin dime out of her change purse, and places it nonchalantly on the counter, next to the register, when Old Steiner turns his head to greet a new customer. In this manner, she pays for the magazine lodged in her coat pocket. She knows she will not return it. Her take for the day: ten dollars, minus two dollars and forty cents for foodstuffs, and minus ten cents for the magazine. Another seven dollars and fifty cents to write in the ledger. There is no bank anymore where she can deposit cash so Eliza keeps her bills and change stashed in her Sunday boots in her closet.


“How’s Jennie?” Eliza asks, changing the subject. Her cheeks drain slowly.


“Ah, she’s poorly, right poorly. I had to bring her to Whatcom last week. I miss her bad, that I do.”


He shuffles around the counter, his weepy eyes moist.


“Now, git on with youse. Gonna make an old man cry, youse is.”


Eliza reaches the cabin after a pleasant afternoon row on a small ebb tide. Merlin is not on his familiar perch. Eliza looks for him in the fir branches behind the cabin, but if he is there, he is well concealed. After toting her meager supplies to the cabin and dragging the Peapod up the beach to secure it, she’s too tired to make supper. She rummages through the pantry and settles on a jar of canned chow-chow and leftover corn fritters, hard around the edges.


[image: Images]


CORN FRITTERS


One quart of grated corn, three eggs, the yolks and whites beaten separately, two crackers.


Beat corn, yolks, and crackers thoroughly.


Add pinch of salt.


Beat whites stiff, fold in just before frying.


Add more crackers if needed.


Have ready in a skillet butter and lard drippings in equal proportions. It should be hot, but not burning. Drop the mixture by the teaspoonful into the hot fat and brown upon both sides.


Be very watchful lest they burn.


[image: Images]


SOON AFTER SUPPER, ELIZA UNDRESSES AND CLIMBS UNDER her grey flannel blanket. She cracks open the issue of Vogue. She begins to read Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour.”


There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. What was it? She did not know; it was too subtle and elusive to name. But she felt it, creeping out of the sky, reaching toward her through the sounds, the scents, the color that filled the air.


Two short pages. Eliza reads and rereads the story. The words crowd her mind, and she wishes she could read more. Her mind swims with renegade thought. Eliza wonders how many other stories Mrs. Chopin has written. Although Eliza lives at the edge of the known world, she feels a new kinship, if only on the page.


It is as if I dwell in the antechambers of another’s heart, and breathe in synchrony with it!


Eliza considers Mrs. Chopin’s central character, one Mrs. Mallard, who has heard that very day that her husband has been killed in an unfortunate accident. Eliza weighs the pros and cons of Mrs. Mallard’s plight.


Mrs. Mallard is now a sudden widow, and no longer bound by the constraints of a loveless marriage. In this way, Mrs. Mallard is a free woman.


What a woman could do, and be, without a man! Just like in Hopkinson’s novel!


She thinks long on the concepts of liberty and entrapment, and wonders if living as she does on Cypress results in freedom or its contrapositive.


But constraints still bind women, Eliza thinks, both inside and outside the home. We do not have a voice in household affairs! We cannot even vote!


She longs to talk to Mrs. Mallard, even though Mrs. Mallard lives only in an imaginary world, and only on paper, in the folds of a popular women’s magazine. Eliza settles her way deeper under the blanket. She warms to the mattress and keeps still so as not to invite a chill. The last of her embers chars to ash. She is too warm by now to get up and stoke the dying fire. She lies awake deep into the night.
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“Eliza Waite is a stunning debut! /
Historical fiction fans will be captivated and yearn for more.

—KRISTEN HARNISCH, award-winning author of
ntner’s Daughter and The California Wife
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