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This was the first time she had been alone in the house since the accident. Looking out the kitchen window, Jess watched a white-gray osprey tilt and plunge into the curve of the summer river. She could see the Nesika turning amid its green banks just down the low slope of lawn from the house, insistent and determined.


Her body felt unusually heavy as she bent over to place a glass in the top tray of the dishwasher. She was fourteen and used to the lightness and strength of her fast track-star form. Sometimes, when the heaviness of her grief became too much to bear, she would sink into it and let it hold her, wanting to understand why it was there and whether it would ever release her.


She stood and leaned against the sharp edge of the stained Formica counter. It was the middle of the afternoon, her parents were still at work, and she had just walked home from the school bus. Pushing away from the counter, Jess turned, made her way slowly down the dark hallway, and stood in front of the closed bedroom door.


Her hand seemed detached from her body as she reached out and grasped the brass doorknob. How could something so familiar, so normal, have become so painful? She opened the door tenderly. The room seemed frozen in time. Monica’s bed was made perfectly, her lavender quilt folded, the lace edging the pillows soft and still. Her dolls were lined up patiently along the wall; a pink hairbrush waited on the dresser by her mirror. Monica’s sweet girl smell seemed to reach out to Jess like an invisible hand as she stepped into the sun-filled room.


Lying down on the bed, Jess tried to remember her little sister. Monica’s face and lanky arms had seemed to have an expressive life of their own. Jess let the weight of the memories pull her into the small bed and felt something hold her there, a presence, oppressive but not unwelcome, a knowing that had been braided into her flesh, shaping the life in her cells. She was bound to the river in a desperate way, Monica’s death now dragging her through life like an inescapable undertow.


Jess’s body broke into a sobbing cascade of release. Her tears felt like the currents of the river, and she followed them down into the torn chasms of her broken heart. Fighting them would only cause the river to swallow her; instead, Jess knew from swimming for years in the Nesika, she had to surrender, to flow with the current until the river released her back to the surface. She knew this was what had saved her that day.


She rolled onto her back and felt the sun warm her face. Its light—the light her sister would never see again, the light she had been born into and left too soon—felt cruel. She rolled to the edge of the bed and held on to her stomach. Monica’s room, where Jess had held her sister during Monica’s dark nightmares—maybe they had been of water, of drowning, of leaving this place too soon.


The dolls stared at her, daring her to play. They wanted Monica’s hands and were mourning her loss, too, hating the river for taking her away. Jess was gripped by a desire to fling them around, mess them up, but she knew they were as lost and left behind as she was. They were misplaced, out of order, disoriented from being torn from the familiar, not knowing how or where to take the next step.


Jess wanted to touch her sister just one more time, wanted Monica to come into her room after a bad dream, begging her big sister to let her sleep in her bed. Her ears rang with the voices of the children singing at Monica’s funeral, then, later, with the sobs of her family at the graveside, marked with flowers and white stones, the cold and desperate current of the river that day, and Monica’s last cry.


She walked back down the hall, leaving the door to her sister’s room open. She wanted her to come home now, to run through the door with her latest story. Jess looked out at the river through the glass doors that opened onto the backyard. She wanted to hate the river—she felt a flood of anger blending with fear rising in her tense back—but she also knew that the heaviness was a longing for her lost kinship with the river and with her own emerging wildness. It was a warm June afternoon; she should have been swimming almost every day in the river by now. The accident had been just over two months earlier—was that long enough?


She opened the door very slowly and deliberately. She knew she had to go back, and she had to go alone.


At this time of year, the Nesika’s turquoise water tumbled around the rocks in a constant, pulsing rhythm. She waited. Her heart raced in her ears, and she braced for the sudden cold of the dive. She looked back up the hill to her house. Her parents would be home from work now. She wondered if her mom was watching, parting the heavy curtains in the house up from the river, just out of view, just enough to see Jess standing on the bank in her green bathing suit, waiting.


The Nesika had taken Monica’s life as if it had been hers to give. Now Jess was an only child, holding the hand of her grief, hoping that by going back to the river she could go back to that part of herself that laughed, that ran along the green, sloping riverbank, trusting that the ground would hold her and never questioning the certainty of each day. She’d struck an unconscious deal with her parents after Monica died: that she could hold the place of both of their daughters. Filling that role at fourteen had shattered her identity—who was she without her sister? How would the world define her? She had hated and avoided social situations, constantly fearing the question “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Her answer ranged from the lie “No, I’m an only child” to “Yes, I had a younger sister, but she died when she was eleven.” If pressed, she reluctantly offered the story of her sister, who sometimes died, sometimes drowned, and sometimes was killed by the river.


She bent down and put her hand in the water, feeling its familiar tendrils flowing around each finger. She closed her eyes and felt for a moment as if she were reaching back through time to grab the hand of a lost friend.


It was so cold. She waded in just up to her knees, enough to feel a sharp edge cutting her skin. Then she dove in. She opened her eyes underwater and saw her sister’s white tennis shoe bobbing up and down with the rhythm of the current. She knew it wasn’t there, but it was. She broke up through the surface and swam easily to the opposite bank. It was the same river, the same flowing current, but now there was a white sneaker that hadn’t been there before.





PIAH
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The crash and roar of the falls numbed Piah’s hearing as she leaped down the slick, wet boulders to the base of the falls. Closing her eyes, she lay back on the soft sponge of moss on the gentle slope below the canyon wall. Water from the whirling mist gathered on her skin and cooled where the sun had warmed her. Reaching out toward a swaying stem of bright orange columbine, Piah felt at home. It was finally the warm season, when all that had sprung up during the surge of the growing season seemed to rest. Piah loved this time of the cycle; she had been born fourteen warm seasons earlier and celebrated her birth time by playing in the wind and the comforting sunlight.


Looking up at the unbroken blue of the arching sky, Piah stretched her strong back against the ground and let out a loud cry. This was her home, her family, amid life-giving plants and animals, and the constant song of the river bound them all together. Runs of shining salmon pulsed with the rise and fall of the seasons, feeding osprey, herons, and eagles, bears, mountain lions, wolves, and coyotes with their bodies, spent from their journey to spawn.


Piah sang out the river’s name: “Nesika, Nesika, Nesika!” Then, standing up slowly, she brushed the water from her clothing. Under her hands she could feel the changes in her body, no longer thin and willowy, her legs beginning to curve, her breasts starting to push out under her deerskin. Her long black hair hung in wet strands around her face.


Piah heard a rustling above her and turned quickly to see what or who it was. Tenas, her younger sister, had been watching her from the ledge above the river.


Piah yelled up at her, “Tenas, what are you doing? I told you not to follow me!”


Piah felt a sinking in her chest as Tenas turned and disappeared back into the forest. Tenas was Piah’s only sister and followed her everywhere. Piah remembered the night of Tenas’s birth. The birth dwelling was small, and Piah was given the task of tending the small fire. Piah focused on the lips of the flames as her mother began howling and crying out in her pain while the women chanted their low, growling birth song. The chanting got louder and stronger as the night dove into cold, blue darkness. Just as Piah thought she couldn’t stay awake a moment longer, she had a sister.


Now, Piah sighed. She loved her sister fiercely and would give her life to keep her safe, even as Tenas was annoying her. Tenas looked more like their mother, softer and smaller, which made her seem more vulnerable. Piah was more like her father; her long legs and graceful stride hinted at being part of a hunting party, rather than in the women’s hide-tanning circle.


Breathing in the cooling mist of the falls, sticking her tongue out to catch the spray, Piah closed her eyes and turned her face up to the caress of the sun. Then the roaring cadence of the falls consumed her, and, opening her eyes, she felt a summons to follow the river downstream through the warming forest.


The rushing water tumbled and slipped over the boulders, racing with Piah as she followed each turn. Eventually, the forest opened onto a clearing with a wide, still pool that looked like an open field, undulating in the bright sun.


Slipping easily out of her clothing, Piah walked to a rock ledge from which she could dive in. She stood for a moment, anticipating the strike of the chill water on her sun-warmed skin; then, holding her breath, she leaped off the rock and slipped through the water’s surface. Held momentarily near the soft river bottom, Piah opened her eyes to see trout and other small fish darting away from her, and a crawdad reaching up to her in clawing protest.


Piah smiled and stroked back up to the surface. She floated for a while in the pool and felt the river hold her body. An osprey tilted in the arch of the sky and cried out, circling above her.


When Piah was young, she was taught the songs that came from the heart of the river, the pulse of the water matching the beat of her father’s drum. Now, resting in the river’s arms, Piah could hear the songs echoing through the stones in the riverbed as the river called to her people, letting them know when the salmon were moving through her body and when migrating eels wound up through her current to spawn in her gravel beds. It was a song of resting, of waiting, of nourishing the salmon eggs from fall and spring.


Climbing up out of the pool, Piah found a perfect place to rest. She lay naked on a large granite boulder on the soft moss, matching the curves of her body to the curves of the stone. She began humming the river song, as her heartbeat drummed along with the rhythm and the osprey’s cries rang out within the canyon walls.
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PIAH
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The smooth stones of her sister’s grave were cool against Piah’s cheek. It had been four seasons since Tenas had drowned in the rapids below.


She felt the loss of her younger sister rise in her chest, the clench in her lower stomach, and the surge of her tears. Piah could still hear her father’s terrible cries as he carried Tenas’s limp, lifeless body into camp. Piah ran to her father, and he held both of them while their mother’s screams rang out through the surrounding forest. Piah sensed the rhythm of the day slide into something else. The animal sounds quieted, and the air seemed to still itself in response. Death was common to them, but this, a young woman just ready to marry, have children, and bring her family into the tribe was a deep wound.


Wiping her face, Piah leaned back against the familiar bark of the cedar next to her sister’s grave. The Nesika fell from the cliffs below her into a cascade of white water. She could feel the force of the water’s constant rush in her chest. The river hurt her.


Since Tenas had died, her father and mother had looked to her for something to fill the empty space left in their family, and Piah knew that the birth of her daughter, Libah, had helped them. But ever since Libah had been born, Piah had been haunted by a dream that something like a horrible and dangerous storm was coming. Now she hoped that by calling to the spirit of her sister, she would receive a vision that would help her better understand what was happening to her.


Piah closed her eyes and let her awareness wander more carefully into the feeling, inviting the place of visions, invoking the place where she could be with her sister again. Following the path of her tears like a trail through a forest, Piah began to chant to the rhythm of the river’s current.


Tenas.


Tenas.


Tenas.


Tenas.


Tenas seemed to be forming from the mist of the falls, her long hair streaming around her. Her spirit image looked the same way she had the day her father had carried her body into the camp.


“Tenas, I have a baby. I named her for the river—Libah. She is ours, Tenas. She is both of us.”


“Piah, come closer. I miss you so much.”


Piah felt the tear in her heart from the death of her sister. The wound still fresh, its edges bled red light into her vision.


“Piah, your baby is us; she will carry what we cannot.” Piah kept her eyes closed, still seeing Tenas moved closer to her through the swirling vision. “There is much coming, Piah. She will be the one who will know the chanting, know the song. Libah will bring the medicine for so many, they will follow her even when you can no longer.”


The earth under Piah began to tremble. The vision shifted, and the waterfall stopped flowing. Tenas became very clear, and Piah could see the fear and concern in her transparent eyes.


A spirit child of five or six ran up to Tenas, and Tenas stroked her long, dark hair, spoke to her, and placed a small beaded necklace around her neck. Piah realized it was Libah, grown into a young girl, and Piah’s body leaped in response.


“Tenas, please keep us safe.”


“I will do what I can.”


The silence refilled with the sound of water. Tenas and the older Libah turned toward Piah. They gazed into each other until the mist dissolved the vision.


Piah slowly opened her eyes. She reached into the elk-skin medicine pouch she wore around her waist. The small beaded necklace from her vision was in there—clear blue beads interwoven with white crystals. She sensed the sweet power of protection emanating from them. Piah’s grandmother had given her this necklace at her birth. She touched it carefully and knew it was now a gift for her baby, a sign from her sister in the spirit world that Libah would be protected and safe.


Piah’s breasts ached, telling her it was time to get back to her daughter. She stood next to the stone pile for a moment longer. Large-bodied bears and other night animals around her were rustling through the undergrowth to begin their evening hunting. A female mountain lion jumped onto the granite boulder just below the falls. Piah could see the cat’s tail whisk the air in response to sighting her. She stood still, and the cat turned away, bounding down the large boulder field along the Nesika into the shadows, leaving Piah alone with the rush of the current, insistent and indifferent.





JESS
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The slow, cold autumn rain had not stopped all day. The clouds lay low in the forest around Jess, wandering with the swirling winds through the red tangle of vine maple, as she walked up the trail to the hot springs just up above the dam along the river.


She remembered stories that the Molalla people had bathed up here, and that they had created initiation ceremonies around the warmth of the springs. She was cold from having spent the day counting salmon, waiting for a pair to spawn so she could record their antics on her underwater video camera.


The hot spring was small, carved into the hillside by long years of water flowing from the spring. The familiar sulfur smell rose up to greet Jess, and she stood for a moment, remembering the many times she had come here to revive herself and to reconnect with the springs’ healing warmth.


She heard him come up the trail behind her, felt excitement rise in her chest as he rounded the bend and saw her half-dressed and tired from a day’s work. She had met him only several weeks earlier, while working a table at a conference. He had struck her with his quirky smile and intense stare. Something seemed to be hiding behind his eyes—something she found alluring and challenging.


She slipped easily from her jeans and stepped into the steam of the pool, sliding so her breasts were hidden just below the surface. He looked down at her and smiled. Jess breathed in the warm steam and, closing her eyes, felt the cool rain on her face and could hear the far-off pulse of the full Nesika.


He took off his clothing and stepped carefully into the hot spring next to her. Jeff was like the salmon Jess loved, moving in the air world the way they moved through the familiar currents of the river. He was confident in his body yet able to dart away with a flash when she got too close. She was wary of that now but believed after their day working together along the river that she had found a rhythm with him, similar to the synchronized sway of salmon bodies as they find their mate and begin to let go of the constant struggle and fight of their journey.


He moved closer, his hand sliding hesitantly across the back of her shoulders. Jess hadn’t been close to anyone in a long time. She steadied herself and closed her eyes.


“Can I kiss you?”


She opened her eyes, smiling slightly, then pulled him toward her with the same certainty with which she’d stepped into the hot spring. She wanted him; she wanted to feel through him into the place where his love for salmon wound into his desire for her, a desire that moved toward life, toward connecting, sliding body to body in the fast curves of the river.


The rain fell harder, and the mist from the hot springs rose up around them. She looked up into his eyes, and he smiled. He slowly kissed her forehead, then her neck, then her shoulder. There was no one—just the two of them flowing together, abandoning themselves instinctively to the privacy of the water.


As he kissed her, her desire for him moved her closer. Her leg slid over his. His response was certain and careful. She felt the swaying of the river move through her body to his. He slid into her, and she opened to him. She came quickly, and her orgasm led her down the ancient path into the gravel of the spawning bed, her back pressing hard against the rock of the spring’s bank. He came with her, and their cries soared out through the darkening forest.





BARBARA
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Turning from the plate-glass window, Barbara walked slowly across the living room to the worn plaid sofa. She sat heavily in the corner and ran her hand over the threadbare arm, the blues and greens once so alive in her once-so-alive world. Her hand rested there for a long time, and she let the weight of her body relax and press into the familiar softness of the cushion. Her heart was quiet, and she was glad for the peace, for the constant crying and terror to leave her alone. She looked out the living room window again, half expecting to see her two girls chasing each other around their backyard play set.


“Mooom,” her daughter Jess would cry out in her lilting chant, “Monica won’t let me use the swing, and it’s been my turn for sooo long!”


Monica would smile back at her brightly, and Barbara would sigh and wipe her hands on her sunflower dishtowel before heading into the warmth of the summer morning.


“Now, honey, please take turns with your sister . . . Hey, you two—remember, your dad is coming home later to take you both fishing on the river. Let’s make sure you have your lunch and are ready to go.”


They had loved fishing with their dad and riding in the riverboat up and over the rapids around the bend from their house. The Nesika was famous for runs of summer steelhead, renowned for a mythical fight that fishermen craved. Barbara had once been happy raising her two daughters here, where they could swim and fight and play in the current of the fast-moving river behind their house. Moving here from Los Angeles had meant that she could protect them from the threats of the big city, from the drug deals going on in the schools there, and could try to preserve the gentle wonder in their surging young spirits. Jess had her beloved horse, and Monica had her sweet young friends and the adoration of her older sister. It had been almost perfect. Their days and nights had been filled with the constant chanting of the Nesika’s current.


Barbara stood slowly. From her small kitchen window, she could see down to the Nesika and was surprised that it just looked the same—the river that had torn her open, taken her daughter Monica from her, a part of her heart that she could never get back. It was a physical tear, she was sure. Even now, eighteen years later, the healing felt only barely contained. She was able to go to the grocery store without collapsing in the cereal aisle when she saw Monica’s favorite kind, but when she did the laundry and saw that Monica’s clothes weren’t there, it still felt like some sort of accident. They were just missing—just like Monica’s smile, her laugh, her tears, and her sweet, open face. Gone. Into the river, into that river.


Barbara reached into the cupboard, remembering tea. She sighed and went through the motions of living and trying to make her life matter again. If it weren’t for Jess . . . If it weren’t for Jess.


Grief felt to her like an open, unexplored canyon with steep walls, unexpected storms, and beckoning, dark side canyons. She had spent years walking the trails and taking the unpredictable turns of unexpected loss. At first, it was always night. Then, after the local sheriff recovered Monica’s body, Barbara felt like she was falling into the black fissures of grief and didn’t even try to hold on—it wasn’t possible. Her husband tried, her religion tried, but she just fell and held on to her falling. She wanted to cross over to where Monica was and had constant dreams of finding her, tangled in the bushes just across the river, along the bank, muddy and disoriented. In her dreams, Barbara would take Monica food and hold her again. Her sweet young body was still growing, still being, still loving.


Holding on to the edge of the Formica kitchen counter, Barbara closed her eyes, trying to stop the feeling that she was falling. In some ways, it hadn’t changed. Taking a slow breath, she steadied herself and reached for her cup of tea. On the refrigerator was a picture of Jess and her big dog, Miko, standing proudly on the banks of the flashing blue-green river. Jess had become a scientist, and now she was studying, working for, and trying to save the same river that had taken her sister’s life. Somehow Barbara took comfort in that, comfort in knowing that her daughters would stay close. Her brother, Robert, who had worked for many years for the Oregon Department of Wildlife, had inspired and supported Jess through her studies. Barbara was glad for that, as she knew she couldn’t be the one to guide Jess. Science was too mysterious, too right about everything. Barbara wanted to know less, to rest in the mystery and simply trust in the process of everything. Mostly she knew now that she absolutely had no choice. There was nothing she could control, and so she spent her days getting through them, tending them as if they were a disabled child—hoping for progress but expecting none.


Her phone rang, startling Barbara back to the present moment.


“Hi, Mom!” Jess always sounded like she was in a hurry. “How are you doing?”


“I’m okay, just having some tea. How are you?” There was always a slight awkwardness to the beginning of their calls; then they evened out, became familiar—a simple way of checking in on each other without the tension, without the demands of anything unexpected.


“I’m good, Mom. Hey, I just met someone—well, I met him a while ago, but we’re still getting to know each other—and I was wondering if you would like to meet him. Maybe next week? What about going out to dinner? His name is Jeff.”


“Well . . . Jeff . . . I would love to meet him, of course. Dinner would be fun. Where did you meet him?”


“I met him at a conference a few weeks ago, and we just now, well, have been working on a project together. He works for PowerCorp—funny, huh? But he’s really nice, cute, smart, you know . . . I think you’ll like him. He’s from Eugene but has been working here in Penden Valley for a few years.”


Barbara smiled to herself—Jess had been a boy-crazy girl in her teens and had had a few close relationships in college. Although Barbara tried not to pry, she couldn’t help but feel a constant tug of concern: After what Jess had been through, would she be okay?


Barbara sat back down on the couch and looked out the window. “Eugene is a nice place. Does he know your uncle Robert?”


A young doe walked across the front lawn as Barbara was talking; her movements were cautious, and her fur glistened in the morning sunlight. “Wow, a deer just walked into our yard. She’s so beautiful, maybe not even a year old—so young to be on her own.”


Just then, the doe looked up at her as if she knew she was being talked about. As Barbara paused to take in the young deer’s eyes, Jess was quiet and Barbara sensed her daughter’s worry. Jess tended to Barbara in between her words, her gestures. It was something Barbara loved about Jess—her complete certainty and her doting, devoted nature.


“If she’s a year old, then she’ll be okay. Remember the time Dad’s friend brought home the albino fawn that he had shot? That was horrible. I never understood why people would do that! Men are so blind sometimes. Dad had some pretty clueless friends.”


“Yeah, I remember when that happened. I made sure we made good use of that meat—poor thing. I was so mad at them. How could they not have seen what a horrible thing that was? But sometimes the only thing they can see is what’s right in front of them. Is Jeff a hunter?”


“His dad was—he was actually killed in a hunting accident when Jeff was just a boy. They were hunting elk in the coast range, and his gun just misfired. Jeff was twelve, an only child. The way he tells it, his mother never got over it. She still lives in Eugene, out in the country, in Jeff’s childhood home. She’s the same age as Uncle Robert—maybe they do know each other.”


The deer walked slowly over to the blueberry bushes and began nibbling the last of the summer crop. Barbara wanted to shoo her away but just watched, imagining the horror of losing someone to a gunshot wound. Her heart took in the weight of this image, and for a moment, she loved Jeff, even though she didn’t even know what he looked like yet.


“Oh my—that must have been so terrible for him. And his poor mother . . .”


Barbara paused. “Poor mother” was like a code when Barbara found herself in the rare company of mothers who had lost their children and wives who had lost their husbands. It was a strange country, filled with broken marriages and torn-open hearts.


The deer walked away, and Barbara sighed into the phone. “Well, I look forward to meeting him. Just let me know what night works for you two.” She liked the sound of “you two” and imagined the “kids” coming for dinner. She smiled to herself. “I’m glad you found someone, sweetheart—you are so worth loving and having love.”


“Okay, Mom—we’ll talk soon? I love you.”


“I love you, too.”


Jeff and Jess, Barbara mused after she hung up. She imagined her daughter being drawn to the wounded boy, to his story and her story—the terrible threads that kept them strong, that perhaps helped them see more clearly the outcomes of their work together. Maybe they shared tenderness: for the young deer, for the panic in her eyes, for the gunshot that changed everything.





JESS
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Rich looked expectantly around the room. “So, here we are. It’s good you could all make it today. We have our agenda. Jess could you review some of your latest findings?”


She was in the room with the people who had the most influence in what would happen to the Nesika. PowerCorp would have to comply with whatever guidelines were required for it to relicense the Nesika Power Project. There were seven dams on the Nesika, and the largest—the Green Springs dam—was in dire need of repairs and enhancements. Jess and others at the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife had worked steadily for two years, gathering data on the best options for the river and the restoration of the decimated salmon and steelhead runs. The best recommendation was removal of the Green Springs dam and restoration of more than twenty-three miles of prime spawning habitat. Jess’s boss, Rich, had presented the findings to PowerCorp and assured Jess that they had been accepted. This meeting was a mere formality—the decision to remove the dam had been made.


She sat up confidently and opened the report. “Sure. What I have here—if you will look at page five of the Environmental Impact Statement for the Nesika Watershed—are the sediment records for the reservoir behind the Green Springs dam. As you can see—”


“Just a second, Jess,” Mack, one of the PowerCorp representatives, said, tapping his fingers nervously on the table. He leaned back in his chair, and the buttons on his red-and-orange-plaid shirt seemed to pull in protest. “I want you all to know how much we appreciate your hard work on this project. You’ve done some very fine research here. I know that it looks like taking the dam out is the best option, and we’ve been pursuing that idea for a while now.” He cleared his throat and took a drink of his coffee. “However, unfortunately, something’s come up: we just got word from our headquarters that they won’t sign any settlement agreement that includes dam removal as an option.”


Rich leaned forward. “Wait a minute—we’ve been working on this for years! How can you, how can they, make a statement like that after all this time?”


“Well, Rich, PowerCorp needs to keep this dam in place. It’s just too expensive to take it down. There are too many changes we would have to make. We’re going to have to look at our other options.”


Jess couldn’t be stopped. “What are you saying? I have the science right here.” She pushed the phone book–size document toward him. “There’s no way anyone can dispute what this says! We have findings based on our research and the independent research Greenbank did in Berkeley! Rich . . .” She turned to him as if she were trying to wake him up from a dream.


When he didn’t respond, she felt her voice leap out of her throat. “There are no other sound scientific solutions. None. There is no question that the facts in this report support dam removal as the only solution that will allow us to even come close to accomplishing the directives of the Aquatic Conservation Strategy. Listen to what it says: ‘Dam removal is the most effective option for both adult and juvenile fish passage at the Green Springs dam. The watershed analysis determined that the removal option was the only one that had high potential for restoring both habitat connectivity (upstream and downstream) and key physical processes.’ You can’t change this!” She slammed the report shut.


“Well, Jess, I of course see your point—but we just don’t agree that taking the dam out is the only possibility. We need the Green Springs to run the rest of the system. Without that dam, we won’t have any way of regulating everything that goes on above it. We’ve been working on a counterproposal that includes some fine mitigation for the salmon. You know, fish ladders and stuff.”


“Wait—what? You can’t tell me you have the ability or the desire to overturn this study. It’s conclusive, Mack, not open for negotiation. We had PowerCorp’s support on this. Today’s meeting was about crafting the wording for the settlement agreement. You know we have to fight this.” Jess felt heat in her chest and tightness grabbing at the small of her back.


“I’ve said all I came here to say.” Mack looked over at Rich, then stood up and walked out.


Jess stared at Rich; why hadn’t he pushed harder and defended the project? Instead, he was just gazing at the report and seemed to be thinking about something else. Then he said, in an even tone, “Hey, Jess, this has always been a long, somewhat uncertain road—we all knew that. I’m as surprised as you all are. I’ve been thinking this would be my legacy—you know, pictures of my accomplishment, the news . . .”


Jess stood, turning her back to Rich, and looked at a large photo of spawning salmon in the Nesika hanging on the wall of the conference room. She felt as if she were calling out to them, We’re trying to save you!


“No, Rich,” Jess said to the photo, “we did think this was a sure thing. We came a long way to this point.” She put her hands on her head. “We were so close to having that thing signed, and they walked out on us. Just like that—like we were some kind of alien species . . . We can’t let them do this. There’s no way they can dispute the science. For God’s sake, Jeff knows. He’s their lead biologist!”


But does he know? Jess thought. They had just been at breakfast together—he had known the meeting was happening today; they had talked about it. Maybe he didn’t know—he hadn’t worked for PowerCorp long. Then again, he was the lead scientist on this project.


Rich rubbed his face and looked down at his hands. “I guess we need to go back to the drawing board.”


Jess was still staring at the photo, the spawning salmon—now long dead and spent from their journey. The ancestors, she thought. She exhaled slowly and said, “Let me find out what I can from Jeff. He sure didn’t say anything to me about this . . .” She let her voice trail off. “I need to use the restroom.” She pushed back and gathered her papers.


“Fuck,” she said to her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her eyes looked clear and angry; her long, dark hair, draped over her shoulder, was evidence of a link back to her Native American ancestors on her father’s side of the family. Her hands were shaking as she absentmindedly dried them and threw the paper towel into the garbage with a bit of force. She leaned on the doorframe before going out. Her throat caught, and she swallowed hard against the rage threatening to break through her.


Walking slowly back through the large, noble marble entryway of the federal building, Jess looked for Rich. He was leaning against a tall pillar, his lanky frame crumpled in sadness. She stopped and gathered herself. The anger in her throat and her swirling thoughts were not about him. She was sure he hadn’t known anything like this would happen.


She approached him and said, “Hey, Rich, we can fight this, you know.”


He looked up at her slowly, his large, light blue eyes seeking her out from under his thick, graying hair. “I don’t know, Jess. Everything has changed so much in the last five years. The battles are different, and I’m just not sure how to fight them. I don’t think we, as the agency, will have a legal fight. The environmental groups might. I guess we have to find a way to reemphasize how important this recommendation is, maybe get the media in on it somehow.” He sounded so easily defeated, Jess couldn’t help but wonder if he was telling her everything.


They walked silently out of the building and back to their bright green Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife truck. Slowly opening the passenger door, Jess longed to be at home, sitting in the backyard with her dog, Miko, watching the slow fade of light in her garden. She wanted to ask Rich all kinds of questions, but the silent weight in the cab of the truck seemed to push at her chest, not giving her enough air to form words.


When she got back to her desk, she looked quickly at her email, but her attention was fractured. Six more hours left in the workday. She looked at her calendar, hoping that she had scheduled some field time for herself in the afternoon. She had: from one o’clock on, she would be up at the Nesika, making sure the fishermen were staying within the limits of their catches at the Corridor fishing area. In the fall, the coho were coming upstream in their dangerously small numbers, and Jess knew that if Power-Corp got its way, the fish population could continue to decline to the point where its slide into extinction was inevitable.


She imagined their slick bodies pushing upriver, silver flashing through the turbulent white water. The Corridor was a beautiful fishing spot, one that Jess had gone to with her family many times. It was a narrow place in the basalt canyon that forced the runs of salmon and steelhead to run a kind of fishing gauntlet. Jess had caught her first steelhead there when she was just nine. She longed for those days, but was that because she hadn’t known the salmon were in decline back then? The only story she remembered was the tale of how, in the fall, when the salmon were running upriver, you could “walk across on their backs.”


She thought back to when she had done her doctoral research in Alaska. She had kayaked by herself to a small island off Sitka. When she landed her kayak, she walked up toward a forested area in hopes of seeing a grizzly feeding on the salmon. She stood in the salmon stream where it entered the sound. Hundreds of salmon were making their way upstream, pushing against her rubber boots, being directed by the delicate shift in their hormones that signaled them to spawn . . .
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