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I saw her on the bridal night:



   Rich jewels decked her hair;



But in her eye --once sparkling bright--



   I marked a yearning care.



Before the altar, side by side,



  Without a smile or word,



They stood--the bridegroom and the bride--



The victim and her lord!






The Forced Bridal, Author Unknown

    



    Chapter One: Matooskie 

A man lay face down on the water planet in one of its soggiest spots. His body experienced the climate for latitude 47.02 North and longitude 122.52 West, the climate of a rain forest.  The bulk of his body slanted downwards on a slope beside a riverbank in a place that was so remote that it had no name. There was no one to come looking for him here in the mists, so it was inevitable that he was going to become one with the biomass of the forest floor, to become a mere nutrient for the scenery surrounding him. 

 The landscape in this part of the North American continent is one of decomposition and decay.  The eternal cycle of death and rebirth always is underway with death begetting life which begets death and so on.  A tree which used to cutch the sky is blown down or washed out by a flood and moss begins to grow upon it .  All is nourished by relentless rain.  Birds and squirrels and air currents bring seeds and debris to the fallen tree and eventually seedlings of hemlock or Sitka spruce, thirty or so to the square foot, establish roots.   A dozen years after this beginning, about ten percent of the seedlings remain.  The process is never hurried and nothing goes to waste. A hundred years later, perhaps one out of the original 10,000 seeds that blew around still thrives. 

The inert body of the explorer was on the verge of contributing to this cycle, to pass unnoticed into new life forms. The ground upon which Robert Lovelace had fallen was a few feet from a white water river. Drops fell from the ferns above him and flowed together into trickles.  The trickles picked up speed and merged into rivulets that invaded his boots. 

 All it would take was just enough sunshine in the high country above the timberline and the snow in these heights would melt rapidly, causing the river to grow and take his body.  Or perhaps, he would never get up and he would rot on the spot.

 The man became conscious enough for brief periods to be aware of some of his surroundings. The damp odor of molding vegetation entered his nostrils.   In those moments when he was aware of what he touched, he felt the spongy waterlogged forest floor.  The floor felt alive to him. It was not a place that he would have selected for his death.  And he was not ready to die. There was so much in life that he had not experienced.   For one thing, he had not yet replicated himself. There was no child of his to leave behind in this world.   

 The previous night had been horrifying during those short intervals when he was able to keep awake. He felt little eyes staring at him in the darkness.    Small animals  - martens – crept down out of the canopy of the forest to observe him – eyeball to eyeball.  Salamanders slithered over him.  A raccoon or two coveted the silver buttons on his coat.   There was the extreme pain from his head injury and he would involuntarily doze off, unable to keep awake.  There were no supplies, no horse and no weapons that functioned.  If he remained another night, bigger animals, perhaps foxes or worse, would visit.  

But the legendary Lovelace luck was to hold up and his fate had been determined, for the events that were to take place in this remote region of beauty and fertility were already written in the stars.  Earth cranked along in its elliptical orbit, oblivious to the passion that was to ignite on her surface.  Human attractions were to be born here in this unlikely place -- attractions as magical as the gravitational forces,those laws of physics that controlled the positions of the heavenly orbs above.  Down here on the planet, biology and nature ruled.  

On that particular morning in 1834, a female came on horseback down the path carved by the river.   This was a girl who rode tall and proud and was always confident in these surroundings and she was always prepared for what nature could dole out.    Her grandfather had given her the bob-tailed horse who had been her constant companion on her many wanderings. The possessions of the young woman, including this horse, reflected her status in the clan and her autonomy.   Her pride in her other possessions --her own canoe of cedar and her own ceremonial song -- actually exceeded her pride in this fine animal. 

She knew she was not alone in the woods when her nose discovered the horse droppings, a discovery which made her feel both alert and violated. The smell put her on her guard because it meant that there might be another human present who dared to share this place with her.   This special place under the forest canopy was in perpetual twilight. The visibility of the girl was limited by the dense growth and there was no horizon due to the thickness and towering height of the vegetation. But this dimness did not prevent the girl and her sharp eyes from spotting the glint off a shiny silver button and then the blue cloth of a topcoat and then a man -- a man, not a boy.  It was not one of her clan.   It looked as though he might still be breathing. 

 "My heavens! "

Matooksie dismounted and inspected his  form up close.  She immediately knew who he was but she did not know his name.   She had observed him before in a setting quite unlike the one they were in -- more than a few days journey from this forest, but she was certain he had never taken notice of her.  He was one of the new officers at the fort.  She squatted and examined the man, placing her ear on his chest and stroking her fingers over his face.    He was still alive.   She knew she had to get him out of the bog and up to drier ground.  And his bloody head looked to her like he had been a target of malevolence. 

 She assessed the situation.  He hadn't vomited. That was good.  There were no fluids running out of his ears.  His pupils appeared to be of equal size.  She sat for a short while awhile, observing him.  Once in awhile he would let out a moan. That was good.  She made a quick decision  that it was better to risk moving him than to leave him there.   Her hands worked fast to strip him of his damp wool coat and rearrange some of her gear on the Siskiyou. It was difficult for her to half drag his bulk off the ground and bring him up to a standing position. 

"Aya!"   It took her three attempts and she was perspiring from the exertion.  Her back ached between her shoulder blades. After  punching at him a few times to bring him around into a groggy consciousness,  she managed to get the man to mount the horse despite his dazed condition.    Matooskie led the horse.  The rain fell about them continuously for hours with a gentle almost imperceptible sound.  On this particular day it was a world of mystic clouds and shadowy spaces.  Moisture either came down directly or it ascended back into the atmosphere and vapor rose like gauze in and out of the treetops.  By late afternoon, she heard a soft overhead rustle from the trees and seconds later she could feel a breeze.  They kept going.  

They went through beds of sword ferns and beds of vanilla leaves.  Licorice ferns were above them in the forest canopy. There were parts of the journey where the trees were so closely spaced that the girl experienced difficulty in threading the horse between the trees.   Sometimes a fallen log would force them to backtrack and she would cut an alternate way through the vegetation and back to the trail. By falling, the trees opened up visibility of the forest floor and permitted patches of late afternoon light to shine through.   Grey was no longer dominant.

The man was going to have problems remembering even the fuzziest details of this peculiar rescue if he ever made it back to civilization.  In these patches of light, he was sometimes conscious of the horse under him and under the spell of the green all around him. A strange form ahead of him that appeared to be that of a young woman told him "Wake up mister". There were dawn greens, yellow green, spring greens, and sea greens.  "Stay awake mister," he heard while his eyes were trying to focus on the vegetation around him.

 The twosome ventured again into other patches of darkness and dampness and mist and reached yet another opening where there again was light.  More displays of bright and glistening shards of green assaulted his eyeballs.   This time, there were olive greens, forest greens, lime greens, alpine greens, Paris greens, hunter greens and emerald greens and simple green.   These all seemed to fuse together in a kaleidoscopic display.  His head hurt badly, but he could sometimes focus his eyes sufficiently for his brain to register the fractals of color and amalgam of greens.

These open patches in the forest had their usual impact on the young woman who had sought these spaces out on her many previous visits to the rain forest.  She had already been there many times that summer to feast her eyes on the colors.  She felt spiritual quality and power in these locations. They were her private sanctuaries. 

 She would sometimes sit there by the hour and contemplate how all the organic things were interrelated. All of these living beings seemed necessary, she reasoned.  None could be removed without disrupting the Great Creator's plan.   The girl regarded the nature around her as being a special retreat -- one that she believed had never been viewed by any human eyes but her own -- and she had been surprised to find the stranger by the river.

 The slim teenager led the horse for hours until they emerged out of the forest and into an open meadow where it was not raining.  The field of view had changed. Instead of a jungle with limited visibility, there was now a horizon.  There was light and visibility and fields of creamy beargrass that were several feet high.    The man perceived that he was clearly out of the woods even though he lacked sufficient strength to express his joy about this.   He felt better  now that he had escaped the woods with its nighttime terrors of teeth and claws moving in the darkness. An optimistic person by nature, he had deserted the Old World  and crossed the ocean to immigrate to a new land of possibilities.  But for these rewards, he had to stay alive.  

Matooskie regretted that she did not have much experience of late of starting fires and it took her awhile to retrieve wood that would burn.  She fortunately had brought a firestarter in her gear. This was the only modern implement that she carried.   It was the one luxury item from the fort that she permitted herself when she was out among her clan.    The young woman spread out a mat and began to peel off the remainder of the man’s clothing, all of his clothing.  Taking off the red sash that encircled his waist as well as his pants, she positioned the garments near the fire so that they would dry.  She unlaced and tugged off the boots and rolled off the socks and rubbed the feet.   She emptied the water out of his boots.

"I'm going to put the heat back into you mister".

 She had not seen a white man naked before.  This one's hands, wrists, face, and neck were tanned, but the rest of him was as white as milk.   Matooskie had only caught glimpses of naked men in her grandfather’s long house when she was a small child.  But now, she surveyed the man's physique from the perspective of a grown woman, not a child. The young woman let her eyes travel over every part of him.  This one appeared to have a well-conditioned and athletic body.    The stranger was asleep again.  She took a woven mat off the horse, rolled the man onto the mat, and wrapped him in the fur robe which had been draped on the horse.   She cradled his head in her lap and used a large shell to give him just a sip of water. 

"Oh, please don't die on me, Mister."   She noticed his long obsidian colored eyelashes. Once in awhile they would flutter and his eyes would appear to focus and then the lids would shut again.    A rainbow was beginning to form. She murmured, 


That he relents, not to blot out mankind,


And makes a Cov’nant never to destroy


 
The Earth again by flood, nor let the Sea


Surpass his bounds, nor Rain to drown the World


He could feel the gentle hands on him. It felt good to be drying out.  He would remember later the blue eyes looking down at him and the whispered words. These things made him so spellbound that he was unable to utter a word.

 The girl could not leave him to get help because he was not strong enough to defend himself.  That meant restoring his strength. Men like him were used to eating six or seven pounds of meat a day.  Fortunately, she had a game bird in her provision basket which she prepared over the fire and also some thimbleberries which tasted like raspberries.  She scraped the meat off the bones with a sharp quartz crystal tool that she liked to use for carving. Her fingers were slender and strong and able to do this task efficiently.    The clan women had taught her how to use the tool to carve exquisite rings out of Eagle bones.  She decided that she would share some dried fish with him.   She expected that her cousin, Tatootche, who always watched over her, would come looking for her soon. 

 She would rely on her clan to take care of the stranger and take him back to the fort.  It was impossible for her to remain with him and wait for him to fully recover in her grandfather’s quarters because she herself was expected back at the fort.  Her month long interlude of roaming was at an end and she realized that she had to resume the responsibilities of a daughter.  Her vacation was over.   She would not permit herself to disappoint her father.

The next morning her cousin Tatootche found Matooskie and he was very careful to approach her campground without startling her. The tall Indian with slightly crossed eyes, clear skin, and graceful demeanor also went by the name of Duke of York.  

He was known as "The Duke" at the fort on the big river where he hung out and was quite popular. The two young people had been childhood companions and Matooskie had learned to trust him with her life. Tatootche thought that Matooskie was more attractive than a alpine fawn lily.  He liked her so much that  without telling her he had approached their grandfather, Ekkoli.   He wanted to ask Ekkoli for her hand, but the clan leader anticipated his request and said that she was not his to give, that Matooskie belonged to the factor, John McNab, at the Fort.  John was her father. But more importantly, Matooskie belonged to herself.  She was no longer a clanswoman because she had been exposed to many other influences. And she was not a white woman because she had the freedom to roam with ease in the forests and to appreciate the natural world.  She was not just Matooskie.  The white people also knew her by her Boston name, Jane.     

 Matooskie  had  told Tatootche  that she was going to her favorite  place in the forest before she had  left the summer camp of the clan.  Tatootche knew exactly where the entrance to Matooskie's park was and found it easy to locate her fire.   The entrance to the trees of the rain forest was off the big meadow.

 Matooskie had listened to the legend about this clearing when she was a little girl and recalled how she begged her grandmother to repeat the story to her over and over again.    There used to be trees in the meadow long before the time of their clan, but there were no trees remaining  now.  Her grandmother explained that the place was an empty meadow because of a struggle between Killer Whale and Thunderbird.  Whale fought Thunderbird so hard in this battle that trees were violently uprooted in the  struggle.  Even after centuries, there was no forest at this spot  because Whale had battled so intensely  to keep from being killed and eaten.  Thunderbird would catch the Whale in his claws, and the Whale would break free and return to the water. After this happened again and again, Killer Whale finally escaped to the middle of the ocean, and Thunderbird gave up.  

  Grandfather Ekkoli had always said that only a fool goes into the rain forest and she knew that he did not encourage her to go there. That meant that there had been two fools in the forest, herself and the stranger. They had that in common between them. She told cousin Tatootche about the man’s head injury and where she had found him, explaining that the stranger had been able to keep down a small amount of food which was a hopeful sign.   Tatootche had news for her. The tall Indian sat down on the ground and was ready to speak.

“I think I can explain what happened here.  The Klamaths we captured were hiding in the rain forest.  We gave chase when we caught up with them and happened to catch them with this poor  fellow's stolen mules.  They took his horse and goods and left him where you found him, Matooski.   The captives had did this deed because their evil masters forced them to do it!  That entire bunch has always been up to no good. But you already know that."   He clenched his jaws.

Some of Matooskie's neighbors in her clan owned these Klamath slaves because her flathead  tribe had overpowered the tribes far to the South, taking some of them prisoner and forcing them to work as servants.  Matooskie listened to her cousin speculate how the renegades had jumped the stranger and taken his mules, horse, trade goods, and everything. The bad guys had also made off with the stranger's load of otter skins from his trades with the tribes to the north of the forest. 

"I myself heard the thieves confess how they beat the white man and left him staggering around in the forest. I saw that they had also grabbed a leather book stamped with those letters."  He  leaned forward and took the time to draw a rough 'HBC' in the dirt. Matootski had no trouble recognizing the symbol.  

 "I knew that this meant that somebody from the great trading house was in trouble in the wilderness or perhaps dead. I took the book to Ekkoli. And so you were the one to find this fellow," said Tatootche.

Ekkoli's heart had sunk as he recognized the cover of the leather book as being standard issue Hudson's Bay equipment for officers at the Fort. Unknown to the Indians, the little booklet was an English version of the Trader language that was used to conduct business in these parts. 

 “Ekkoli was very mad and he will punish the Klamaths and their masters who demanded of them that they do this awful thing,” added Tatootche.  

“It looks like he was clubbed,” said Matooskie.  Her cousin agreed. “This man was a fool to go in the rain forest”, said Tatootche.  

With some degree of effort, the two returned with the injured man to the nearby summer camp. Ekkoli listened to Tatooche's opinion and told his granddaughter that he would take good care of the stranger and return him to the Fort.  McNab himself, Matooskie's  father, would be  most grateful for this deed.  Chief Ekkoli would even bring the shaman in on the case, to help the man recover completely and restore his strength.   

Ekkoli was always looking for ways in which John McNab would be indebted to him.  John was his favorite son-in-law and his only white relative.  When John and  Ekkoli  had their first encounter, the Indian had worn a layer of painted sand on his skin which glittered and made him appear fierce. McNab was wise enough to see that  Ekkoli had meant no harm, but was using all means in his power to appear strong.  The initial meeting of the two cultures had led to decades of amity.  John had even been eager to marry one of Ekkoli's many daughters, the one with the round head.    Trading of all sorts had gone on between the two men for years.  Ekkoli could not resist this opportunity to do a good turn, and this situation presented the perfect opportunity.  He intended to restore the officer most conspicuously with fanfare.


“This fellow will be all right. He’s strong.  He looks like a Skookum Man to me,” said the elder.  


The girl shared her grandfather's opinion that the fellow, when recovered, would be powerful.


“Tell no one, grandfather, that it was I who discovered him,” demanded Matooskie.  “Not the stranger. Not my father. No one.” 

