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Dedication

To my heroes:

Mom, Dad, Bob and Steve



Author's Note

 


This book is a collection of memories. Therefore
there are bound to be inaccuracies and for these I sincerely
apologize. The people about whom I have written are portrayed as
accurately as possible, according to my recollections and those of
my parents and my sister. In a few instances I have compacted or
rearranged events to keep a pace enjoyable for the reader. It has
been my intention above all to recreate the Yaak Valley and the
people we knew there, and to share our memories with others who
might have treasured the experience as much as we did.



Acknowledgments

 


For an inexperienced writer, making the commitment to
write a book takes little more than a mountain of naive enthusiasm.
Seeing the task to its end can only happen with the help and
guidance of others. I would like to thank Myrna Chaney for seeing
something in my childhood memories worth setting down on paper. I
could not have completed the task had it not been for Lucia Work,
who made me take my writing seriously, lent me her eyes as an
editor, her shoulder and good council as a mentor and friend, and
her courage whenever I began to doubt my own. To my mother, Marilyn
Knowles, I would like to express my profound admiration for her
ability to reach into her head and pull out details from fifty-odd
years ago. During the writing of this book, I have been grateful
every day for her patience with my endless phone calls and
questions. To my daughter, Anne, I owe many thanks for her
heartless criticism, her energetic research skills and for getting
me back on track time and again when I was lost in adjectives and
nostalgia. To my son, Chris, who provided me with priceless tech
support and regular, generous doses of a novice writer's most basic
sustenance, praise, I also owe my heartfelt thanks. To my husband,
Cal, for putting up with midnight weirdness and the disaster of a
computer crash, for accompanying me on research trips and then
spending long, lonely days without a wife, for listening to
forty-five years of Yaak stories, I owe, and have already given, a
lifetime of love.



Contents

 


Introduction

Chapter 1 The Initial Escapade

Chapter 2 The Honeymoon

Chapter 3 The Binders

Chapter 4 Settling In

Chapter 5 Out of the Blue

Chapter 6 Moiling

Chapter 7 Dashing Through the Snow

Chapter 8 The Dead of Winter

Chapter 9 The Princess and the Pea

Chapter 10 Nosy Rosy, Galloping Gus

Chapter 11 Survival Techniques

Chapter 12 The Science of Farming

Chapter 13 Summer Lightning!

Chapter 14 The Cuccaburras

Chapter 15 Old Timers

Chapter 16 Zapped

Chapter 17 Summer Shenanigans

Chapter 18 All Things Change

Chapter 19 Little Miracles

Chapter 20 School Rules and the Magic of Twelve

Chapter 21 The Mystery Dog

Chapter 22 Four Jacks

Chapter 23 Guns, Horses and Movie Stars

Chapter 24 The Curious and The Curiouser

Chapter 25 On Top of the World

Chapter 26 Gathering Clouds

Chapter 27 Odds and Ends


Epilogue




Introduction

Roughly 35 miles south of the Canadian border,
between the towns of Troy, Montana, and Bonners Ferry, Idaho, the
Yaak River flows out of the Purcell Mountains into the Kootenai
River. The Yaak pierces the larger Kootenai at right angles, the
central thrust of its current carrying across the hundred yards to
the Kootenai's opposite bank. Fittingly, the name, "Yaak," is
derived from a Native American word for "arrow."

The Yaak River begins its course in British Columbia.
On the map, it appears as a tiny line wandering southwest across
the upper left-hand corner of Montana. Alternately rushing over
stony grades, then drifting lazily, the river cuts a narrow valley
through mountains forested with larch, spruce, pine and fir. This
valley, with its creeks and waterfalls, low-lying, swampy stands of
cedar trees and rocky, ragged meadows, is a place caught in a
pocket of time.

The Kootenai Indians once had hunting trails along
the Yaak River and up into Canada. In the late 1800's a few miners
and trappers began to set up permanent camps in the area. The 1910
fires destroyed much of the main mining settlement at Sylvanite but
brought men who fought the fires, liked the country and stayed. By
the 1940's, some thirty-five to forty families lived in the valley,
many on land they had homesteaded. Some were immigrants, some were
Forest Service employees, a few were loggers. Most were a hard
working bunch who loved the secret and beautiful place they called
home. Well past the middle of the twentieth century, these hardy
folks did without running water and electricity and regularly got
snowed in during the winter. To them, "The Yaak," as they called
this place that was too far from everywhere, with its legendary
snowfalls, notoriously short summers and a treacherous road that
discouraged all but the most determined traveler, was the center of
the world.



My family happened to drive down through the Yaak
Valley in the summer of 1949, from Canada, where we had been
vacationing. My mother and dad, with my three-year-old younger
sister and me, age eight, were on our way back home to San Diego,
California. Dad had heard about the fishing in the Yaak River and
wanted to give it a try. Purely by chance, we came across a
homestead, 160 acres with a lake and a log cabin, for sale. On a
whim, my parents, city dwellers their whole lives, decided to buy
the place and move up there.

It was an outrageous idea, particularly to anyone who
knew my parents. My mother was born and raised in Chicago; her
family were well-to-do in the 1920's. She grew up in a large
house—the first "all electric" home in the city—with every possible
convenience. In Mom's childhood, summers were for going to the
beach and winters were for trips to New York, to go shopping and
see plays. In her teens she learned to jitterbug in the ballrooms
of the big Chicago hotels and helped her mother give fancy dinner
parties. She loved art and was a natural portraitist, which earned
her a scholarship to the Chicago Art Institute. When the Depression
came in the Thirties, the family wealth—mostly real estate
investments—was lost. Mom's parents were too old to start again and
died within six months of each other. In January of 1939, she came
out west. She stopped in the town of Fallbrook, California and took
a job waiting tables at the El Real Hotel.

My father couldn't get over the injustice of the
Depression. Even years later, his eyes would tear up when he
recalled that terrible time, seeing people subsist on potato
peelings. When hard times hit Salt Lake City, Dad's parents lost
their livelihood—a lumberyard—and ultimately their health. By the
time Dad turned fifteen, both his parents were gone.

He was the youngest child in a family of six boys and
a girl. Dad's mother was a gentle Mormon lady who nurtured a love
of music in all her children and wanted nothing more for her sons
than that they grow up to be church-going gentlemen. But Dad's
father stressed education as a priority and insisted upon naming
his youngest son Darwin Emerson. Dad, blessed with the brain of a
scholar, but bringing up the rear in the family, had to leave
school when his parents died. His brothers scattered to find work,
his sister went to live with an aunt and Dad lied about his age and
joined the Civilian Conservation Corps. During the next half-dozen
years he had thirteen jobs. And he spent every spare minute trying
to catch up with what he imagined must be the educated world,
always miles ahead of him. He read anything he could get his hands
on, a disorganized conglomeration of subjects: he made his way
through Courant's Methods of Mathematical Physics, The
Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith, Frank Dawson Adams' The
Birth and Development of the Geological Sciences, the
philosophies of Heidegger and Hegel, Marx and Kant, essays by
Thoreau and Emerson, anything he could get by Dickens, Poe, or
Kipling and a hodgepodge of others from Fitzgerald to Jack London
to Booth Tarkington. He owned two copies of his favorite,
Science and the Modern World by Alfred North Whitehead.
Sometime during those years he decided his mother's Mormon faith
was a fairy tale.

He drifted south and wound up in Fallbrook, where he
found a grocery store sitting empty. He managed to get it going. He
was his own janitor, stock boy, clerk, butcher and bookkeeper. One
day a tall young woman in slacks came in. She stood in front of the
glass meat case and frowned at the steaks. His beef prices were too
high, she said. She told him she knew what she was talking about
because she had just come from Chicago, the stockyard city. She
bought a lamb chop. After she left he had to polish her
fingerprints off the glass.

Dad's sister, Melba, was horrified when barely six
weeks after "that girl from Chicago" walked into Dad's store, and
the two of them ran off to Yuma and got married.

Having grown up with snowy winters, both my parents
loved Southern California. Not long before Pearl Harbor, they sold
the store and moved to San Diego. Dad went to work in a defense
plant where they were building the B-24 bombers. He became a
foreman in the wing section. My sister and I were born. When the
war was over and the whole country was high on optimism, Dad
started a business selling new Chevrolets. After years of
scrambling for pennies, suddenly there was plenty of money. We had
a new car, a new house, even a television set, with an antenna in
the back yard on a fifty-foot mast, so we could get good reception
from Los Angeles.

 


In later years, if you asked my parents about their
reasons for moving to Montana, they would grin at each other,
painfully, as if remembering a joke, one that was on them. But at
the time, they had their reasons. To me, Montana is where I
wallowed in childhood. I was part of a family that most of the time
was the only thing that really mattered to any of us. It was a
cozy, scary, painful, hilarious, dangerous, interesting and grand
time, and the most fun I ever had.

 





Chapter 1

The Initial Escapade

 


It started out as a fishing trip in June of 1949. We
were going camping in Canada. Dad knew a lot of people through his
car business in San Diego and a friend of his had a friend who knew
about a tiny lake in British Columbia, Puntzi Lake, near the town
of Redstone. We had never heard of anyone going on a camping
vacation. It was Dad's idea.

He got us outfitted with army surplus gear. We had a
six-by-nine canvas tent, four sleeping bags with air mattresses, a
folding camp table and four stools, a gas cook stove and lantern,
and a set of tin cooking utensils, including plates and silverware
that fit inside a single, large pot.

We had a car-top carrier that fastened with suction
cups to Dad's brand new, ice green, four-door deluxe Fleetline
Chevrolet demonstrator. We loaded everything up and set out on
Highway 395—my parents, Dar and Marilyn Knowles, my younger sister
Barbara Jean, known to us all as "Bob" and me, Doris Ann, called
"Dee." We drove the two thousand miles from San Diego to Puntzi
Lake, stopping wherever we found good fishing, and camping wherever
we wanted, beside a creek or in a pretty spot in the woods. The
world my sister and I knew, open sky and sunny beaches,
disappeared.

North of the Canadian border the road turned to
gravel. We were climbing one minute, deep in a canyon the next,
lost among dark trees. We crossed and re-crossed rivers on narrow,
creaking log bridges. Towns were tiny and few. On our few stops, I
saw native men and women wrapped in blankets, with long black
braids and moccasins on their feet. I was old enough to be in awe
of these silent, black-eyed people who stood by the doors of shops
and watched my sister and me, both of us no doubt appearing
outlandishly blond and pale. Tall, lanky Mom, the Chicago native,
stood out like a sore thumb with her brown hair in a citified
pageboy and her mascara-ed eyelashes. She grabbed our hands and
held us tightly against her whenever she guided us in or out of a
general store or a café or a gas station privy.

 


The first thing we noticed about Puntzi Lake was the
mosquitoes. They swarmed all over, biting in two or three places at
once. Citronella was the repellent we used, and Mom slathered us
with it. After a few days we got used to having the wretched pests
around.

Puntzi Lake Lodge was situated in a meadow about a
hundred yards back from the edge of the lake. It was a cavernous,
darkish log building with a kitchen and a long dining table in the
front, and a rock fireplace at the far end. A ladder went up the
outside of the building to the sleeping loft, but after checking
out the ladder and the loft, Dad suggested that we sleep in our
tent. So we pitched camp on the meadow grass beside the lodge and
there we stayed for the next couple of weeks.

The fishing was wonderful. Mom and Dad spent all day,
every day, along the shore of the lake with their fly rods,
whooping with laughter whenever a fish flashed into the air on the
end of one of their lines. They fished until their arms were
tired.

We ate all our meals in the lodge kitchen. Mr.
Kingswood, the lodge owner, and his son did the cooking. For dinner
we usually had fish— great, heaping platters of fried trout. And we
learned to eat them as our hosts did, like corn on the cob, head in
one hand, tail in the other. We put the bones on newspapers under
the table for the cats. Dessert was always a surprise. One night we
might have biscuits layered with canned peaches and chocolate
pudding, another night, pancakes smothered in strawberry jam with
thick, straight cream poured over the top.

The night before we were to leave the lodge, Dad
mentioned that there was a river in Montana he had heard about and
he would like to try the fishing there on the way home. The next
morning we packed our gear into our scratched-up, squeaky,
left-listing Chevy and headed for the trout stream in Montana, a
river with the odd, Tibetan-sounding name of "Yaak."

 


We came across the Canadian border into Montana near
the town of Rexford. From there we crossed the Kootenai River on a
rickety wooden bridge, then traveled west into the mountains for
about thirty miles, over a terrible road. Several times we stopped
so Dad could roll rocks out of the way of our low-riding car. Where
the road was narrow and there was a steep drop-off on one side, Mom
got behind the wheel and Dad walked ahead to guide us. We were
determined to get to this Yaak River, wherever it was, and we
pushed on until we saw a Forest Service sign that said we were
there. We found a shady spot along the bank of the North Fork of
the Yaak River for our camp.

The river was rocky, some thirty feet across and
flowing gently, perfectly clear and cold. Spruce, pine and fir
trees grew to the edge of the water on both banks. We were deep in
the mountains; "a perfect spot," Mom said. She began to unpack as
cheerfully as if she were moving into a new house. That's when she
discovered something was missing from her "kitchen." We had left
our tin plates back at Puntzi Lake Lodge.

It was a minor oversight. But it changed our
lives.

 


There's no doubt about it, I was one reason we moved
to Montana.

I was a scrawny kid and wouldn't thrive. My little
sister was bouncing with health but I saddled my parents with a
chronic worry. I wouldn't eat and had dark circles under my eyes.
During polio season—all summer—my parents were told to keep me
indoors, away from other kids.

According to the doctors, I was allergic to
everything in California.

But it is also true that in addition to loving the
outdoors, both my parents had peculiarities that might explain
"what got into them," as Aunt Melba put it, when they turned their
backs on sunny San Diego, all their family and friends and a
perfectly fine business, and moved to a cabin in the
wilderness.

Mom was born with a reckless streak and the heart of
a gypsy. She was game for anything. In her twenties, a life that
challenged her strong body and made her heart pound, intrigued her.
She couldn't help it, she wanted to try something that was the
complete opposite of her childhood.

Dad had his bugaboo: the Depression. But when it was
over, he thought the world was going haywire all over again, with
the pendulum swinging too far the other way and everybody obsessed
with making money. With a talent for business, especially the
automobile business, that he considered almost perverse, he saw a
danger of getting too caught up in it himself. He thought a man
mustn't let the pursuit of wealth take over his life. He wanted to
find a way to live that wasn't going to cost somebody else. Besides
that, he had painful memories of a childhood jerked away too soon.
He had something else in mind for his own daughters.

 


Tin plates were pretty much a necessity in that time
before paper dishes were common. If we'd had something else to use,
we would have no doubt camped and fished our way down the Yaak
River to the south end of the valley as planned, returned to the
paved road—good old Highway 2—and driven on home to California. As
it turned out, Dad decided to walk back up the road to a mailbox we
had passed and see if he could find someone around. I went with
him.

The name "Shultz" was painted on the mailbox and a
rough pair of ruts turned off the main road there, leading north.
We followed the ruts about a quarter of a mile along a zig-zagging
rail fence with cattle grazing inside it. We came to a log barn and
then to a substantial log house. In spite of the warm day—it must
have been in the 80's—there was smoke rising from the chimney.

Mrs. Shultz was a stocky, gray-headed lady, dressed
in a house dress and bedroom slippers, busy at a contraption I
later learned was a milk separator, when we knocked at her door.
She sized up Dad's sturdy shoulders, energetic hazel eyes, wild,
wavy hair and strong, under-bite jaw and decided we were okay. She
invited us to sit down, out on the porch. Supper was cooking on the
stove; she said, and the kitchen was too warm for comfort. She had
some plates to lend us—yellow china with flowers—and she wrapped up
a chunk of homemade butter in a piece of waxed paper to send along.
She asked Dad lots of questions about where we were from, what he
did for a living and what we were doing way up here so far from
home. Dad told her we were on a fishing trip. She said she couldn't
imagine anybody driving such a long way just to go fishing. She
passed along some of the local gossip, as if we might know some of
the folks involved, and as we left she mentioned that there was a
small private lake nearby that we could fish in, if we wanted.

 


The weather stayed nice and the fish in the river
were plentiful, but small. After a couple of days Dad went back to
the Shultz place to inquire about the lake Mrs. Shultz had
mentioned. This time Mr. Shultz was home. He gave Dad directions to
a caretaker's cabin where we could ask permission to fish in the
lake. Standing in the doorway as Dad left, he called out, "That
lake place is up for sale. In case you're interested."

The caretaker's name was Mrs. Wheeler. She was a
fragile-looking lady of about seventy and the mother of the owner
of the lake, a man by the name of Ted Miller. Mrs. Wheeler's little
cabin was on the West Fork road, right beside the Yaak River. She
was living there alone, waiting for her son's property to sell, she
told us, at which time she planned to join him in Seattle. Although
she was too old to stay alone any longer, she explained, she wasn't
looking forward to leaving. The Yaak Valley had been her home for
many years. Her son had owned the lake property for a couple of
years but his wife's health had not been good, and so now they must
all move to the city.

Mrs. Wheeler apologized for her own cabin, which was
a simple two rooms, mostly bare, built of rough-sawn lumber. It was
a temporary situation, she explained. And then, with Bob and me
listening in utter fascination, she told how her log home of
fifteen years had burned down the previous winter, how she had
actually been awakened in the middle of the night by the sound of
flames roaring overhead—a chimney fire, as it turned out—and had
barely gotten out alive. The local folks had pitched in and put up
the present building to get her by until she left for Seattle.

Bob and I went outside to view the big black patch
next to the cabin, where Mrs. Wheeler's house had once stood. We'd
never seen the remains of a burned-down house. It was spooky and
interesting. To top it off, Mrs. Wheeler said she had lost a
diamond ring in that fire. Bob and I were still busy searching
through the rubble for the ring, black to the knees and elbows,
when Mom and Dad came out a half-hour later. Mrs. Wheeler had given
them directions to the lake and a warning not to try to drive our
car over the road into the place.

 


We parked on the main road and set out on foot,
carrying fishing gear and a picnic lunch. Above the jack pines
crowding close on both sides of us, mountains and sky were all we
could see. The road itself was a mass of rocks. Dad said he was
sure we would have broken the oil pan if we had tried to drive in.
After about a half-mile we came out of the trees and there was the
place, in front of us.

It was a lake about twenty acres in size, roughly
pear-shaped, with a log house on the far side. To the right of the
house, a creek flowed into the lake from the northeast. A stand of
big tamaracks loomed close behind the house.

The lake matched the sky: blue beneath blue. The air
smelled of sun and pine. The dust from the road settled into our
footsteps as we all stood there and looked.

In quiet voices, Mom and Dad exchanged comments about
how picturesque it was, how magical, how peaceful. Then, after a
few more minutes of looking and admiring, I noticed that both of
them had stopped talking. Their eyes were fixed on the surface of
the water.

First came Dad's whisper:

"My god. Look at the fish jumping!"

Mom whispered back, "It looks like the water's
boiling!"

Without further ado, my parents abandoned their
children and their lunch and moved with measured stealth toward the
lake, rigging up their rods as they went. Bob and I were used to
this behavior. When both your parents were afflicted, you learned
to live with it. We wandered on around the edge of the lake and
decided to explore the house.

It was built of tamarack logs, all around eighteen
inches in diameter, with white plaster chinking and a shake roof.
There was a long porch across the front. I went up the steps to the
door, which was locked. I peeked in a window and as I leaned
against it, it turned out to be unlatched so I just pushed it open
and climbed inside. Bob followed.

The floors were varnished hardwood. There was a
living room about twelve feet by fourteen, with a
twelve-foot-square bedroom on each side of it, all three rooms with
windows facing the lake. A pot-belly stove stood against the
chimney in the rear wall of the living room. To the left of the
stove was an opening that went through to the kitchen, also a room
about twelve feet square. All the ceilings seemed low, even to me.
There was a back door going out of the kitchen on the east side, a
small back porch, then a path that led off toward the creek. At the
end of the porch, beneath the overhanging eve, an outside stairway
led up into the attic. We climbed up there: log rafters, big, open
space all the way to the roof, window in each end—and then we came
down and went out to the outbuildings. There were three, a chicken
house, a large open-ended shed which we guessed was the garage,
both built of small diameter lodgepole logs, and, sitting primly
between the two, a very nice little privy, which we used, and which
seemed quite modern if such a thing is possible, because it was
newly built of regular lumber, and had shiny hinges on the
door.

We walked down the path to the creek, a distance of
about forty feet. The creek was noisy for its size, only about
three feet across and maybe a foot deep, but the water—ice-cold
like the Yaak River—raced over rocks as it tumbled down the slope
to the lake.

Back inside the house, we looked around again. There
were odds and ends that were curiosities to city kids like us: the
pump beside the kitchen sink, which we tried, but it didn't work; a
couple of kerosene lamps with glass chimneys; two wood-burning
stoves, one, a black-and-chrome monster in the kitchen, the other,
the potbelly heating stove in the living room; a wind-up record
player with a stack of about fifty records stored inside; a
contraption that we thought must be an army cot in one of the
bedrooms; a copper boiler and wash plunger; and in the attic, a
large, black, empty trunk with leather straps and brass hinges and
two huge mousetraps that we later learned were for catching pack
rats.

Meanwhile, Mom and Dad had worked their way around
the lake and were approaching the mouth of the creek. We could hear
their voices through the open windows:

"A royal coachman? How about a black gnat?"

"I dunno. Maybe I'll try a wet fly."

Actually, it didn't matter. Anything worked. Both
their creels were bulging. Dad said he hadn't seen fishing like
this since he was a kid. There would definitely be fish-on-the-cob
for dinner that night.

Later, back at camp, as I lay in my sleeping bag
watching the half-lit shapes of my parents in front of the fire,
their red cigarette points glowing as they smoked and talked, wisps
of their conversation drifted near. I heard phrases like, "three
thousand dollars," and "decent school system," and I knew that an
idea was being born. Serious things were afoot, things they weren't
ready to mention to my sister and me.

 


In Bonners Ferry, Idaho, we stayed for a few days in
a motel as the details of the property purchase fell into place.
Mom and Dad told us about it in bits and pieces, with growing
excitement, on the drive back home to California. We were moving.
It was going to be a wonderful adventure. Would we like living up
there in the woods? Having our very own lake? We had no idea. But,
of course, we answered, "Yes!"

 


The move. It all happened so fast.

 


We now drove a truck, a 1937 International
ton-and-a-half stake-side delivery truck, yellow, with the words
'Cliquot Club' and an Eskimo face on both doors. Everything we had
was loaded onto that truck and by the trip's end our powerful old
warhorse of a rig with her big, gnarly tires that could climb rocks
and churn through all kinds of muck, had become part of the family.
Dad had to have nick-names for everything and everybody—"Dee" and
"Bob" for us girls, and Mom was never called Marilyn, always
"Tweet" or "Butch." Now he christened our truck "Jenny."

There was hardly room in the cab for the four of us
to sit comfortably. Bob rode on a four-by-four block placed on the
floor between Mom's legs. And except for a rainy spell when I was
squeezed in between Dad and Mom, straddling the gear shift, I was
ensconced in my mother's wingback chair, situated back on the truck
bed behind the cab, surrounded and hemmed in by all our stuff.

And that was the size of my world then. I couldn't
think about what was ahead. I couldn't possibly have imagined. From
early dawn until dusk, I felt the wind in my hair and watched the
other world, the great outer space that wasn't any business of
mine, go on by, like pictures in a book. I read signs. Reading had
become my thing recently, so I tried not to let a sign escape.

Lone Pine—Pop. 345

Fresh Peaches

Creeks Motel—Modern Cabins—Hot Water

I sang, shouted songs as loud as I could. "Ragtime
Cowboy Joe." "Ghost Riders in the Sky." But the rushing air and
Jenny's motor drowned me out. I made up a rhyme: I’m going far
away, I don’t know where. I’m flying off in a wingback
chair!

Every so often I'd peek into the cab through the rear
window and knock, so they would remember I was back there.

My World. Population 4.

 


 


In Bishop, California we got stranded for a week.
Jenny boiled over in her first attempt to negotiate the pass north
of town, and ended up getting a new water pump. Bob had her fourth
birthday and got a pair of cowboy boots.

 


On Thursday, September 8, 1949, at around noon, we
arrived at the Yaak Post Office, which was also the home of Icie
Betzer, the postmistress. We had come into the valley this time
from the southwest, over the main Yaak Road. There were now sixty
miles between us and the nearest town of any size, Bonners Ferry,
Idaho.

And not easy miles.

A short distance north of Bonners Ferry, Highway 2
descended into the dark, narrow Moyie Gorge and crossed the Moyie
River on a spindly bridge that seemed to hang in mid-air between
the sheer walls of Moyie Canyon. Out of the gorge, the highway
wound another twenty miles with the wild, turquoise water of the
Kootenai River far down on the right. Not long after crossing into
Montana, there was a turnoff on the left side of the highway. A
narrow gravel road led northeast, into the mountains. A sign there
said "Yaak River Road."

Dad stopped by the turnoff and I was made to abandon
my truck-bed chair and was taken into the cab for safety, stuffed
in between the rest of my family with the gear shift vibrating
against my ankle bones. We started once again and bumped along over
the narrow, mostly second-gear road, climbing steadily through
trees and more trees until we emerged high on the side of a
mountain. Far below us on the right was the Yaak River, threading
its way through the bottom of a deep canyon. Dad shifted into low
and we held our breath as we climbed higher yet, up the steep
canyon wall. We crept along the narrow rocky shelf praying we
wouldn't meet another car. Once over that summit—later we would
learn that this was the notorious stretch known as Stonechest
Grade— we could all breathe again, but Dad paid close attention
throughout the remaining thirty miles of curves and potholes that
made up the Yaak Road.

The "town" of Yaak consisted altogether of Icie
Betzer's post office/ gas station. With the flag pole out front,
the Betzer place was in plain sight from the main road, through a
scattering of trees and off to the right about a hundred yards. The
Betzer house was plain and solid-looking, built of logs, as were
the few other buildings we had passed on our way into the valley.
The Yaak River, about forty feet wide there, drifted slowly by,
close behind the Betzer barn. Across the river a wide meadow
stretched to timbered foothills with tiers of timbered mountains
beyond. This central part of the valley was flat and open, with
grass meadow and cattail swamp along much of the river.

And there was the smallest sense that you were
finally "here" in this place called Yaak. Maybe it was only because
a short distance upstream from the Betzer place there was a regular
sort of intersection on the main Yaak Road. You could make a right
turn there and cross the river on a substantial bridge. We would
come to know the road across the river as the South Fork road. In
the summer months, if you were adventurous enough to try it, and
had a tough vehicle to drive, it was open all the way to the town
of Libby.

We rolled into the Betzer yard churning a cloud of
dust behind us. We stopped by the gas pumps. There were two, the
kind with glass measuring tanks on top. Other than the flagpole and
the gas pumps, the Betzer place was like most of the other farms in
the valley: log barn with gaping hay mow, various outbuildings,
privy out back, a barking dog, chickens, cats, cows and, that time
of year, something we newcomers ought to have noticed but didn't,
firewood. It was piled everywhere, split and stacked between trees,
piled to the eves on the porch and head-high against the side of
the barn. A pile of uncut logs lay at the edge of the yard, axe and
crosscut saw resting against a sawbuck.

We were hot and dusty. Dad climbed out and got the
canvas water bag that dangled behind the cab. We were having a cool
drink of water when a middle-aged woman in a house dress and apron
came walking out of the house.

"Hi, folks," she called out, as we untangled
ourselves and climbed out of the truck. She reached for a big pair
of stained floppy leather mitts hanging by the gas pump and pulled
them on. She began pumping gasoline up into the glass pump top with
a back-and-forth handle on the side of the pump. Before Dad could
move a step to help her, she had unscrewed Jenny's gas cap and was
filling the tank. To our surprise, she said, "You must be the
Knowleses!"

 


She was a lively, talkative lady with thick glasses
and short gray hair.

While the gas gurgled, she introduced herself. "I'm
Icie. Betzer. I run the post office," she said, gesturing toward
the house. "I thought you folks'd try to get here during the
summer!"

Before we could figure out exactly what she meant by
that, she went on to say that she knew we were from California,
knew we were the new owners of the Miller place, even knew that
Dad—she gave him a quizzical look—was a car salesman. Then she
smiled at Mom. "I heard about your pretty smile, too," she
said.

We hadn't expected so much news to be out ahead of us
and Icie explained, "Well, Rosy Schultz knew, and that's all it
takes. We have a Grapevine in this valley that's better than a
daily paper!" She cackled. "And probably about as accurate!"

Mom apologized and said if it was all right, we were
needing to use her privy as soon as possible and Icie said, "Well,
sure you do!"

She handed the gas over to Dad and showed us out
there. It was wallpapered and there was a regular toilet seat over
the hole. Afterwards we all went trooping into the tiny Yaak Post
Office.

The post office occupied every inch of an
eight-foot-square room built into the front of the Betzer house.
There was a Dutch door between the office and the kitchen. The top
half of the door stood open during working hours, and there were a
couple of benches along one wall.

Icie Betzer had been the Yaak postmistress since
1920. She was a widow and had lived in the Yaak Valley since 1912.
Her husband, Ed, had passed away three years before. She now had a
friend, a man named George Lang, who helped around the place and
who, she carefully explained to Mom, "lived in the back of the
house."

Icie wore a green eyeshade when acting in her
official capacity. She put it on and sat down behind a little desk
and we arranged for our mail. She told us our address would be
Route 1, Yaak, Montana. She said we needed to put our name on the
mailbox at the turnoff to our road, and Lang Wallace, the mail
carrier, would deliver every Tuesday and Friday. We could order
groceries from two stores in Troy, Weidners' Grocery and Kenslers
Market. Send an order down on Tuesday and it came up on Friday with
the bill, which you paid the next Tuesday. It was okay to send cash
but any change went against your next bill. And don't order
perishables in this hot weather, she said; by the time they got all
the way up to our end of the valley, they would spoil in the back
of Lang's truck.

"You have neighbors up your way," Icie said. "The
Binders are less than a mile from you folks. Then there's
Schultzes, three, maybe four miles. Phillipses are on up a little
further on the Rexford road towards Dodge Summit."

Dad paid for the gas, and Mom bought stamps and gave
Icie some letters to mail with our new address on the envelopes. We
were anxious to get going. Icie said she didn't blame us a bit, and
warned us that the road could get kind of rough way up there in our
end of the valley. We still had eleven miles to go to reach our new
home.

 


About a mile past the post office we came to the Yaak
School. School was in session. We stopped in the middle of the road
to have a look. I had persuaded Dad to let me climb back into my
open-air perch for a while, so I had a good view.

It was just another log cabin in the woods, with big
windows across the front. There was a wood shed out behind it and
two privies, one on each side, farther out in the woods. Kind of
disappointing, I thought. I would be starting there the following
week, third grade. I started to feel pretty cocky.

What the heck, I thought, all eight grades in one
little old cabin? There weren't even any monkey bars or swings.
This was nothing compared to the acre of glass and concrete that
was my old school. I'd show these kids a thing or two. I was from
California.

A girl in a red dress appeared in one of the windows,
looking out at us in our truck. Pretty soon a whole line of kids'
faces appeared in the windows. Up front, Mom and Dad chattered back
and forth, smiling and pointing at the privies, having a great
time. Meanwhile, I realized, every kid in the place was gawking at
me on my silly-looking throne in the back of the truck. What a
sight we must have been! I knocked on the top of the cab and
mouthed, "Let's go!" through the rear window. Dad understood the
situation immediately. He gunned the motor. Jenny, while idling
innocently in the middle of the road, had somehow manufactured a
smoky and thunderous backfire and chose that moment to blow it out
her tailpipe like a huge fart. We were thrust forward by the force
of the thing but not fast enough. Laughter rippled out of the
school windows straight across to my blushing red ears. I sank as
deep as I could get into the stuffing of Mom's wingback chair. We
thundered off down the road, enveloped in smoke, Jenny letting off
a half-dozen minor, fart-like explosions as we went.

Icie was right; the farther up the road we went, the
rougher it became. But the last bit of our ride, over our own rocky
road into our house, nearly shook me and the rest of the load loose
from the truck. This was the road we had walked over before. Dad
stopped after only a few yards and had me get up front in the cab
again.

Then we were driving into the yard of our new home
for the first time. It all looked just the same, tall trees, blue
lake, snug house, tumbling creek. Mom had a set of door keys but I
remembered the unlatched window. I was the first one in.

 



Chapter 2

The Honeymoon

 


I heard it several times in the weeks preceding our
move: there would be a lot of things for all of us to get used to.
Not having electricity or plumbing, at all, that was the main
thing. This was no camping trip.

This was the way it was going to be, every day from
now on.

But that first night in "The Yaak," as the locals
called the valley, we weren't much concerned with plumbing or
electricity; we were high on excitement and the novelty of the
place. Mom and Dad could hardly tear themselves away from the
living room windows and the view out across the lake—our lake!—long
enough to do some basic unpacking. Mom finally got the floors
swept, and dusted some cupboards while Bob and I helped Dad start
unloading the truck. We had sandwiches for dinner and drank one of
our last quarts of grocery store milk and then Dad got the antique
Victrola going. Rudy Vallee came on, singing, "Tiptoe Through the
Tulips." Mom and Dad danced like a pair of honeymooners, in and out
between bedsteads and boxes and the odds and ends that were piled
all over the house.

By evening the beds were made up, a bucket of water
had been carried up from the creek, and an armload of firewood
brought in from a small woodpile Dad had discovered in one corner
of the garage. We found the camping coffee pot, a few groceries
were stowed away and both lamps had been filled with kerosene and
lit.

A log house is at its best just at dusk, softly
flame-lit, as with our two kerosene lamps. We sat around on boxes
and admired the place, our new home, stout, solid logs, warm and
shadowy, quiet.

"It's a well-built little cabin," Dad announced
solemnly, and we all felt good because we knew he would know. My
parents were deep in the moment; they stared at each other and
laughed and said, "What in the world are we doing here? " and
laughed again. Outside, the lake, quiet as glass, gleamed in its
darkening bed in the mountains. The trees around the house grew
larger and loomed close. Then it got darker, and darker yet. No
lights anywhere, not a single one for miles. "Blackout dark," Mom
called it, remembering San Diego during the war.

At bedtime Mom gave Bob and me a flashlight to keep
in our room and told us to come and get her if we had to go out to
the privy during the night. We vowed we wouldn't have to go, no
matter what.

The temperature was every bit as comfortable
as California, Mom said, as she and Dad climbed into bed. All the
windows in the house and the bedroom doors were wide open, and
after a while a breeze came across the lake and wafted through the
rooms, across our beds, and stirred the tamaracks behind the
house.

"Oh! Isn't that wonderful?" Mom sang out, loud enough
for us all to hear, and I called back, "Yes! It's wonderful!"

I was wide awake, my head full of this new place that
was turning out to be like a perpetual summer vacation. I lay
listening to my parents' murmuring talk and soft laughter. They
were wondering if the fish were still biting like back in June.
"We'll find out first thing tomorrow," Dad said.

In the black dark I muttered to Bob, two feet away in
her twin bed that matched mine, "It's just like camping, huh!"

"No," she muttered back sounding mournful, "It's too
big." I fell asleep thinking about that.

 


Mom had her work cut out for her. She had to learn
how to cook on the wood stove. At first, the stove owned the
kitchen. Be gone,Mortals! roared the firebox. How dare
you try to cook on me! The lids clattered, the damper squeaked,
the door to the firebox popped open all by itself. The warming oven
door was hard to lift and once you got it to a certain height it
fell open and pinched your fingers. It was a dirty and dangerous
beast that belched sparks and smoke and ashes, sometimes right in
your face. There were no end of hot, sharp corners and unyielding
edges that always seemed to be in the way. The big iron body
clanked menacingly as it heated up.

Stay back! I need the whole room! Any minute I may
explode!

It could gobble up armloads of kindling without
producing any heat at all, but would instead generate a houseful of
smoke. Food was either burned, raw, dried-out or not hot enough. We
used lots of ketchup. During one of Mom's earliest efforts at fire
building, the short section of stovepipe going from the stove into
the brick chimney suddenly got very hot. Scary, cherry-red hot.

"Go get Dad," she ordered.

He came and quickly closed all the drafts and turned
the damper in the chimney closed, and Bob and I were told to get
outside. Minutes later Dad came out and looked up at the
chimney—shades of Mrs. Wheeler's catastrophe racing through all our
heads. There were no sparks, thank heavens. We all went back inside
and the stovepipe slowly faded to its normal black. The cooling
firebox ticked evilly.

Huh-huh! Had you going for a minute there, didn't
I?

But gradually Mom took control. As far as she was
concerned, cooking was one of those areas where there was no room
for compromise or foolishness and she was going to be in charge,
cantankerous stove or not. She learned how to split kindling on the
edge of the kitchen wood box, using a small razor-edged hatchet,
and how to get a hot blaze going on the first try. She learned how
to control the heat of the fire once it got going, using the
coarser-cut "holding wood." She fine-tuned this by the use of the
drafts and the damper. And one of the round stove-lids had two
removable sections, a three-inch round in the middle, then a
doughnut-shaped circle that enlarged the hole another two inches.
Mom used all these options and sometimes took out the whole stove
lid and set the bottom of a pot right down in the fire. She learned
how to gauge the temperature of the oven with her hand, and keep an
even heat going all day long. Every so often the stove would have
to be shut down and the ashes under the firebox cleaned out; she
learned to do that too.

There were still periodic catastrophes—cookies
burned; pans got ruined; there was one spectacular grease fire that
happened during the frying of a big mess of fish. Dad jumped up and
managed to pitch the flaming pan out into the yard. One chilly
morning, Mom lifted a stove lid to start the fire and a mouse ran
right up her arm. After that, she said, she could survive anything.
But eventually the stove lost its roar and purred like a kitten.
Mom learned to handle it as easily as she had once used a gas
range.

 


Besides being used for cooking, the big stove was
usually crowded with works-in-progress that went into the managing
of our back-country household. We didn't have the counter space for
a dishpan next to the sink where the water pump was, so the stove
became the dishwashing center, with one pan for washing and another
for rinsing. Mom threw in a couple handfuls of Tide and then let
the dishes soak in the soapy water. When she had accumulated a pan
full, she washed them and piled them into the rinse pan where she
scalded them with boiling water. On laundry days the wash boiler
full of clothes took up most of the stove top. In later months I
was to discover that I was one of those unlucky kids whose feet are
permanently cold in the wintertime. When I'd come in from outside,
frozen solid, Mom would pull a chair over, open the oven door, put
a couple of magazines down for padding and let me roast my toes. I
grew very fond of that stove.

 


One of the first things Dad tackled was the kitchen
pump. He spent a couple of days taking it apart, cleaning all the
joints and the pipeline. For most of a morning he had Mom pouring
water into it to prime it, while he pumped and pumped, and finally,
here came the water, gushing into the sink with every stroke of the
handle, crystal clear as the creek, and so cold it made your hands
ache. Pumping wasn't as easy as turning a tap, but it sure beat
carrying water up from the creek by the bucketful.

We spent the next several days ironing out other
major wrinkles. We civilized our privy as much as possible. It
wasn't as pretty as Icie Betzer's, but Mom cleared out spider webs
and swept it out good and put a bathroom rug on the floor. We kept
a can of lye in there to sprinkle in after you used it, and Dad
made a lid for the hole to keep the stink down. But it was still a
privy, and not a place you wanted to spend any more time than you
had to. Dad was a fanatic about hand-washing so we hung a basin on
the wall above the kitchen sink and we all had to use it every
single time, or else.

We had no refrigerator, of course. What we had was a
window on the north wall of the kitchen with a wide sill that
extended about a foot outside. The outside box was framed in and
covered with screen wire and accessible from the kitchen by simply
opening the window. Eggs and lettuce, butter and jam, things like
that, stayed cool. In addition, in the shady ell between the
kitchen and Bob's and my bedroom, was an outdoor cooler, a
phone-booth-sized storage pantry with screened-in sides, designed
mainly for hanging dressed game like deer or other big pieces of
meat.

But at that time of year, early September, nothing
except the water in our creek was really cold. A few weeks after
our arrival, Mom started buying milk from our neighbors, the
Binders, who had cows. Bob and I got our first taste of whole milk,
right out of the cow, un-cold, and just about gagged. So Dad
found a three-gallon lard can with a tight-fitting lid and tied it
down in the creek to use as a cooler. It was colder there, but not
cold enough. The milk crisis continued for years.

Garbage disposal was another thing that took some
adjusting. Everybody in the Yaak had a can pile. Someplace out
behind an outbuilding where it didn't show, you would dump cans,
glass jars and bottles and other things that wouldn't burn. Our can
pile had already been started out behind the garage. Just about
everything else had to be burned. Mom was amazed at the things that
could be consumed in the kitchen stove: coffee grounds, potato
peelings, left-over Cream of Wheat. Once in a while Dad would have
to take something out in the woods, like a loaf of moldy bread, and
leave it there. For whoever might be waiting around.

 


I started school. In the midst of our moving
drudgery, Mom had kept all my school clothes carefully folded away
in a suitcase under my bed. For my first day, she got out my red
plaid skirt and white blouse and my pair of red-and-blue felt
embroidered suspenders. They were stylish for girls back home in
California. With my curly brown hair and those suspenders, Mom
said, I looked just like Heidi.

Looking like Heidi (Shirley Temple) was not what I
had in mind. I wouldn't have minded looking like Dorothy (Judy
Garland), but my real choice was to somehow be transformed into my
stunning, twelve-year-old cousin, Anne, who lived in Fallbrook and
was tall and wore her hair in a pageboy. Mostly, I hoped nobody
would remember the kid in the chair on the back of the farting
truck.

We got to the school early and while Mom and Dad,
with Bob tagging along, went inside to talk to the teacher, I sat
outside on the school porch steps and waited, feeling pretty
nervous. I wondered what kind of a school this would be, in a cabin
in the woods. No real playground, no cafeteria, no auditorium. All
the grades together in one room. How could that work?

When the other kids started to arrive I forgot about
everything else and tried not to act as shy as I felt. A car
dropped off one girl; three kids rode up in the back of a pickup.
Two boys came walking up the road.

One of them came over to me and said, "You're the new
girl, huh." "Yes," I answered, and then for some unknown reason I
added, "My name is Doris," and from that minute on, no matter what
I did, to everyone in the Yaak School I was known forever by my
terrible, real name.

"Yeah, I know," the boy said. "You're in my
grade."

Like everybody else, he seemed to already know about
the Knowles family. "That's Billy," he pointed to a boy across the
yard. "He's the other third-grader. Third's the biggest grade in
school now!" then he skipped off across the yard and joined the
other boy.

No other girls in my grade! I felt like a scared
kindergartner. Mom and Dad came out with Bob in tow, all smiles,
told me goodbye and said they'd be back at three, climbed into
Jenny and went rumbling off. I hated to see them go.

Mrs. Duncan, the teacher, appeared on the porch with
a brass bell in her hand. She rang it and all the kids came
running.

 


You entered the schoolroom from the back, behind the
students' desks. The south wall, to the left, was all windows,
looking out toward the road. The teacher's desk was up front. She
kept her own Coleman lamp there for the dark winter mornings, and
the bell was kept handy too, so she could ring it to quiet the room
when things got out of hand. To the right of her desk was an
upright piano, and the flag was hung on a standard over in the
corner. There were blackboards all across the front wall behind the
teacher's desk, and rolls of pull-down maps on the right-hand wall.
Below them was a long table of supplies: stacks of all different
sizes of paper, lined and unlined, pencils, several cans of
crayons, a box of jars of paste—the kind with brushes inside the
lids, boxes of craft paints, a big stack of colored construction
paper, a can full of pairs of scissors, and a stack of games and
puzzles, and at the end of the table, a mimeograph machine. On the
wall next to that was the pencil sharpener. In the back of the room
was the potbellied stove—bigger than ours at home, with its pipe
going up through the ceiling. The wood box was behind it. The rest
of the rear wall was taken up with shelves and cupboards full of
books.

There were about twenty desks in the room, five rows
lined up one behind the other. But there were only eleven students
in the school, including me. It seemed strange, having so many
empty desks. The front desks on the left-hand side were the
smallest; the biggest desks were in back on the right. Where you
sat was determined by what grade you were in.

The teacher thought it would be a good idea to
separate the two third-grade boys, so one of them had to empty out
his desk and move back a desk to make room for me. These were not
streamlined table-top desks with separate chairs like we had in
California, able to be pushed around and re-arranged in circles or
whatever the teacher wanted. These were ink-stained, scratched and
carved-up wood, with black curly-cue metal sides and legs. The desk
tops had a groove in the upper edge for a pencil and a round hole
in the upper right-hand corner which I later found out was for a
bottle of ink. Each desk had the bench for the desk in front
attached to it, and the benches folded up so you could stand for
the Pledge of Allegiance.

Our drinking and hand-washing water was hauled to the
school in milk cans by volunteer school board members twice a week
and stored in the "anteroom," a sort of enclosed porch on the front
of the building. Mrs. Duncan showed me how to use the dipper to
pour water into the wash basin or into a paper cup to drink, and
told me not to drink directly out of the dipper and to always leave
it hanging on the handle of the milk can. The anteroom was also
where we stored our lunch pails. There were cubbyholes, one for
each pupil. We hung our coats on a row of hooks across the end of
the room.

We had two fifteen-minute recesses, one in the
morning and one in the afternoon, and an hour for lunch. That was
the same as in California. But in California I walked home for
lunch every day. Here, everybody including the teacher, brought
their lunch in lunch boxes with thermoses, and on warm days, sat
outside to eat.

The teacher, Mrs. Duncan, lived in a rented cabin a
few miles from the school. She had a daughter in first grade, a
little girl named Ruth Ann. There were three girls younger than I,
two first graders and a second grader, and two girls older, one in
fourth grade and one in fifth. The second grader, Jean, was
sweet-looking but seemed sad or angry, I wasn't sure which. I
wondered if I might get to like her after a while. Her sister
Carolyn, a first grader, was rosy and round and had the silkiest
long dark hair I had ever seen. The older girls, Carol and Gail
Chandler seemed high and mighty and not very interested in a new,
littler girl in their school. There were three older boys, one in
sixth grade, and two eighth graders. They ignored me completely and
I was glad. At recess, when I listened to all the kids talking,
they sounded tough and careless and I felt out of place and too
citified compared to them. They said "b'fore," and "b'tween," cut
their "ing's" to "in'" and their grammar was not as correct as I
was used to. If you said, "Thank you," they answered "Yep," and
some of the boys swore. Nobody thought anything was special about
my being from California.

Billy, one of the boys in my grade, turned out to be
nasty and bullyish and not smart at all. The other boy, the one who
had spoken to me earlier, lived on a farm across the road and down
the mountainside from the school. He had brown eyes and beautiful,
pale skin and a formal-sounding name: Laurence. He told me he was
"Scotch-Irish" and said he knew we lived on "the Miller place." I
said we had our very own lake there. He said they had two lakes on
their place. He said he thought we were lucky to have our big rig.
He was talking about Jenny. They had a truck too, he said, and
added, "but it doesn't run very good."

 


On that first day after we ate lunch, which barely
took five minutes, all the bigger kids, including us three third
graders, went for a hike up School Creek, "the crick," they called
it, the dry creek bed that wandered up through the woods behind the
school. Logs and rocks and roots were all tumbled and tangled in
the bed of the creek and we had to climb over them. Before long it
seemed to me we were getting an awfully long way from school and I
was getting tired. I climbed over logs and rocks and pushed
branches around like everybody else, but it was hard to keep up
with those country kids. Finally we stopped and I was glad to sit
down on a rock and rest. Nobody else seemed tired.

We were at a place where a log had become jammed in
the creek bank with one end sticking way up in the air. One of the
big boys climbed out to the very tip and stood up. He balanced up
there on one foot, easy as pie. After a few minutes of balancing
and wobbling around he sat down on the log and made it bounce.
After that, he announced from his perch that the water poured down
through here like hell in the spring.

"Yeah, like hell !" agreed one of the other boys.
"Like holy hell !" said somebody else.

"Hell," said the boy up on the log, "water could come
right through here anytime, and wipe out the whole goddamn school
!" Everybody laughed, so I did too. But I wasn't sure if they were
kidding or not. The logs and roots were head-high, and something
powerful had definitely tossed them around. But it seemed like no
one was really very worried about a flood or drowning. Or even
about getting back to school before the lunch hour was over.

We started walking again, up the rocky creek bottom.
I was too tired and started to be scared I wouldn't be able to keep
up with these kids. Finally, the oldest girl, Carol, said we better
go back. Right then, I wanted her for my best friend. Boy, those
Yaak kids could sure outwalk me!

When we finally got back, a half-hour late, we were
in a lot of trouble. Mrs. Duncan said she'd been sick with worry.
It was her responsibility, she said, if a child got lost or hurt.
Did we want her to restrict us to the school ground? Did she have
to treat us like first graders? Showing off, that's what it was,
showing off for the new girl.

Behind her back, Laurence and Billy and the other
boys made faces and mimicked her expressions. I was fascinated and
amazed that they had such nerve. You would never have seen such a
thing back in my California school, where everybody was scared to
death of the teacher and stayed quiet as mice during class. But I
thought it was funny, all the same. They told me later that a
teacher before Mrs. Duncan, Mr. West, actually spanked kids, with a
stick, up in front of everybody. I couldn't imagine anything
worse.

The girls' and boys' bathrooms were identical privies
set back in the woods on opposite sides of the schoolhouse. The
girls always went in twos. One would stand and hold the door closed
for the other and make sure no boys came around. The bathrooms had
flies and no hole-covers and the smell was pretty bad.

The wood for the potbelly stove had been piled out by
the wood shed behind the school. The two older boys got out early
so they could start stacking it in the shed. At the end of the day,
the flag monitors, forth and fifth-graders who raised the flag on
the pole outside every morning, lowered it, properly folded it and
put it away.

My favorite part of school that year turned out to be
first thing each morning, when we had music, all together. In my
California school we only had music class once a week and the
teacher would pass out little instruments like triangles and
tambourines and lead us in "playing" a song, which never sounded
very good. In the Yaak School the teacher passed out little gray
song books and we got to raise our hands and choose songs to sing.
She played the piano along with us. We sang "Tenting on the Old
Camp Ground," "Darling Nelly Gray," "The Woodpecker Song,"
"Scotland's Burning" as a three-part round, and, the ones I liked
best, "A Spanish Cavalier" and "Solomon Levi," sung together, half
the room singing one, the other half singing the other; the
melodies fit together in harmony.

The rest of the day the teacher taught one grade at a
time, having each grade come up and sit in a circle of chairs by
her desk and read aloud, or answer the questions at the end of a
chapter, or take turns explaining story problems in arithmetic. The
eighth-graders had arithmetic races on the blackboard once a week
and all the rest of us watched. I hated arithmetic. I was already
worried about how I would ever learn to do the problems they did so
fast, up in front of the whole room.

After a few weeks at the Yaak School, I forgot all
about monkey bars and swings. The Yaak kids played schoolyard games
like "Beckon" and "Dare Base." These were new to me. "Beckon" was a
sort of hide and seek where "found" people had to go stand in the
Beckon Box, a circle drawn on the ground by the flagpole. They had
to stay there and call out, "Beckon, beckon, I want a beckon!" and
as soon as they saw someone wave from a hiding place, the prisoner
was free to run and hide again, while "It" was out trying to find
someone else. There were dozens of places to hide in the woods and
around the out-buildings and the school house.

"Dare Base" involved choosing sides and then tagging
players from the opposing side when they came out from behind their
safety zone— lines drawn along opposite ends of the playground. I
wouldn't have believed kids could have so much fun playing games
with nothing at all except a few lines on the ground.

In those days girls wore dresses to school, boys wore
pants and that was that. But I was soon intrigued by something new,
something you would never see in California: long stockings and
garter belts. The girls started wearing them later that fall when
the nights cooled down and our bare legs got cold on the way to
school.

The garter belts were made of white elastic and since
nobody of our straight-up-and-down age could hold up a waist band,
they had straps that went up over your shoulders and garters that
dangled down in front and behind. The stockings were light brown
and came all the way up your thighs. They were for warmth of
course, but I thought they seemed a lot like nylons and very
lady-like. I could hardly wait to get mine.

Mom ordered me some from the catalog. We put the
whole works on carefully, adjusting the lengths of the shoulder
straps so the garters wouldn't show, and pulling the stockings up
enough to fit smoothly but not pull. But by the end of the first
week, I was sick of them. Once you sat down, they drooped at the
knees. They were hard to fasten in back, and if a garter popped
loose it snapped you on the bottom and everybody heard it and
laughed. After a while the toes stretched out so you had to double
them under inside your shoes, which was not comfortable. But once
the weather was cold, I had to wear them, like it or not.

 


Mom and Dad wrote funny letters to friends and family
back in California about all the experiences we were having. They
laughed like a couple of kids as they wrote about the terrible
roads and the monstrous wood stove and the privy. One day a letter
came for Dad from his older sister, Aunt Melba.

Aunt Melba didn't see anything funny about our living
in Montana. She wanted to know what on earth was the matter with
Dad, to move his wife and daughters off to a God-forsaken
wilderness. Mom read the letter too. She called it "scathing."

Dad was speechless. Finally he said, "God-forsaken?!
Look at this place!" He gestured out the window at our lake full of
sunshine. "This is the way the world ought to be! How can anybody
call it God-forsaken?!"

Mom sent Bob and me outside to play. When we came in
about an hour later, Dad had cooled down and there were a dozen or
so sheets of stationery, full of lines and lines of his
handwriting, wadded up on the floor. I saw the finished letter just
before it was put into the envelope.

It said:

 


Dear Melba,

Mind your own business.

Dar

 


Storage turned out to be a big problem in our new
house. A whole bunch of stuff had to be re-packed into boxes and
stored up in the attic:

Pictures that wouldn't hang straight on log walls,
lots of Dad's books, record albums he decided he'd better not play
on the old Victrola, all our dressy clothes and shoes, tablecloths
and napkins, extra dishes and glasses and pretty knickknacks that
used to be on our furniture in the house in California. And since
Jenny was too high to fit into the garage, we stored boxes out
there, too. Dad built shelves in their bedroom for everyday linens,
and Mom's treadle sewing machine did double-duty as her dressing
table. More shelves were built in our bedroom. These were going to
be for all our winter groceries. Bob and I were amazed; we couldn't
imagine needing a whole wall of shelves, floor-to-ceiling, just for
food!

 


Dad decided we needed better access to our attic. He
cut a hole in the ceiling of his and Mom's bedroom and installed a
drop-down stairway with sandbags as counterweights to raise and
lower it. At night in the wintertime, we could hear the pack rats
moving around up there.



It took some time to get the kitchen settled the way
Mom wanted. The table was big and round and took up a lot of floor
space, but there it was, and there it had to be, under the
cooler-window with the stove on one side and all the kitchen
cabinets on the other. Dad fastened a long wire hook into the
ceiling above the table for the Coleman lantern. For cupboards, we
had a baking cabinet with a spice cupboard on the top half and two
bins for flour and sugar on the bottom. Next to that a
linoleum-covered counter extended to the corner where the sink was.
Above it was a cupboard for dishes; beneath the counter were two
rows of open shelves. Mom finally gave up trying to find a place
for the good dishes and packed them off to the attic too. She ended
up driving nails into the log wall next to the wood box and hanging
all her pots and pans there where they would be handy to the
stove.

Our kitchen stove, for all its size, had one serious
shortcoming; it had no reservoir for hot water. Mom decided the
first thing she needed from town was an extra-large tea kettle to
keep a supply of hot water on the back of the stove. From there,
the shopping list grew every day. The old potbelly stove in the
living room had seen better days, Dad decided, so we would be
hauling back an entire new heating stove and new stovepipe when we
went to town. He needed nails, lumber, a new axe. Mom wanted fabric
to "dress up the place," make ruffled curtains for the windows,
drape the fronts of all the open cupboards and shelves. Fly-tying
equipment was a priority so the winter could be spent getting ready
for non-stop fishing, come spring. In the 1940's everybody smoked;
cigarettes were another critical item on the list. And flashlight
batteries. And soap. We went through a lot of soap. Everybody
needed Levis. Also—this was hard to think about that September,
when summer temperatures lingered on—none of us owned a single
piece of winter clothing.

 


All month long the mornings were bright and sunny. If
you were up early you could look out at the lake and see white
wisps of vapor rising from the water to the sky. Mom talked about
how sweet the air was. Dad couldn't get over the quiet. On weekend
mornings I would sleep late and when I got up, the house smelled
like coffee. My parents would be sitting out on the front porch
with their cups, watching the lake while they paged through
catalogs or cookbooks or talked about some project like building a
boat or fly-tying. There would already be a couple of nice fish in
the sink, cleaned and ready to fry for breakfast. Later on, we
would take a walk in the woods behind our house, with Mom sizing up
possible candidates for Christmas trees, or sometimes we went up
the path beside the creek to the river. Then we'd plan dinner down
by the lake with a campfire and Dad's Golden Browns, his special
Dutch Oven Potatoes.

We couldn't get over feeling like our new life was
really an endless summer holiday.

 



Chapter 3

The Binders

 


The Binders, our nearest neighbors, lived about a
mile away. They were a German-Swiss family and had immigrated and
homesteaded in the Yaak in the Twenties. It seemed unbelievable to
me, a one-month resident of the Yaak Valley, that the Binders had
been living there for almost thirty years.

August and Julius Binder were father and son. August
was in his early seventies when we first knew him, Julius was about
forty-five. August's wife, whose name was Anna, although everybody
called her "Mrs. Binder," spoke very little English and rarely went
out, so we didn't meet her until later. But August and Julius got
around the valley regularly. They had a pickup but they seldom used
it. As in the Old Country, everywhere they went, they walked. The
first time they came by to visit us was on a day in late
September.

They looked alike: bony faces, lean, ropey limbs,
sharp blue eyes. August's hair was pure white, Julius's flecked
with gray. Both wore blue jeans and logging boots, summer and
winter. Julius moved like a man with well-oiled bones and strong
muscles. August had a rickety gait and walked with his head and
shoulders out ahead and his legs following after. You never saw
August without his blue-and-white bandana either twisted around his
neck or fluttering from a rear pocket.

Both men were small, and August's bony hands were
arthritic, but after Dad had spent time working alongside them, he
claimed they were both as strong as bulls and could work circles
around him. He once saw Julius shinny up a tree like a
twelve-year-old.

Except for one or two trips to town per year, Julius
had hardly been out of the valley his whole life and had remained a
bachelor. We learned one day from our gossipy friend, Rosy Shultz,
that Julius had had the mumps as a young man and that they had
affected him "down below" and made him sterile.

 


You never knew when the Binders might suddenly be
standing on the back porch, knocking at the door. It startled Mom
every time. They weren't sneaking up on us, she explained, glancing
out the windows to see if they might be about to appear. They were
just used to walking quietly through the woods, hunting deer.
Stealth was their habit, she said.

August would say, "Ah-low dere, Missus, nice vedder
today," whether it was warm and sunny or twenty below. He'd be
smoking his pipe and would reach down and tap it out against his
pant leg in preparation to come inside. They would visit for a
couple of hours and drink cup after cup of Mom's coffee.

What we didn't know, when they came the first time on
that day in September, was that to the Binders, we were a little
band of lost sheep. We had no idea how worried they were about the
strange young family from California that had moved into their
valley.

That afternoon Mom welcomed them in, and made coffee
for everybody. We all sat around in the living room. Mom and Dad
were glowing and fascinated, doing their California-style
host-and-hostessing, loving the accented speech of our colorful
neighbors. Mom offered cookies around and fussed with napkins and
sugar and cream.

For a while August did his best, with a few shy
assists from Julius, to answer all my curious parents' questions.
The Binders first came into the valley on foot, he said, and
everyone's shoes had worn out along the way, so they tied feed
sacks on their feet to walk on. Their land was mostly meadow along
the river. They had a small lake on their property, too. They
raised cattle. August told about how his brother, Henry, had
originally homesteaded our property years ago and built our house
in 1927. Henry wanted to increase the size of the lake, and so,
with his own two hands and a pick and shovel, widened and deepened
the full length of the channel of our creek, all the way from the
river to the lake. But even after all that, Henry changed his mind
about living back in the trees all by himself and moved to another
house a few miles away, out on the main road.

 


But as Mom refilled coffee and replenished cookies,
it became plain the Binders had something other than Yaak history
on their minds. They grew restless answering Dad's many questions
about fishing flies, where to hunt, sizes of rifles, types of
ammunition. And then Mom mentioned that she was looking for a used
typewriter to buy, since she was thinking about starting a
journal.

At that, August set his coffee cup down, slowly and
deliberately. He said, "Now ve must to hef a liddle talk."

Winter would be here soon, he told us. In this
country it could be summer one day, winter the next. And did we
have any idea, any at all, of what the next nine months would
bring?

Well, that was just what I was waiting for. "I know!"
I burst out. "Snow!"

I was such a shy kid that speaking up in company was
unusual for me. But Bob and I had been dying for snow. We'd never
seen it falling. We didn't know if it was like feathers or soap
suds or what. But we could hardly wait to go sledding and have
snowball fights. I was way too excited to be shy. I asked August
how deep it was going to get.

He stared at me like I was the strangest kid on the
planet.

"Don' voddy. Snow gonna get plendy deep," he said.
His blue eyes were pointed straight at me, a serious gaze. "Plendy
shuffeling, for you."

Shuffeling? Shoveling! Shoveling snow? Me? I
looked at Dad. He shrugged. I'd never thought of snow as something
that had to be shoveled.

Then August and Julius rattled off a series of wild,
unbelievable stories about typical winter scenarios, buildings
caving in, neighbors stranded, cars buried. Mom and Dad sat quietly
listening.

Then August said to Dad, "You got a ex, sure."

"I'm sorry?"

August made a chopping motion. "Ex. For chop
vood."

"Oh. An axe," said Dad, smiling. He and Mom were
loving August's accent. "Not a good one," Dad admitted, "Just an
old, single-bitted one. But we're going in town this weekend and I
have one on the list."

"Double-bit ex make a big problem," said August.
"Show 'em, Yulie."

Julius turned up one sleeve to display a ghastly
purple scar. Bob and I gaped.

"I sharpen the axe like a razor and stick it in the
block," Julius explained with a bashful grin, "then I trip and fall
on it."

"I sew up dat," said August. "He youngster den. Yell
a lot." My mother winced. Julius rolled his sleeve back down.

"You buy single-bit," August said. "But maybe you buy
two ex. Und vun more spare handle for ven you gonna need it. You
got a saw?" He made a back-and-forth motion. "For saw vood?"

It seemed like we were a whole roomful of restless
people all of a sudden. Finally, rubbing his chin, Dad asked August
how much wood he thought we ought to cut for the time being.

"All you can," was August's immediate answer. "You
must get vood in, in summer. Vinter too coldt, too much snow, for
cutting vood."

"How much will we need for the winter?" Dad
asked.

August nodded in the direction of our garage and said
"Dat shed oudt dere. You pile 'im full."

Julius spoke up. "That shed holds sixteen cord.
That's sixteen foot by sixteen by hate foot high, vit a little
walking room."

Mom and Dad looked at each other. Fill up our whole
garage? With wood?

"You don't got no garage oudt dere," said August.
"You got vood shed oudt dere."

Julius nodded. "Hempty vood shed."

 


Before the Binders left that afternoon, as if to mark
our brains forever with an image of how tough we were going to have
to be to survive in this place, August told us a story about a
winter in the Yaak a long time ago.

It went like this:

In the old days most years the road to town was
closed by snow for weeks at a time in the winter. Even the mail,
which was carried to the Yaak Post Office by mule, couldn't always
get through.

On the afternoon of December 2, 1921, August got a
piece of mail that was almost a month late. It was a letter
informing him that the final deadline to apply for the title to his
homestead property was twelve o'clock noon on December fifth, less
than three days away. He needed to appear in person at the
courthouse in Libby to file the application.

He hadn't understood the importance of the deadline
before; his reading English wasn't the best back then. He studied
the letter carefully. He could hardly believe what it said. If he
failed to appear, he lost his claim. His property could become
available to anyone. He would have to re-file, and then wait
another three years before he could apply for ownership to the
land.

He hated to leave his family alone in such weather.
That year there had been one snowstorm after another and below-zero
temperatures for over a month.

"So, gutt-demmit, I got helifa problem dere," he
said.

But there was only one thing to do. The family spent
an entire precious day preparing for his absence. They butchered a
calf, just to be on the safe side. Then he and Mrs. Binder hurried
around and gathered the things he would need for the trip.

He had to have the papers for the land and his
identification and proof of citizenship. And money. He would have
to wear every piece of clothing he had, and two of Mrs. Binder's
home-made caps (which he always wore in the winter), made from the
cut-off tops of silk stockings, the cut ends tied shut with thread,
the open ends pulled, one on top of the other, over his head. Mrs.
Binder packed him a big lunch, all he could carry.

At four o'clock in the morning on December 4, the
temperature was twenty-seven degrees below zero and the moon was
out and bright on the snow. The shortest route to Libby was
fifty-five miles over the South Fork Summit. August started
walking.

He made the first eleven miles by eight o'clock that
morning, crossed the Yaak River on the ice and started up along the
South Fork trail toward the summit. Higher now, there was a hard
crust on the snow. He figured if he could keep going at a good pace
he would make it to Libby, another forty-some miles, by a little
past midnight, find a place to spend the night, and be at the
courthouse first thing in the morning. He came to a spot along the
trail where he could sit down and eat some of his lunch. He knew he
needed to eat to stay warm.

And then, suddenly, even before he could reach into
his coat to check, it dawned on him that he had not picked up the
bundle of papers from the table at home. His identification and
proof of citizenship, all the vital information on his property he
would need to apply for the title to the land, was still on the
kitchen table, eleven miles back up the valley.

He searched madly all through his pockets just to be
sure, but he knew it wasn't there; he had been in too much of a
hurry to get started. There had been too many things on his
mind.

At this point, telling the story, August stopped for
a while. It was a hard memory, even after so many years.

"So. Iss only vun t'ing I can do," he said, "Go back
und get 'em."

Before he could make it half way back, he was met by
his wife, hastily

wrapped in layers of clothes, carrying the papers.
She was so cold he was afraid she couldn't make it back, so he went
with her, all the way to the house. Then he turned around and
started back to town.

By five o'clock that afternoon he had crossed the
river once again and was ready to start toward the summit. The sun
had set and it was nearly dark but the sky was clear. He didn't
stop to eat; he ate while he walked.

Sometime in the night near the summit he sat down for
a minute. He tried to figure out how long he had been walking.
About seventeen hours, he figured.

All of a sudden, he woke up.

He jumped to his feet. The moon had risen. How long
had he slept?

Only ten minutes or so. But he was cold and his food
was gone. It scared him, that he had fallen asleep. He started
walking again and made good time for the next few miles in the
bright moonlight.

But then he slowed down again. He was too cold and
too tired. He kept sitting down, in spite of himself. Only for a
minute, he would say, and then he would realize what he was doing
and push himself to his feet and start walking again.

He was high on the treeless mountainside and the
snowy bank rising alongside him, nearly touching his right
shoulder, looked like a great, soft pillow. Two times he awoke,
standing in the middle of the trail. The snow looked soft and warm.
He would give anything to lie down on it, just for a minute.

He turned his gaze straight into the bright moon,
willing his eyes wide open. He turned back, rubbing his face hard
and digging at his eyes with his numb hands. And then he noticed
the wavering shape on the snowbank beside him, rising right out of
his own shoes. It moved, just as he moved. It was troubling, a
frightening thing. He reached out to push it away.

Then he saw what it was.

An ostrich.

An ostrich was right there on the snowbank beside
him.

He fell back a step and the creature moved with him.
He sidled forward. It came along.

He thought how unusual it was to see an ostrich in
Montana.

Then, for a while, cautiously, side by side and
stride for stride, the two of them walked along the trail together,
each keeping an eye on the other.

Then August had an idea.

Tired as he was, he lunged and made a desperate grab
for the bird.

"C'mere you somanabitch, I gonna ride you!" he cried
out, and snatched at what he thought was a leg. It jumped ahead of
him just out of reach. He lunged again and the chase continued
along the moonlit mountainside, August, bone-tired and aching to
ride, the wily ostrich eluding him by inches, time after time.

The ostrich managed to stay just beyond reach all the
way across the South Fork Summit. The next thing August knew, there
was the smell of smoke in the air—the wood stoves of Libby. It
stirred his blood and made him remember he was hungry. His legs
took over, working on their own. He covered the last few miles as
the sky grew light in the east.

"Und so," said August, "I make it to town. Und dat
ostrich go avay vit the moon."

He watched my parents for a while, letting the tale
sink in. "You know I'm vun lucky somanabitch," he said.

Dad's face was unsmiling.

"So," said August, "you don't play around vit dat
coldt, dere. You, you childer, you t'ink first, ven you go oudt in
dat coldt." He looked from Dad to Mom to be sure they understood.
He looked at me and Bob. We all understood.

August was satisfied. He and Julius got up to leave
and he clapped a hand on Dad's shoulder. "Ah ha!" he said, "you
can't depend no crazy gutt-dem ostrich gonna come along, you know?"
He laughed again, and there was air in the room to breathe.

"Und ven you got all the vood in, you come over."
August nodded in the direction of the Binder home. "Und ve hev a
liddle lunch, dere," he said, lightly trilling the 'r' with his
tongue. We watched them walk across the back yard, Julius with his
erect and graceful stride, August ambling, ostrich-like, beside
him.

And just like that, our honeymoon in the Yaak was
over.

After the visit from the Binders, Mom and Dad got
down to the serious business of living in the wilderness. We came
home from town a week later with our winter's groceries, two
hundred dollars' worth— about two thousand dollars' worth
nowadays—and crowded them onto the shelves in Bob's and my bedroom
and under Mom and Dad's bed. Flour and sugar in hundred-pound
sacks, fifty pounds each of potatoes and onions, cases of canned
milk, soup, peaches, applesauce, tomato sauce and vegetables.
Peanut butter, Cinch cake mixes. Wesson oil. Baking powder,
cornstarch and baking soda. Cases of brown and powdered sugar.
Jello, coconut and raisins. Catsup, mustard and mayonnaise.
Pickles, sweet and dill. Something new to Mom: dried yeast. Salt
and pepper. Tea, coffee, cocoa and spices. Shortening, cornmeal,
breakfast cereal. Huge cans of strawberry jam and orange marmalade.
A case of corned beef and a case of Spam. Canned tuna and canned
salmon. Dried beans and split peas. Popcorn. Macaroni and
spaghetti. Soda crackers, graham crackers, toilet paper, waxed
paper, Purex, Prell, Pepsodent, Dial and Tide. Bandaids, iodine,
Unguentine and Absorbine Jr., Sloan's liniment, Milk of Magnesia,
Vicks, aspirin and Alka-Seltzer.

A whole case of Kool-Aid for Bob and me; canned
lemonade and three bottles of rum, a big foil bag of Bull Durham
tobacco and a tablet of triple-length cigarette papers for Mom and
Dad with a fancy, three-at-a-time cigarette roller. Wood
matches—"horse matches," as they were called, several boxes. Lime
for the privy, flashlight batteries, and, outside in the big cooler
we hung a side of bacon, twenty pounds of cheese and two hams.

We also came home with our new heater stove, two
(single bitted) axes and a crosscut saw tied across the bed of the
truck. Mom changed her mind about making curtains and instead, got
out the catalogs and ordered winter clothes for everybody:
sweaters, boots, wool socks and mittens, heavy jackets and for Bob
and me, snow pants of thick wool that unbuttoned down both sides so
you could tuck in your dress when you wanted to. When the boxes
arrived and we tried everything on—Bob and I each got caps with ear
flaps that folded down and tied under our chins—I saw that I no
longer resembled Heidi or Dorothy, and I might have been a
different species altogether from my cousin Anne.

 



Chapter 4

Settling In

 


A few other happenings marked our first months in the
Yaak. Among them, Mom took on the task of learning to drive the
truck, something Dad had been after her to do. Off they went, down
our road and Bob and I sat on the porch watching and listening as
they lumbered along, poor Jenny's gears scraping and grinding as
Mom struggled with the tough old gear-shift. Pretty soon, back they
came, weaving a little, jerking along over the rocks, Mom staring
straight ahead with her eyebrows stuck together and Dad sitting low
in the seat with his eyes closed.

Our long-finger-nailed, skinny-ankled mom just didn't
fit somehow, with Jenny the Monster Truck. But to our amazement,
she learned. She mastered the double clutching technique to shift
the gears in Jenny's heavy-duty transmission: clutch in, shift to
neutral; clutch out, spin the transmission; clutch in, shift into
gear, clutch out, away you go. She learned how to slow the truck
down using gears instead of brakes, and how to steer. You didn't
actually steer Jenny, according to Mom, you hiked yourself up in
the seat, hugged the wheel and "horsed" her around the curves.
After a while, Bob and I actually rode along with Mom while she was
driving. Dad said he'd known from the moment he'd laid eyes on her,
she was a natural-born truck driver.

Another thing that happened that fall, was relatives.
Dad's brother, Uncle Larry, Aunt Pearl and gorgeous Cousin Anne
from Fallbrook came to visit, to see what this Yaak adventure was
all about.

Talk about surprise visits.

They pulled into the yard without warning, in a cloud
of dust that nearly hid their Cadillac, on an unseasonably warm
Saturday in October. Mom glanced out the kitchen window and then
stared.

 


That morning Mom had fired up another gizmo we had
gotten in town, a Coleman iron that ran on white gas. The usually
unruly iron was behaving nicely that day, not flaming up or
overheating. So, with her hair up in pin curls and wearing jeans
and one of Dad's shirts, she spent the day ironing in the kitchen.
She had the record player going full blast and was singing along
with the old time records, playing all her favorites, "Dardanella"
and "I Married an Angel" and "When I Take My Sugar to Tea" while
she worked her way through the pile of dampened and rolled clothes.
My school dresses and shirts for everybody were on hangers, hung
over the tops of the open cupboard doors. Next to a pot of leftover
spaghetti that was to be our dinner, there was a dishpan full of
the day's dirty dishes soaking on the stove.

Mom peered out the window.

"Who in the world?" She gasped. "Oh! I don't believe
it!"

Aunt Pearl got out of the car. She was wearing a
yellow linen sun dress and sandals. She reached in and pulled a red
alligator make-up case and a white cardigan sweater out of the car.
You could see the neat, straight seams of her nylons up the backs
of her legs.

"I don't believe it!" Mom said again, cranking down
the iron and then grabbing at the bobby pins in her hair. "Dar!
It's Larry and Pearl! I don't believe it! Girls, go pick up your
room!"

It was no use. We were caught in the middle of a
typical day and it wasn't a pretty sight. Dad and I had been in the
woods since early morning, trying out the new crosscut saw. We had
just come in, sweaty and covered with sawdust and were eating
cookies, leaving crumbs all over the living room. Bob had been
wading after frogs at the edge of the lake and had dried mud up to
her ankles. She had put her own hair up in pin curls, four-year-old
style, and was still wearing her swim suit with dried mud on the
seat. She looked like some kind of a swamp creature.

As Dad raked cookie crumbs and sawdust off the front
of his shirt and struggled into his shoes, I stood there like a
dope, staring out the window at the approaching grandeur of our
relatives. Mom, the bravest soldier in the war, threw a helpless,
panicked look at us all, opened the kitchen door and did just as
she always did: threw her arms wide and sang out, "Well, hi! What a
wonderful surprise! For heaven's sake, come on in everybody! How
was the trip?"

 


The best part of the visit happened that very
day.

In Mom's mind the first order of business was dinner
for everyone and she wasn't about to serve leftover spaghetti. We
all knew what everybody wanted for dinner—fresh trout—wasn't that
what this place was all about? But you had to catch it first. Well,
Bob and I offered, how about if we went out and caught some?

Nobody believed we could, of course. But Dad was busy
showing his brother all around the place, and Mom, with a million
things on her mind, was more than happy to shoo us off somewhere,
anywhere. "Fine, Girls. Go fishing," she said. "I'm sure Anne would
like to go too. Be careful."

Bob and I had found a secret fishing place. Our
special spot was up where our creek flowed out of the river. The
inlet had a headgate to control the flow of water into the creek.
Just downstream from the headgate the creek was contained in a
covered flume for several feet. You could sit by the gate and let
your line drift underneath the covered channel and in minutes, you
had a nice rainbow or a cutthroat or sometimes a brookie. I was
excited to show off our creek and our fishing hole and all my
fishing techniques to my special cousin. But Anne said she would
rather not. Her head was aching, she said, after such a dusty,
bumpy ride.

It was disappointing. My cousin seemed very
freshly-scrubbed and even more gorgeous than I had remembered her.
But looking at her now, I wasn't sure I could imagine her hiking up
the creek and going fishing. Bob and I got our rods and left
everybody sitting out on the front porch admiring the lake.

 


In less than an hour we caught seven good-sized
rainbows and one eastern brook. We cleaned them, nicely, with the
heads off, the way Mom preferred, and packed them in grass in the
creel and hauled them home. Mom was pretty surprised when we laid
them out, one at a time, in the kitchen sink. Uncle Larry was
flabbergasted.

Dad acted like it was no big deal. "Maybe a couple
more would be nice, kids," he said, and winked at us, "we're all
pretty hungry." So back we went, up the creek, and returned with
four more lunkers in half an hour.

Ever after, Dad talked about the night Bob and I,
still just a couple of kids, brought home all the fish for
dinner.

 


Uncle Larry and Aunt Pearl were charmed at first with
our place, in spite of the initial chaos. Mom worked her usual
miracles and soon everybody was comfortable and everything was
tidy. Dad got out the sleeping bags for us three girls, so
everybody had a place to sleep. Then we all sat out on the front
porch again, drinking in the view of the lake and the sunset.

The trouble started later that evening, as Anne and
Aunt Pearl began to discover what it was really like not to have a
bathroom. They came in from the privy fanning their noses.

Aunt Pearl said, "Whooh! It's a bit smelly out there,
all right."

"I'm sorry, said Mom. "I'm afraid there's not much we
can do about it in this warm weather. I'm told they don't smell in
the winter," she added with a grin. "I guess we'll look forward to
that."

Anne looked worried. "What on earth do you do in the
middle of the night?" she asked.

"Well, if we have to, we just get up and go out
there," said Mom, giving my cousin a look that, as far as I was
concerned, was a little too sympathetic.

Anne said, "Oh brother! " and rolled her eyes as if
to say, "why did we have to come here?"

"We have plenty of flashlights for everybody," Mom
added hopefully.

"Are there always so many bugs out there?"

I couldn't stand it any longer. "Oh, for Pete's
sake," I said, "they go away the minute you turn off the
flashlight."

Anne gasped, "Oh! I couldn't be out there in the
dark! I mean, Mother, it's completely dark! It's as if you've gone
blind! I'd rather have the bugs!"

"Right," said Mom. "Me too. So here's a
flashlight."

Later that evening, Dad and Uncle Larry appeared at
the kitchen door with the contraption we had identified weeks ago
as an army cot and had stored away in the attic. They brought it
down thinking somebody might sleep on it. They dragged the thing
into the living room and opened it up. Voila!

It was a bathtub.

None of us had ever seen such a thing—a floppy,
rubber-sided bathtub on a folding wooden frame—and everybody got a
good laugh. Mom mentioned that she just might have to give the
contraption a try one of these days. Anne, looking worried again,
said, "Where do you bathe?"

"Well, if you want warm water, there's the wash basin
in the kitchen," Mom explained. "If you can wait until morning and
you don't mind cold water, the lake's handy. The water's lovely and
soft. It's wonderful for your hair."

"Anne won't mind that," Aunt Pearl said. "She loves
to swim. First thing tomorrow, Darling, you can take some shampoo
out and bathe, and wash your hair in the lake water. Won't that be
fun?"

"Mother, the bottom's all gooey. It's mud."

"Well. Well, Sweetheart, it is a lake, after
all."

"Oh brother! " said Anne again.

"Marilyn, would you mind if we heated just a little
water, just enough to do Anne's hair?" asked Aunt Pearl.

"Of course not. Just let me get a fire going. It'll
only take a minute."

 


Anne spent her time writing letters to her boyfriend
and painting her toenails. She said she couldn't believe we didn't
have a piano. Aunt Pearl, whose toenails were already perfectly
painted, fretted when she got a run in her nylons. She seemed
awfully worried about Mom and she kept asking, "But Marilyn, what
on earth do you do all day long?"

That was how things went, for four days.

Uncle Larry and Dad had a wonderful time fishing of
course, and just being brothers together. And even though I still
thought Anne was beautiful and my favorite cousin, I could not
think of a single thing to talk to her about.
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